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  Jeremiah


   


  Rural Maryland


  10 years, 38 days after


   


  When I close my eyes, I still see it. The blood. The wounds. The human body with its insides taken out. Guts all strewn through the branches of a bush.


  Just the thought makes my throat tighten up as though to vomit. Makes my insides flex and squish and cinch up.


  I can’t sleep with that horror show projected on the insides of my eyelids, of course. Not even close. I volunteered to do a double shift on watch. Let the others sleep, if they can. That’s the way I figure it. Jenkins was happy enough to oblige my request.


  Makes no difference to me.


  I’m sitting next to the fire now, scrawling in a notebook. The night hangs thick around me, cool and heavy with wet, and the crickets chirp endlessly all around. The other men sleep in the tents that form a crooked circle off to one side of the fire.


  That’s the one thing I’ll say for Captain Peters. He made sure our platoon had a bunch of paper and functioning pens — fresh packs of blue BICs that look like they should be hanging in a display at Wal-Mart instead of out here in the woods. He said we’re going to see some shit out here, some awful shit, but that writing it down would help.


  And some part of me believes what he said. Some part of me thinks that writing it down really will help, really will get it out for keeps. If I put it on the page, lay it all out just the way it happened, it won’t be a mess of abstract thoughts in my head anymore. It’ll be a story written in a notebook. Something that lives in the concrete world, entirely outside of my brain, outside of my memories.


  So here I am. Reporting for writing duty. Private Jeremiah Chen. Sir, yes sir and all that shit.


  Maybe it’ll work, this writing thing. Maybe not.


  Either way, I should start from the beginning.


   


  We patrolled at dawn. I don’t know what for. I never know what for. Dawn is better than night, I guess.


  Wait. Let me clarify that.


  The whole platoon headed out as though for combat. Doesn’t make much sense to me. I don’t think the lieutenant is all there. It’s a whole Don Quixote playing army type of deal. We all just go along with it.


  Anyway, we trudged through the thick grass, field after field of it, dew moistening my shoes and socks until my ankles were soggy.


  It was our fourth day camping in this location, and our fifth time walking this route. This was the longest we’d stayed in one area, so the terrain was beginning to look familiar. That conjured a new feeling. Usually everything seemed so alien, so threatening. By comparison this march was almost relaxing.


  Almost.


  The first thing we came upon were the dead zombies. All the way dead, I should say. The corpses lay in the ditch on the side of the road, three of them kind of stacked there in a haphazard pile as though they’d been tossed. Someone had sliced them up pretty good, heads and limbs dangling by the thinnest threads of flesh, white bone glinting through the slashed places, pearly like teeth.


  The stench of death was unreal. Like roadkill, I suppose, but hundreds of pounds of it. An earthy smell intermingled with the odor of rotten meat, like when dead leaves reach that point of breaking all the way down, reverting to rich black soil.


  “Jenkins,” the platoon leader bellowed. “You wanna come have a look?”


  Jenkins is older. He’s the one guy we all look up to, I guess. He’s smart. Or he wears glasses, at least. It’s hard to tell the difference sometimes.


  A ripple formed in the pack of men as Jenkins picked his way toward the front. The disturbance worked its way on the diagonal from left to right. Bodies shifted. Shoulders turned. At last, he appeared.


  He looked older than I remembered. Gray hair and whiskers marbled the once dark stuff on his cheeks and head, gone all the way white in places. And he looked tired as hell. The creases in his face gone hard and severe, like the lack of sleep folded his skin and pressed it pretty good.


  He moved slowly despite all eyes being trained on him. Walked to where the bodies lay. Knelt.


  The daylight glared rounded shapes in the lenses of his glasses as he’d made his way over, so I couldn’t see his eyes, couldn’t get a sense of his expression.


  Now his back faced the crowd, and his head tilted toward the pile of gore before him. Apart from the hand stroking at his jaw, he didn’t move.


  No one spoke for a long time. A religious hush fell over the lot of us, breaking up at last when the platoon leader cleared his throat.


  “Do you think it’s them? Their work?”


  Jenkins turned. Stood. His face was blank. Hard to read.


  “Could be.”


  They didn’t speak what we all knew. Not explicitly. The bodies hadn’t been there when we’d patrolled this route some 14 hours earlier, near dusk. Finding one dead zombie might not mean much. But three? Carved up like this? Thrown together in a pile? It meant Crusaders had probably been through here, and they could still be near. That was the most logical explanation, anyhow.


  A voice spoke up from the back of the pack. I think it was Smitty.


  “Should we burn them?”


  “No,” Jenkins said. “The smoke. Someone could see. That’s bad for business.”


  “Bad for business?” Smitty said, the confidence leaking out of his voice with each syllable.


  Jenkins stood as he answered him.


  “I reckon Crusaders swarming this valley wouldn’t be conducive to our survival. And that’s one thing I have observed about death — it’s generally bad for business.”


  No one spoke as Jenkins picked his way back through the crowd, the walls of humanity closing behind him, hiding him among the shoulders.


  “We’ll send word up the chain,” the platoon leader said.


  This was what he always said. Like it might do some good to send word to the higher-ups. Like any of this might mean anything at all.


   


  Intestines. The gutworks. Tubes of flesh wrapped around the bare branches of a bush, strung all through them like Christmas lights.


  That’s what we found at the little farmhouse not more than a mile from where the pile of zombies lay. And these weren’t from a zombie body. They were still fresh.


  Flies swirled around them — the innards, I mean — filthy little insects up to their elbows in gore. Loving every minute of it.


  Up close, the brown purple color of the flesh came clear. The guts looked more like something you’d find in the sea. Some awful creature that wraps itself around the coral. An ever-expanding parasite. Catching things in its tendrils and sucking the life out of ‘em.


  We followed the trail of guts around the side of the barn, and there he was. A teenage boy from the looks of it. Maybe sixteen.


  His scrawny frame was nailed to the gray planks of wood that made up the side of the barn. Railroad spikes driven into him, holding him upright, something strangely slack in his carriage.


  The spikes entered him at each elbow, so his upper arms splayed out from the body. The forearms, legs, and neck were left limp, though. Dangling. Head all leaned forward. With that strange posture, he looked like a scarecrow. A floppy thing, almost comical.


  Except his guts were all ripped out, gaping walls of red meat left in the middle of him. A vacancy.


  And words popped into my head at the sight of this empty space: Body cavity. Abdomen.


  Looking lower… Well, it took a second for me to make sense of what I was seeing when I looked lower.


  His genitals had been removed. Cut out. A ragged wound left in their position. Slightly indented. A cupped place — all red and jagged — where his manhood had been.


  No stump. No remnant. No sign that there’d even been anything there at all.


  A couple of the men stutter-stepped back from the sight of him, turning on their heels and walking away, but most of us stayed. We didn’t say anything. We barely even breathed.


  Whoever had done it had left a message, beyond the one written in his skin. The words were smeared up above him, scrawled in his blood in spiked, angry letters.


  “For father.”


   


   


   


  Erin


   


  Ripplemead, Virginia


  1 year, 296 days after


   


  Kelly-


  I know what you’re thinking. “Erin, why are you still writing to me when there’s pretty much a 99.999% chance that I’m dead just like everyone else?”


  Well, I don’t know. Maybe because there are so many people I know that are definitely 100% dead that I cling to that tiny shred of hope that you’re out there somewhere.


  Maybe it’s just the Roanoke connection.


  Remember how we found that book in the library in seventh grade? I think it was called Unsolved Mysteries of American History or something like that. It was the one with stories about Amelia Earhart and D.B. Cooper and so on. And one of the stories was about the colony in Roanoke that vanished.


  Well, in an ironic twist of fate, the colony of Roanoke lives again! Except I’m talking about the town in Virginia, not the island in North Carolina.


  My point is, there’s a settlement. As in people. In large numbers. You could almost call it a city, I suppose. But no one does. It is The Settlement. And that’s where Izzy and I are headed.


  Why would I do such a thing, you ask, especially when I am clearly dreading it so much?


  Supplies, my friend. Specifically, antibiotics.


  See, when we first crossed paths with Marissa, I was in pretty bad shape. My leg hadn’t fared too well after that tangle with the bear trap. And then it got infected. We had some antibiotics, but Marcus and I didn’t really know what we were doing. So by the time Marissa found us, I was in the early stages of sepsis. I don’t even really remember it, because I was delirious with fever.


  Luckily, Marissa is a nurse. Or was a nurse. Either way, she had a ton more meds than we did, and she knew exactly what kinds and what doses to give me to turn the infection around. She also reset my leg, which is good because I find the ability to walk to be a handy skill.


  So after all that, we’re low on antibiotics. “Dangerously low” is the term Marissa uses. Frequently.


  She and I already made the trip once, back in March, but apparently there’d been a flu going around the area, so we were only able to scrounge up half a bottle of Amoxil. Not enough, Marissa says. Kristoff and Mia told us we’d have better luck if we came back when the weather is nicer so the scavengers have a chance to venture farther out.


  It’s about 55 miles from our place in Ripplemead to Roanoke. In a few minutes, as soon as the sun starts to peek out over the tops of the trees, we’ll leave this place behind and begin our journey.


  Like an idiot, I kept myself awake all last night, convinced I was forgetting something. I couldn’t stop going over the checklist in my head, telling myself there was something missing.


  Food and water for the journey… check.


  Sleeping bags, rain gear, two tarps, extra clothes in case we get wet… check.


  Pistol (and a box of ammo), hunting knife… check.


  Lighter, matches, packet of dry kindling, zip ties, multitool, screwdrivers… check.


  The trade goods… check. (It would be pretty dumb if I forgot those.)


  And lastly, in case we need to do any on-the-fly bike repair: spare tubes, tire levers, patch kit, pump, chain tool and chain joining links… check.


  I tossed and turned for two or three hours before I finally got up and went over my pack again by candlelight. It was only when I unrolled my tool kit that I finally figured it out. Scissors. I hadn’t packed any scissors.


  So simple. So stupid.


  I tiptoed around the house in search of a pair. I checked the kitchen, the desk in the living room, even the toolbox. Nothing. Nobody ever puts the damn scissors back when they’re done with them. Not even me.


  I turned half the house upside-down before I finally found a pair in the garage. Right next to where I’d found the scissors was a stack of several rolls of duct tape, and I realized I hadn’t packed any of that either.


  You’d think that figuring these things out would have eased my mind, but no. It only made me wonder what other essentials I’d forgotten. I grabbed a roll of duct tape, whirled around, and almost had a heart attack when I saw the dark silhouette of a man standing in the doorway, watching me.


  He stepped forward, features sharpening in the light from my candle.


  It was Marcus, of course.


  “Goddamn it, you scared me!”


  “What are you doing out here?” he asked, not looking at all apologetic. “It’s not even close to daylight yet. You need to sleep.”


  “I forgot scissors. And duct tape. And probably other things.”


  He followed me across the garage to where my bike stood ready for the journey. I tucked my precious finds into one of the panniers, and before I knew it, I was going over everything again, touching the spokes and the chain and the trailer to make sure I hadn’t missed something else in my preparations.


  Marcus took me by the arm and tugged me gently toward the house.


  “That’s enough. Come back to bed.”


  “I know, but I just want to be sure.”


  “You’ve gone over it a hundred times.”


  “But what if I forgot something else?” I whispered at him as he pulled me into the house and upstairs. “Or what if I don’t bring something because I think we won’t need it, but then we do? What if there’s a freak snowstorm? I didn’t pack heavy coats.”


  Marcus nudged me into bed before blowing out the candle and crawling in after me.


  “It’s not going to snow.”


  “It could. I’ve seen it snow in May before.” I sighed. “I miss the Weather Channel.”


  We were quiet for a minute, but my eyes stayed wide open. Staring at the sliver of moonlight coming through the window curtains.


  Marcus rolled closer and wrapped an arm around me.


  “I think I should go with you.”


  I probably went a little rigid at that, but I tried to keep my voice composed.


  “No. You and Marissa have all the corn, squash, and beans to plant. And the tilling.”


  “Izzy can do it. She won’t be as fast as me, but that’s OK. I should be the one going. The one there watching your back.”


  There was silence as various horrible scenarios ran through my mind.


  “I’m not an idiot, Erin. I know there’s another reason you don’t want me to go. But you won’t say. What is it?”


  I sighed. I hadn’t wanted him to know. Wanted to protect him from the cruelty of this new world forming around us.


  “The fucking Storm Squadron,” I said, not really meaning to say it out loud. But there it was.


  “Who?”


  “It’s one of the raider gangs.”


  “I figured. But why them in particular?”


  “Storm Squadron, Marcus,” I said, emphasizing the words. “As in SS? They’re Nazis.”


  “Oh,” Marcus said, and then he said it again, as if another layer of understanding had descended upon him.


  It was that second Oh that I’d been trying to avoid all this time. Because I know that a little piece of Marcus’ innocence left over from Before died right then. And I’d wanted to keep it. Maybe that was selfish. Keeping it from him, I mean. He has a right to know the facts of our reality. But I just couldn’t do it.


  Finally, after digesting it for some time, he said, “You really think they still care about that stuff?”


  “I know they still care about that stuff.”


  It had been almost three months since Marissa and I made the first journey to the settlement in Roanoke. And just as clearly as if I were standing there now, I could see the massive white oak that stood just outside the settlement in my mind’s eye. It was a striking tree all on its own. One of those 300-year-old behemoths with a base so wide you could carve it out and live inside if you wanted.


  But it wasn’t so much the tree that had burned itself in my mind. It was what swayed from one of the lower boughs. Two bodies: Naked. Mutilated. Rotting.


  I heard my voice start to tell the story then, but it didn’t feel like I was saying the words. I was numb all over. Detached.


  “We saw the bodies hanging from the tree on the way in. Heard in town that the lynching had happened only a few days before.”


  “They were black?”


  “The woman was. The man was white.”


  “Well how… I mean… Are you sure it was a race thing?”


  “They’d carved the N-word into the woman’s chest. On the man, they’d written the same, but added Lover.”


  He went quiet again. I turned over so I could see him. Pulled him close.


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  “Why are you apologizing?”


  I shrugged. “Because instead of trying to fix it, I have to ignore it. Just walk on past and keep my head down.”


  He kissed the top of my head and stroked my hair, and everything was silent for a time.


  “So I assume these Storm-whatever guys took credit for the lynching?”


  “That, and they cut little “SS” marks onto both foreheads.”


  “I thought there was some order in Roanoke. That unprovoked violence was frowned upon.”


  “It is. But the raiders can do whatever they want outside of town. And there’s no real law in Roanoke, not really. I know I’ve described it like an Old West town before, but there’s no Sheriff or anything like that. Just an agreement among the factions that open violence scares customers away. They want the trade.”


  “Just not from people like me.”


  “Most of the factions don’t give a shit about that. It’s the Storm Squadron that tries to not-so-subtly keep things quote-unquote pure,” I said, then muttered. “Stupid Nazi fucks.”


  “Well, I guess that means I’m out. And Marissa could barely walk for days after last time. She can’t handle that amount of biking.”


  “Yeah.”


  I knew what he was thinking then. That it was madness for me to go back there. Madder still to take a ten-year-old girl along with me.


  “Maybe… what if you just didn’t go? We’re doing OK.”


  I shook my head.


  “You heard what Marissa said. If one of us gets sick, that could be it. Something as simple as strep throat could kill us if we don’t have anything to treat it with.”


  My ear was pressed to the side of Marcus’ chest, and I could hear the rush of air as he inhaled and exhaled.


  “Besides,” I said, “I spent all that time seeking out those stupid Kentucky coffee trees and collecting beans for Kristoff. He said he’d trade me equal weight in salt.”


  Marcus brushed the hair away from my face and pressed his lips to mine.


  “Just promise me you’ll be careful.”


  “Careful is my middle name.”


  He smiled down at me.


  “Yeah. Right.”


  There’s another reason I have to go, but it’s not one I would say out loud, because it would sound stupid. Everyone else has a thing they’re good at. For some reason I thought I’d be some kind of savant in the garden, but it seems that Marcus is the one with a naturally-occurring green thumb. Marissa is a damn nurse, for Christ’s sake. And Izzy is turning into a master fisherwoman. She just has a knack for it.


  But me? As it turns out, I don’t seem to be much good at anything. It’s not like I’m completely useless — I can help where I’m needed, whether it’s planting or watering or cleaning fish. But as far as an actual useful specialty? Nothing. I’d say I’m only slightly higher in the rankings than that damned squirrel.


  So I guess this will be my thing. My contribution. Taking stupid risks for the good of the group.


   


  Your mostly useless BFF,


   


  Erin


   


   


   


  Jeremiah


   


  Rural Maryland


  10 years, 39 days after


   


  Another night without sleep last night. We exchanged bullets with a small cell of Crusaders from dusk until dawn. Nightmarish.


  Not a full-bore skirmish or anything like that. More like each side fired a few rounds every couple minutes to keep the other side honest.


  The muzzle flashes flared like sparklers in the distance. Little bursts of orange light in the blackness. And the bullets whizzed past or thwacked into tree trunks. Percussive little ruptures of bark and wood.


  And, of course, our return fire was loud as all hell. Cracks and pops that split open the night. Tore it wide.


  They were out in the pines somewhere. Always moving. Circling us. Taking shots.


  It went on for hours. Like the darkness and the back-and-forth of the gunfire would never actually end. Like the sun would never come.


  Still, we didn’t get so much as a look at them. Some time just before dawn, they fell back. Retreated.


  And in the early light, we crept close to find only the indentations in the grass and ferns where they had lain, spent shell casings littering the ground.


   


  The Crusaders hide in the hills and woods all around this place. Fucking ghouls waiting to jump out with their rifles and blades, cut men down with zealous abandon. We’ve heard rumors of elaborate traps — land mines and crap like that — though none of us have encountered anything of that nature.


  To the Crusaders, all of this is somehow a religious war. A holy reckoning for some guy they call Father. Sounds like Jim Jones or David Koresh stuff to me. Too much cuckoo Kool-Aid for them. Or maybe not enough Kool-Aid now that I think about it. They might need to adjust their cyanide ratios or something as they seem to be doing it wrong.


  The rumors about Father are more or less boundless. He’s dead. Or he’s not dead. Or he faked his death. Or he did die but then he resurrected, and he’s, apparently, out for blood now. Like that one old Clint Eastwood movie where he comes back from the dead to kill the whole town, you know. I forget what that was called. Good movie.


  One detail that doesn’t seem to be in contention about Father is his lavish lifestyle. Luxury items plucked from the trash heap just for the cult leader. Big screen TVs. Hot tubs. Stockpiles of booze, long expired prescription pills, and so on.


  I kind of picture Saddam Hussein’s palace whenever people describe Father’s excesses. Marble floors. Gold accents everywhere. Hilarious tacky paintings of half-naked women that look like the cover of metal albums or fantasy books from the 1970s. I hope with all my heart that there’s at least one of those paintings at his place. I will loot the dickens out of it after we storm the gates.


  Anyway, I try to imagine those holy feelings. That passionate sense of duty when going into battle. A feeling in my gut, in my heart, in my soul that what I’m doing is right on a cosmic level. I kind of imagine an intense hot and cold tingle not unlike when you fling a fistful of Gold Bond on your junk. I hope that’s pretty accurate.


  It’s hard to do — hard to even imagine feeling that way, I mean. The holy visions and rapturous sensations and all.


  I look around. At the camp. At the empty world. And none of this means anything to me.


   


  Sat around the fire with a group of the others tonight, mostly the five other dudes in my squad with a couple of randos straggling into the mix. We only get the fire raging in the early evening to cook the beans. Once it’s full dark, we typically keep it real low to hopefully conceal our location.


  Wait. I guess I should introduce the squad, now that I think about it.


  There’s Alabama. Based on the name, you can probably guess that he’s from Georgia. Has the full-on deep South twang. He’s tall and skinny with narrow shoulders that make him seem like an overgrown fifth grader. Can’t grow even a trace of stubble, though if you catch his chin in just the right light you can make out some of that white peach fuzz stuff that older women get. Nevertheless, he shaves more often than the rest of us combined.


  As we sat out there tonight in the glow of the fire, Alabama and Smitty argued about whether the beans we have for most every meal were better served hot or cold and leftover — an argument they’d replayed about six times by now as Smitty knew it annoyed and disgusted the other.


  “Can’t wait until tomorrow morning. Nothing like a cold bean breakfast,” Smitty said.


  Alabama huffed.


  “I always knew you were dumb, but I didn’t know you were crazy until you started in with all this cold bean shit.”


  “Look, it’s hot as hell out here as it is, and the shit tastes like shit either way, right? Way I see it, might as well cool off with a tall glass of cool beans. Treat yourself.”


  Smitty serves the squat redhead role that I believe is mandatory for each squad. He is probably the closest thing I have to a friend out here. (Apart from maybe Jenkins who is more like an oracle I consult with than a peer — the man wears glasses for Christ’s sake.) Anyway, Smitty is good for some laughs. I’ve never understood the truly dumb people who manage to be funny — even witty — on a consistent basis, but Smitty delivers the goods. Guy can barely spell his name, but he makes me laugh.


  “Tomorrow morning, I believe I’ll prepare a beautiful brunch for all of us, serving cold beans three ways,” he said. “We’ll have a light kidney bean salad garnished with whatever the flies leave on it over night. Fly eggs, I guess. Fancy fly caviar, I’m sayin’. Then we’ll move on to a black bean puree that you’ll find mealy to the chef’s precise calibration. And finally a dessert of cold navy beans served in the syrup from that can of aged peaches you found back in Virginia somewhere.”


  “You still ain’t ate those peaches?” Meathead said, looking at Alabama and giggling as he spoke.


  “They’re like fifteen years old,” Alabama said. “Probably have botulism or whatever.”


  “You know, botulism is a delicacy in many cultures,” Smitty said.


  While some of the others laughed, Sorensen blinked.


  Chatty Sorensen barely says a fuckin’ word and never laughs or smiles, though he can say a lot with a few blinks of his wet eyes. When those peepers get damp, and the blinks get all slow, you know he’s pissed. Right now, in the midst of hearing Smitty’s breakfast menu, I believe the blinks expressed deep joy and a sense of camaraderie and stuff. He sports elaborate folds of skin like two baggy blankets under his eyeballs that make him look like he’s about 80 and/or a Shar Pei puppy, but he’s neither of those things. He’s probably 23 and a pug or something.


  Then there’s Meathead of the aforementioned giggles, though most call him Meat for short. He’s got a skull like an anvil and one of those faces that is about 50% meaty jaw and chin, so there weren’t a lot of options on the nickname front, I guess. A head like that is either Block or Meat, right? Beyond the cranium, it seems to me that Meat is high on something all the time. I have no idea what the substance would be. I asked him about it once and he just giggled, which I guess is how he responds to most things. Swollen pupils. Weird energy. Smells like ham. I don’t like being around him so much.


  And that leaves only the final soldier in our crew, sitting off by himself. Laughing a little, though his smiles never seem to reach his eyes.


  So far as I know, Henley is the only one among us who actually enjoys this playing army shit. Not in the Dudley Do-Right, sir-yes-sir, kind of precocious way, either. No. He enjoys being a soldier in the “wants to kill a bunch of people” way. A goddamn psychopath, you know? Cleans his gun all the time, stroking his hand up and down the barrel like he’s jerking the thing off. He’s generally the point man, naturally, leading us all to early graves with a jackal’s smile on his face, somehow getting off on the morbidity of it all.


   


  I am the lone Asian face among the 59 men in our little recon platoon, something I think about often. But I am lucky, I suppose, that the Squadron tolerates people like myself, even if I’m something of a second-class citizen in some of the city spaces. White and Asian is as far as the Storm Squadron’s idea of diversity allows, unfortunately. And now that they run the Sovereign Cities on their own, that’s the law of the land.


  That fact makes me antsy to leave the Free Cities as rapidly as possible. I’d been saving up. Hoping to supply myself appropriately to move out away from all of this. Away from the bat shit Crusaders. Away from the Sovereign Cities ruled by a fucking white supremacist motorcycle gang.


  But it’s hard to get ahead. I mean, it’s fucking impossible when you get conscripted and sent into battle, but even before that it was hard. To save enough to have a few months worth of food, tools, seeds to start a garden — and of course a vehicle and fuel, the most expensive pieces of all. I think I’m about halfway there, monetarily — three jars of dollars and coins tucked under the floorboards of my apartment. Might be six months more of work, but then I can get out.


  Hard to leave the amenities behind, though. If I strike out on my own, there’d be no running water. No electricity for miles and miles. No movies or plays or culture around. Even the markets provide their own kind of culture — the weirdos hawking trinkets and blankets and oddball items scavenged from the wastelands out there. The Free Cities do have their perks.


  But the loneliness I think is what scares me more than the lack of comfort. To leave the only two societies for hundreds of miles, I’d be signing up to live alone, you know? I don’t know if my soul could take that for long.


   


   


   


  Erin


   


  Blacksburg, Virginia


  1 year, 296 days after


   


  Kelly-


  The journey has begun. And I won’t lie. Long-distance biking on these mountain roads is a bitch, especially pulling a trailer. Good god almighty, my legs are tired.


  I’ve thought some more about why I’m writing this. And maybe I’m not writing to you at all. Maybe I’m writing to myself, but pretending that I’m writing to you makes it seem less… lonely.


  Not that I’m alone. Izzy is with me. But it is lonely out here without Marcus and that damn squirrel. And even Marissa.


  We’re stopped for lunch and a rest. We must be in horse country, because everything around here is rolling hills and those white rail fences that I associate with horse pastures. It’s pretty, actually. And there’s a nice breeze to cool us off after the ride. We’ve stopped a few times to pick asparagus and added that to our modest repast of smoked trout and radishes. Oh, and strawberries for dessert. Not so bad, really.


  Speaking of which, Marissa was griping up a storm this morning about how we didn’t get all the bones out of the fish when we filleted it. “We” being me and Izzy, of course. Marissa’s too squeamish to touch the raw fish. Which doesn’t make sense, right? Because she’s a nurse. I pointed that out last time we were gutting fish.


  “Marissa, you reset the bones in my leg, sewed up the wounds, and then changed the blood and pus-soaked bandages every day for a month. How could this possibly be more disgusting than that?”


  And her lips pulled into this tight little knot.


  “It’s different. One’s a living human being. The other is a dead animal carcass.”


  “Didn’t you cook meat back when… Before?”


  I’d wondered for a while if she was a vegetarian back then but eventually figured that couldn’t be. She hates most vegetables.


  “Yes, but I only bought things like hamburger meat. I could open the package without touching anything and just dump it all in a pan.”


  I’m guessing Hamburger Helper was a popular dish on Marissa’s table.


  She complains about the bones, but the real issue is that she doesn’t like fish. I don’t know if I’ve ever met another adult that was so damn picky about food. She doesn’t like half of what we eat. If she had it her way (and had access to it), I think she’d get most of her calories from the Scotch she likes to drink.


  Anyway, when she got to pissing and moaning about the bones in the fish this morning, I had to bite the insides of my cheeks to keep from saying anything. The last thing I wanted to do was to set out on this trip having had another stupid fight with Marissa. I guess it’s like my mom used to say. We get along like two strange cats.


  Hissing, spitting, and snarling mostly.


  Actually, I’ve been thinking lately that Marissa reminds me of my mom. High expectations. Hard-nosed. Not the warmest lady I’ve ever met.


  I guess what I’m trying to say is that Marissa can be a real bitch on wheels… (I was going to say “sometimes” but that’s not fair. It’s most of the time.)


  Don’t tell Marcus I said that, either. He’ll tell me I shouldn’t say (or write) things like that about Marissa. Any time we have an argument — especially if I’m so pissed off that I’m still grumbling and lamenting the old hag when we’re getting in bed — Marcus pulls me close and says, “She saved your life, though.”


  Which is true.


  But there’s more than that between Marcus and Marissa. They just seem to have a certain bond. I don’t know if it’s because he’s a guy, but she doesn’t butt heads with him the way she does with me and Izzy. Doesn’t try to nag and boss him around all the time. It could just be that Marcus doesn’t have a mean bone in his body. He’s kind to everyone. Even mean old bitches like Marissa.


  And sometimes I wonder if —


   


  Sorry. Izzy just ran over and threw herself at me like a human torpedo. Hard to write when a ten-year-old is climbing all over you.


  “How far have we gone, now?”


  She asks this every time we stop. I guess it’s the new version of Are we there yet?


  I got out the map and showed her where we’re at.


  “We’ve gone about 20 miles so far. Almost halfway.”


  Izzy tilted her head up to gaze at the sky.


  “So we could do the whole trip in a day?”


  “Yeah. But we’d get into Roanoke late. The market would probably be closed. And I don’t want to camp inside the settlement.”


  “Oh. Why?”


  “It’s,” I paused to think of how to phrase it, “not a nice place. You remember what we talked about, right?”


  Izzy rolled her eyes in the dramatic fashion that comes natural to all 10-to-14-year-olds. Then, in an unflattering voice I assume was supposed to be her impression of me, she recounted my rules.


  “Stay close. Don’t talk to anyone. Avoid eye contact. Don’t touch anything.”


  I’ve thought a hundred times of trying to warn her of things we might see. Like the two people Marissa and I saw hanging from the tree last time. And other things, too. The brothels, for example. They conduct their business inside, obviously, but sometimes a few of the women are standing around outside, and they just have this vacant look in their eyes. Like they’re looking at you but not really seeing you.


  It feels like I should try to prepare her, but I don’t know if you really can prepare someone for how things are in a place like Roanoke.


  “When are we going to put on our costumes?”


  “Tomorrow. They’re too hot to ride around in for very long.”


  Izzy nodded and eventually ran off to climb one of the trees nearby.


  So to finish my thought from earlier…


  I was going to write that sometimes I wonder if Marissa gets along with Marcus better because he reminds her of her son. Marissa doesn’t talk about him, so I don’t know anything about him other than that his name was Tony. And, well, the fact that she’s here, and he’s not probably definitely means he’s dead.


  Anyway, we’ve got a few more hours of riding ahead of us, so I better go round up Izzy and get moving.


   


  Done for the day, and it’s not even 6 pm. Plenty of light left in the sky.


  It seems wrong to have this much day remaining and to waste it sitting around. We could use the rest of course. It’s a hard ride. But back home, we’re out at first light, and we don’t quit until sunset. There’s just too much to be done. There’s always another task waiting to be completed.


  Right now, Marcus and Marissa are probably hauling water from the river to water the seeds they planted today. I don’t envy them, lugging the big rolling garbage cans back and forth a dozen or so times. They have to weigh a few hundred pounds filled with water. (Actually, I just did the math, and one of the 64-gallon carts filled to the brim would weigh over 500 pounds! You can’t actually fill them all the way and haul them around, but still.) Even thinking about it makes me feel guilty for sitting here on this porch, admiring the view.


  We’re in a tiny town called Catawba, camped out in the lobby of what used to be a restaurant. Maybe a bed and breakfast, too, because it’s in this huge old house. There’s a big pond on the property, so we can conserve some of the water we brought. You never know. Izzy’s bummed out that we didn’t bring her fishing gear. Honestly, I am, too. The preserved fish I packed is fine and all, but fresh is better.


  You know what? I shouldn’t be complaining. We found something way better than fish. Once I cleared the place, I let Izzy explore while I hid our bikes around back. One of the cabinets is full of gift shop crap: t-shirts with the restaurant logo, mugs, candles. You get the idea. The candles are already a great score. I’ll probably keep half and see what I can get for the rest in Roanoke. But that’s not all. No, sir. Izzy also found jars of apple butter and — wait for it — CHOCOLATE CHIP COOKIES.


  I won’t sugarcoat it. (Pun intended.) The cookies are hella stale. But it doesn’t matter, because do you have any idea how fucking long it’s been since I had a homemade cookie?! Years.


  Still trying to decide if I’ll sell any of those. I’ll keep at least a bag for Marcus and one for Marissa, because she could use a little sweetening. Ha.


  It’s been a while since I had a carb rush like this. Izzy and I couldn’t stop grinning and giggling as we ate them.


  We rounded out a nutritious meal of half a bag of cookies each with some hardboiled eggs. I was never a huge fan of eggs before, but now I can never seem to get enough. All those hours Izzy and I spent chasing and catching those damn chickens around town was totally worth it.


   


  Can’t sleep. You’d think after all the riding and the fact that I barely slept last night, that I would have zonked as soon as my head touched the pillow. But no.


  For one, my leg aches. It’s funny, it didn’t really bother me at all on the ride. But now it feels like someone borrowed my tibia and fibula to use as drumsticks. Beat on the ol’ tubs for a while and then put them back.


  I took three of the ibuprofen I brought along, so hopefully that helps.


  That’s not the only thing keeping me up, of course.


  I’ve got 99 problems and… I thought I had something clever for that, but I guess not.


  My point is, I’ve got a million-and-one damn things to worry about.


  The only other time Marcus and I have been apart for this long was the last trip to Roanoke. I have this paranoid voice in the back of my head that is convinced something will happen back home while I’m gone.


  It’s more than that, though. There was a time not that long ago when I thought it would be just me and Izzy, forever and ever. But I keep having this feeling like something is missing, and then I realize it’s Marcus. It doesn’t feel right to be out here without him.


  Even Marissa… there’s an extra shred of loneliness without her presence.


  Before I couldn’t imagine living with other people again. Now I can’t imagine living without them.


  Well, let me be clear. I can’t imagine living without my people. Izzy, Marcus, Marissa. Even that damned squirrel. Anyone else is a threat, as far as I’m concerned.


  Which makes Roanoke feel like entering the lion’s den.


  So many people, nearly all of them rough-looking and probably mean as hell. I guess because that’s the key to survival now. Being a rough, mean son-of-a-bitch.


  And most of them have no problem just openly staring at you with their cold, hard eyes. Probably doing the math in their head, wondering how easy it would be to gut you and take everything strapped to your back. And probably worse. I felt one too many sets of predatory eyes on me last time, crawling over my skin like spiders.


  But I have a plan for that.


  For now, I should try to get whatever bit of crappy sleep I can, though.


   


  Your mean son-of-a-bitch BFF, signing off,


   


  -Erin


   


   


   


  Jeremiah


   


  Rural Maryland


  10 years, 40 days after


   


  This morning we left the camp we’d stayed over these past few days. Not sure if we completed our objective here. Not sure if we won this little swath of land or they did. Are we advancing or retreating? Who can say?


  So we loaded up our rucks until they made the muscles along our spines quaver, and then we got on with the multi-mile hump to wherever we’re going next. Probably a different patch of sod we can and will patrol for a bit.


  We’re resting up now. Stopped off in a little clearing in the woods. Pissing. Drinking some water. The march will resume again soon.


  The first hour moving out, the men were just about dead silent. I guess that makes sense. Something about the early morning is quiet, you know. Still. Like the whole world isn’t quite awake yet.


  But as the sun fully breached the horizon, Alabama eventually broke the silence.


  “Sometimes I think this whole war is about prostitution.”


  No one responded, but he pretended that a bunch of us had tried to argue with him, I guess.


  “Wait. Now hang on. Hear me out on this one.”


  We heard him out. Not like we had a choice.


  “From what I understand, the Crusaders live in squalor. They’ve got their little shit-town village cobbled together in some valley in Maryland. The whole community is comprised of little shacks all close together. Even some tents, I think. Thousands of people huddled together like refugees in essentially a bunch of sheds that are packed so tightly that the eaves of the roofs touch each other.”


  We’d all heard similar stories about the camp where the Crusaders lived.


  “And then the buildings themselves are also filled to the brim. They sleep on cots at best, or pile up side-by-side on floors in sleeping bags. Neat little rows of humanity bundled in tight rolls like sushi.”


  “I’d eat sushi right now,” Smitty said. “Hell, I’d eat a raw, whole tuna, bones and all. Don’t even need the rice.”


  Alabama powered on, not acknowledging the culinary aside.


  “It’s a simple, agricultural existence. They grow and harvest food, trade a little of their harvest for whatever outside provisions they need. No electricity. No plumbing or anything. They haul tanks of shit out in the woods in trucks and bury it in the ground.”


  He shook his head.


  “Personally, I can’t imagine their little shanty town wouldn’t reek like piss at all times. Probably worse when it gets hot out. Swampy piss vapor wafting up into the humid air. Clouds of it so acrid that it makes your eyes sting.”


  This elicited some nods from the group.


  “In the Free Cities, we have houses and running water. We’ve got coal to power the factories, and we’ve got solar-power enough to run the pumps for the water mains, along with a little entertainment like movie theaters and crap like that, at least part of the time. The grid is a fuckin’ mess that’ll probably never be quite right, I’ll grant you that. And we’ll never have enough solar panels to have power for everyone, but….”


  This was true. Our ability to manufacture new solar panels was severely limited without access to oil of all things. The conventional plastic polymer that forms the protective back sheets of the panels requires petroleum we don’t have. In any case, the electricity is slowly advancing into the residential sector. Very slowly. Better than nothing.


  Alabama went on.


  “We have something of an actual economy is what I mean. Not like the dirt-worshippers in Father’s camp. Goods are produced and sold — guns, ammo, clothes. So on. Even have a school we send the kids to, albeit a shitty, disorganized one.”


  He spit on the ground.


  “But we have what I guess you’d call a dark side, too.”


  We walked a while, waiting for him to go on. Looking back, I’d say his monologue had a dramatic pause just here.


  “The crusaders live something of a pure life. They put their messiah up on a pedestal, and that brings them together in some strange way. Commits them to a set of morals or spiritual values that you don’t find in the Free Cities. For all their backward ways, I have to give them that.”


  Alabama sniffed.


  “Where I live — where we live — there is a cruelty running beneath all things, a dead-eyed way of looking at the world, of treating other people. Everything has a price. Everything. Even people.”


  He spit again.


  “So if you think about it that way, of course our two groups can never coexist, you know. Of course they want to fight us. We are the evil ones, the way they see it. Just go down to Garden City in Roanoke. Go down to Kabrich Crescent in Blacksburg. See for yourself. See the women for sale. The children for sale. Go to the city square in Knoxville, where they hang brown people from the tree, where the guillotine lops the heads off the members of the rebellion, and the crowds all cheer. That’s just part of living in the Sovereign Cities for us, part of living under the rule of the Squadron, but imagine how it looks from the outside, especially how it’d look to a pack of spiritual hippies who think they’re serving out God’s will.”


  We fell quiet. All talk dying off. The swish and beat of our footsteps trampling grass rose to fill the emptiness.


  After what felt like a long time, a voice rose up. It was Henley, our resident psychopath.


  “Yeah, but it’s not like that. Not like how you say. The Squadron rules the Sovereign Cities. We don’t have no say in any of it. We’re the, uh, what do you call it? We’re the serfs. We keep our heads down. Do our jobs.”


  “That’s not how they see it, though,” Alabama said.


  “I mean, yeah. Sure. But it don’t matter how they see it,” Henley said. “Matters how it is, how it really is.”


  Alabama’s eyebrows crinkled some before he answered.


  “Well, my whole point was to sort of elaborate on how they see it. That was the thesis, right? That this whole war is because of prostitution. And you have to look at things from their side to, you know, grok that.”


  Now it was Henley’s turn to grimace and mull it over. His eyes went totally blank for a spell.


  “But it don’t matter how they see it,” he said, “is what I’m saying.”


   


   


   


  Erin


   


  Catawba, Virginia


  1 year, 297 days after


   


  We are geared up and ready to go, costumes and all.


  Oh right. I never explained that part last night.


  I got the idea after last time. Like I said, walking around the settlement as a person of the female persuasion felt a little like being a side of beef parading around in front of starving hyenas. Maybe it’s like that for anyone coming in, everyone sizing you up, trying to figure out where you belong in the pecking order. But I’m guessing the men don’t get catcalled.


  Then when we were leaving Kristoff and Mia’s store, this big drunk guy cornered me. Kept demanding to know my name — which, looking back, almost seems funny to me now. That someone asking your name could somehow seem threatening, but it did. I ignored him, which was my first mistake. And then he was right on top of me, yanking my arm so he could spin me around and stick his stinking face in mine.


  His breath reeked of booze and rotten teeth. I knew I should go for my gun or knife. But I hesitated for a split-second, because I was in Kristoff and Mia’s place, and it seemed rude or something to start a ruckus there.


  Stupid.


  See, my first mistake was trying to ignore the guy. That might be how we were told to deal with bullies in elementary school, and maybe it even worked. But that’s not how it works now. If you let someone cross a boundary even in the smallest way, let them think you’ll let the disrespect slide, you might as well slit your own throat. So when the guy first slurred out those words, asking my name, I should have turned around, looked him dead in the eye, and told him that my name was Miss None-of-your-goddamn-business. If he didn’t take the hint then, I should have already had my knife at the ready. Because being polite isn’t a thing anymore.


  Mia’s the one that reminded me of that. She came out of nowhere and pressed the barrel of her AR-15 to the drunk guy’s temple and told him to get the fuck out of her store and not to come back. He let go of me real quick then, slinking out of the store with his hands raised in front of him protectively, because Mia hadn’t lowered the rifle.


  As soon as he’d gone, she relaxed her grip on the gun and then turned her hard gaze on me.


  “You get one of those, and only because you’re with Marissa. Understand?”


  “What?”


  She leaned in.


  “I mean if you bring anymore trouble into my store—”


  “But I didn’t do anything,” I protested, incredulous. “He attacked me.”


  “Where the fuck do you think you are? I’m not your high school principal. I don’t give a shit who started it.”


  Mia took another step closer so that her face was almost as close as the drunk man’s had been.


  “I’m only going to tell you this once, because if I have to tell you more than that, you’re already a lost cause. Toughen the fuck up. No one is going to fight your battles for you. If you can’t fight them yourself, you shouldn’t be here.”


  I still don’t know if she meant I shouldn’t be here as in Roanoke or just in general. I guess the advice applies either way.


  Because she was right. Roanoke had gotten to me. Overwhelmed me with all the smells and noises and constant barrage of sensations. And I forgot the most important rule of the new world: Never let your guard down.


  I’m almost embarrassed retelling that. It’s humiliating to think that Mia saw me as some waif that couldn’t defend myself. Because that isn’t how I see myself. Not now.


  I’ve thought about it a lot since then, and I’m doing things different this time. I’ll be entering Roanoke armed with guns, knives, and a bad fucking attitude.


  See, one thing I noticed is that Marissa didn’t get ogled in the settlement the same way I did. And I know she’s older, but it’s not like she’s some hideous hag. (I think I might have referred to her as a hag earlier, but I should be clear that is based purely on her personality.) The men still watched her, but they kept their glances surreptitious. Only from the corners of their eyes, when they could be sure she wasn’t looking. I think it’s something about the way she carries herself. She has a wicked case of Resting Bitch Face.


  So I’ve been practicing. Watching Marissa, especially if she’s in one of her moods. She gets this almost imperceptible sneer on her face. It’s not even fully there, and yet one glance is enough to know you’d better stay out of her way.


  Now that I think about it, I should be glad I was with Marissa my first time at the settlement. If Izzy and I had wandered in there unprepared, we would have been eaten alive. And if Marcus had been with us… I don’t even want to think about that.


  Anyway, I’ve had a few months now to chew on the idea of entering the settlement without wearing a giant sign that says EASY PICKINGS.


  I started to think of all the badass chicks I remember from the movies. Trinity from The Matrix. Lisbeth Salander from The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo. Kate Beckinsale in Underworld.


  Dark hair, dark clothes, dark makeup.


  When I looked at it laid out — the black jeans, charcoal gray tank top, black leather jacket — it barely seemed like more than a particularly colorless outfit. But I swear it works. As I smeared the black eyeshadow around my eyes, I thought of it less as makeup and more as warpaint.


  I thought it would feel silly, but it doesn’t. Maybe it’s just a placebo, but I can’t deny that it makes me feel tougher. More threatening. And so maybe my body language and demeanor follow suit. And it sends a message.


  Do not fuck with me.


  There’s definitely a line, though. I tried some black lipstick, but I couldn’t keep a straight face when I peered into the mirror. I think it strayed a little too far into mall goth territory. Even Marcus agreed that it looked ridiculous.


  The last thing I did was wet my hair in the pond. Then I ran some pomade through with my hands, and pulled the whole mess back into a slick ponytail. I did the same for Izzy.


  We studied ourselves in the mirror of the restaurant bathroom, and I have to say, I wouldn’t want to mess with us.


  Although, Izzy was trotting around just now like we were getting ready to go trick-or-treating or something. I had to remind her that we weren’t playing dress-up.


  “This is serious, Iz. Show me what face you’ll make if you catch someone staring at you.”


  She had a big, goofy grin plastered on her face, so I thought she’d totally fail the exercise. But almost instantly, her lips curled down into a silent snarl.


  It was pretty impressive. I couldn’t help but smile.


  “OK. That’s decent,” I said. “Alright, now pretend I’m some skeevy old guy.”


  I hunched over and sidled closer to her, making my voice gravely and low.


  “Hello, little girl.”


  Izzy didn’t say anything. She just turned and hissed at me like a vampire seeing a ray of sunlight.


  I hadn’t told her to do that, so the shock of it kind of made me laugh. Then I went to reach for her, to pat her on top of the head, and the kid tried to bite me. And not a play bite, either. She was going for blood.


  “Hey!”


  “You said I should be mean.”


  “I know, but now you’re freaking me out.”


  She shrugged.


  “I’m being evil.”


  “Evil?”


  “Yes. I just think of how everyone else is an enemy, and I want to drink their blood.”


  I stared at her with my mouth hanging slightly open. She was really getting into character, which I guess is a good thing?


  “Uh, OK. That’s… good.”


  I just hope she doesn’t turn into Evil Izzy and stay that way.


  We’re about to set off now. All our camping gear is re-packed and ready to go. In less than two hours, we’ll be in the settlement.


  I thought I’d be nervous, but a strange calm has come over me. I guess it’s the kind of thing where I know that whatever happens next, I’ll just have to deal with it. No sense in dreading the inevitable.


  Here goes nothing.


   


   


   


  Jeremiah


   


  Rural Maryland


  10 years, 40 days after


   


  Jenkins has been at this longer than me. Soldiering, I mean. He’d done nine months before I got hauled into this. Right on what you could call the front lines of the battle — our version of them anyhow. Spent 44 straight days under fire, too, he said. Hellish. I can’t imagine dealing with that.


  Most of the time during the day he barely says a word, right? But sometimes at night he tells stories about the stuff he’s seen. To me, anyway. I can’t say if he really talks to anyone else so much. I kind of doubt it. Weird guy.


  Anyway, I sat with him for part of his watch last night. Couldn’t sleep as usual, so why not?


  The fire snapped and popped between us, sparks shooting out of the dead pine boughs as the flames ate ‘em up.


  “I led a night recon patrol one night,” Jenkins said, pawing at his beard. “Just a handful of us out poking around in the dark. Not much point to it from what I could figure, but orders are orders, you know.”


  The wind shifted, blowing the smoke from the fire directly at us. Jenkins squinted and kept talking.


  “This was somewhere along the Maryland-West Virginia border, I believe. Probably near Frederick or just over the state line by Martinsburg. The eastern panhandle. Something like that.”


  Everything beyond the fire was inky nothingness. A void that stretched out for eternity.


  “I’d gone out late like that maybe twenty times, and we’d never found anything in the dark. Not ever. How could we, right? Can’t see for shit.”


  He spit tobacco juice into an empty can. One of the ancient pouches we’d looted six cases of. Found ‘em in a bait and tackle shop along Lake Gaston.


  “Except this time, we did find something. Gouges in the dirt trailing up a steep hill. You could just faintly make ‘em out in the moonlight. Deep divots like someone had torn the shit out of a golf course, you know? Just rippin’ big ol’ chunks of sod out left and right.


  “But once we got closer, we could tell that they weren’t just divots. They had slats of wood wedged into them. Flat pieces. And they were spaced very evenly going up the hill, a uniformity which you couldn’t quite make out from the distance. They were steps. Man made steps. And if someone had taken the time to build them, it probably meant they were moving a bunch of people through this area, and they wanted to be quick about it.”


  “Crusaders?” I said.


  “Yuh. We figured so. We flipped into creep mode — that’s what one of the younger fellas called it. Creep mode, I mean. We followed the steps up the hill, could just faintly make out a path once the land leveled out. A place where the grass was all beaten down. So we followed that. Going all slow and quiet, you know?


  “Creeping?”


  “Creeping. And we found the remnants of a camp. Freshly deserted. The coals from where they’d had a fire were still warm to the touch, the smell of smoke still thick in the air. And there were big flattened swaths of grass out there, perfect squares and rectangles where the huge tents had been. This camp had easily been hundreds of men. Perhaps a thousand.”


  I tried to imagine that and felt goose bumps spread over my forearms for some reason.


  “And I guess there was a little debate about exactly what this meant. Were they headed toward our camp or away from it? Were they marching at night? A group this big? It seemed like they must be. Madness.”


  I swallowed and stared into the fire.


  “Tully, the commanding officer of our little recon mission, got all quiet as we debated this thing. Just stared at one of those angular impressions in the grass. When he finally spoke up, we all got quiet. He decided we better head back and report it. So we did,” Jenkins said. “We trailed down the steps, slipped back into creep mode. Smitty pressed the pace a little harder, so we were hustling a bit — as much as you can hustle and creep at the same time, I expect.”


  “Hustle-creepin’.”


  “Right. So we had a functioning set of radios. Just one pair, mind you. But we were only to use ours in the case of an emergency. This didn’t quite qualify, so we were headed back on foot. Hustle-creepin’ like you said.”


  He paused, frowning.


  “And it felt wrong. Tense. Bad, uh, what do you call it?”


  “Vibes?”


  “No. I mean, that’s kind of it. I was thinking of a different word, I think.”


  “Mojo?”


  “Yeah, that’s it. Bad mojo.”


  He spit again.


  “About halfway back, the radio crackled. We all jumped. It had never done that before. On a night recon mission, I mean. We’d literally never used the damned thing in the dark like that. Started to feel more like a stage prop after a time, I suppose.”


  Now he got quiet, his jaw churning. When he resumed speaking, his voice had gotten smaller and tighter. Hushed.


  “The voices were squealing on the other side. Shrill and shaky. A whole mess of grown men squealing and suffering and carrying on. Like what I imagine it sounds like at a factory farm — a slaughterhouse, you know — a bunch of doomed hogs screaming their heads off, lifting their voices into that whistle-y register that is as much a whine as anything. Terrified, you know. Suffering beyond what can be imagined. That’s what it sounds like in my memory, anyway. Maybe my imagination has embellished it some, but I kind of doubt that.”


  He churned his jaw some more before he went on.


  “But you could hear the gunfire as well. On the radio, I mean. Assault weapons clattering out their death. Cutting down our friends. Our brothers. We rushed back. Sprinted the last little way in the woods, not giving a shit about anything but getting back, but it was too late, of course.”


  He took off his glasses, wiped the lenses on his shirt.


  “They were all fucked up. Whole camp lit up, you know. All of those men — boys most of ‘em — cut in half by machine gun fire. There were too many of ‘em. Crusaders, I mean. We could only keep our distance and watch the final stages of the massacre, kind of circling the camp from afar.”


  He put his glasses back on.


  “I still have dreams about it. Guilt, I guess. In the dreams, I’m trying to carry one of the men to safety, but he’s all opened up. He slides out of my hands, so all that’s left in my fingers is intestines. Greasy ribbons of flesh.”


  We were both quiet for a long time after that. When a log shifted in the fire, we both jumped a little, startled, but we didn’t laugh about it. Didn’t even look at each other.


  A few minutes later, the watch shifts changed, and I decided to head for bed.


  When I exited the circle of the fire’s light, I saw that Smitty, Alabama, and Sorensen had been standing there in the shadows. Listening.


  They walked with me back to the tents. Total silence among us.


  I wondered how much of Jenkins’ story they’d heard, but when we got close to the lanterns, and I got a glimpse of the far away expression etched on Smitty’s face, I knew.


  They’d heard it all.


  Sorensen blinked in a way that reminded me of a lost puppy.


   


   


   


  Erin


   


  Roanoke, Virginia


  1 year, 297 days after


   


  There’s a nice chunk of the ride into Roanoke that’s all downhill. You can coast and look down over the drop into the valley and catch glimpses of the haze that covers the settlement. It doesn’t look so bad from the distance. But once you get inside, it’s a filthy, smelly place. There’s soot and coal smoke everywhere.


  We zipped past the big old oak tree, and I was relieved to see no bodies hanging from the branches this time. I hoped that meant it would be a lucky trip.


  The coal is why they picked Roanoke in the first place. The Militia found an old abandoned coal mine and started digging. I guess the rest of the place just grew up around that natural resource. That’s what Kristoff told us last time, anyway.


  The Militia are pretty easy to spot. They’re almost always wearing bulletproof vests and usually some amount of camo. They sort of monitor things in the settlement. They don’t officially control anything, and they are definitely not actually imposing any sort of law, but they’re the ones that make sure the other raider groups — the SS, for example — don’t wreak havoc and scare business away.


  Last time, there were several Militia guys standing outside of the market entrance, decked out in their military garb and all carrying giant automatic rifles. It was the same this time, except there was a woman among the group. So I guess they let ladies in. Not that I’m looking to join.


  The market is set up around the main drag in town, and the street has been cleared of dead cars so people can get through with bikes and wheelbarrows and whatnot. Last time Marissa and I were here, we even saw someone with a horse and buggy.


  A lot of the shops are run out of the old storefronts along the street, but some of the vendors are nomads that scavenge and sell as they travel. There’s a big open square that used to be a farmer’s market, so a few dozen nomads are usually set up on the sidewalk there with their trailers and buggies packed with goods.


  We passed a stall selling chickens, a stack of cages all clucking and making a racket.


  There were more food vendors out than last time. Most of them were manning open charcoal grills, and I could hear the sizzle of the roasting mystery meat as we walked by. Probably raccoon, squirrel, and groundhog. A stray dog trotted by us, looking for scraps, and I wondered about other — more domestic — meat sources.


  No matter what kind of meat they were serving, my appetite vanished in the settlement. It was just so grimy and dirty, it didn’t seem like a place to eat. And the coal smell reminds me of car exhaust, which always used to give me a stomach ache.


  I had to keep one eye on the crowd and the other on Izzy. She was completely rapt with the place, I could tell. Her gaze leapt from one stall to the next.


  It was more than just the bustling activity and other assaults on the senses. It was the people. Being in a large group again. There’s definitely something primal there. An animal excitement. After so long away from people, it’s overwhelming. It was the last time I was here, and it wasn’t any less this time.


  My own heart fluttered in my chest as we wove through the throngs of people. I found myself looking for you, actually. I know it’s ridiculous. Even if you are alive, what are the odds that I would be visiting this distant place on the same exact day and the same exact moment as my best friend that I haven’t seen in almost two years?


  Has it been that long? In some ways it seems longer. Like decades have passed since we were in school, texting each other innuendo-laden emojis when the teacher wasn’t looking. Some days it feels more like that was only last week.


  Anyway, I didn’t see you, obviously. I caught a glimpse of myself in the reflection of a window and almost didn’t recognize myself with my “costume” on. It made me wonder if you’d even know me if we passed by each other, and vice versa.


  Seeing myself reflected in the glass reminded me to make sure my Marissa-esque Bitch Face was firmly intact.


  There were a few women huddled together outside of Curly’s. That’s the brothel. I tried not to look, but I could see enough in my peripheral vision. The women were thin, pale, and sickly-looking. One of them had a black eye. She was young, maybe even our age.


  I kept walking.


  The shop Mia and Kristoff are set up in is pretty much impossible to miss. Just a block down from the big open market area, they have the corner storefront in an old brick building. Painted down the side of the brick in huge block letters is the word SEEDS. Last time I was here, Kristoff said the building was over a hundred years old.


  Izzy and I left our bikes there on the sidewalk, right in front of the big glass windows. The bells on the door jangled as we entered.


  “Wait here by the door,” I told Izzy. “Keep an eye on the bikes. I’ll signal when I need you.”


  I stepped further into the store and saw Kristoff standing behind the counter, bartering with a lanky older guy with an eyepatch.


  I have to say, it was nice to see a familiar face this far from home. I mean, I’ve only met him once, but it still meant something.


  Kristoff has reddish-blonde hair and a big beard with a little streak of white on one side. Both arms are covered in tattoos all the way down the wrists. Despite the ink, he reminds me of a gnome for some reason. I think it might be his cheeks. They’re always a little red and shiny. I guess there’s also the fact that he smiles most of the time. A rare feature, given the times. Not a lot of jolly people when it’s the end of the world.


  It hadn’t occurred to me until that moment what I would have done if Kristoff and Mia hadn’t been there. I guess I would have tried trading with some of the other shops, but it would have been dicey. It’s hard to know if you’re getting a fair shake or not. I’m sure a lot of the sellers there would see me and think I’d make an easy mark.


  Eyepatch finished his business and turned to go. He went to shuffle by but he made no attempt to avoid walking right into me. I could tell he expected me to sidestep and let him pass. And every ounce of the polite little girl I used to be wanted to do that. But then I caught sight of the black leather riding gloves on my hands, and I remembered who I am now. Who I have to be.


  So I stayed put. Planted my feet and stared the guy down. And it worked. At the last possible second he pivoted on his heel and brushed around me.


  I waited a moment and then turned my head enough to make sure he left without giving Izzy any trouble.


  Once he was gone, and the front door swung closed again, I returned my focus to the counter.


  Clear blue eyes sparkled from behind a pair of horn-rimmed glasses as Kristoff smiled down at me. I have no idea how old he is. I’d say twenty-five at the youngest, but the white spot in his beard makes me think older. Maybe even close to forty. But he’s one of those guys that will probably look young until he’s like fifty years old, and then overnight he’ll turn into Santa Claus.


  “Howdy,” Kristoff said. Then he sort of paused to stare at me, squinting hard. “Have you been in here before?”


  Before I could answer, Mia piped up from the back corner of the store. I hadn’t even seen her there. She’s so silent and still, standing watch over everything.


  “She’s the one Marissa brought in a few months ago.”


  Kristoff clapped his hands together.


  “Right! It’s… Merrill?”


  “Erin,” I said.


  He shrugged. “Close.”


  Even though Merrill didn’t seem at all close to Erin, in my opinion, I was so relieved that they remembered me that I didn’t even care.


  “I’m bad with names, but I never forget a face,” Kristoff said. “Is Marissa here?”


  “She didn’t come this time. But she says hello.”


  Marissa didn’t actually say hello. Even though the three of them came north together when they fled Florida, I don’t think they really consider each other friends or anything. It was a relationship of convenience. Mia and Marissa do seem perfectly suited to butt heads.


  Kristoff must have suspected that Marissa had not sent any such warm regards, because he laughed a little and said, “Oh yeah? Give the old battle-axe our love, then.”


  Resting his forearms on the counter, he leaned forward.


  “I assume you didn’t come all the way into the settlement just to bring us hugs and kisses from Marissa. What did you bring?”


  At a signal from me, Izzy brought out our first offering and set it on the counter.


  “Who’s this?” Kristoff asked, and for a second, I was worried Izzy was going to hiss at him.


  But she looked at me instead. Introductions were made all around, and Kristoff offered her a piece of gum. It was the individually-wrapped kind that you get when you go trick-or-treating on Halloween, and you keep avoiding eating it because everything else is better. And by the time you get down to where that’s the only thing left, it’s rock hard and stale. Or maybe it’s rock hard and stale from the beginning. I wouldn’t really know because who really chews that stuff by choice?


  Anyway, Izzy was delighted. Once I said it was OK, she wasted no time unwrapping the paper and popping the pink wad into her mouth.


  Kristoff’s attention finally went to what she’d set on the counter, and his elfin eyes lit up.


  “Is that what I think it is?”


  I nodded. “Twenty pounds of Kentucky coffee beans.”


  “Did you hear that, Mia? Twenty pounds!”


  Mia grunted from her corner. They’re an odd couple, really. Kristoff is chatty as hell, always going on about his various conspiracy theories and whatnot. Mia, on the other hand, rarely utters a full sentence. But she’s definitely no doormouse. I get the impression that she’s the brains behind the operation, really. The boss or whatever. She has this way of watching over everything. Not just their shop, but the crowd and the rest of the market, too. And even though Kristoff always has a pistol on his belt, Mia’s the one with the AR-15 slung over her shoulder.


  Kristoff opened the plastic bag and took a whiff of the “coffee.”


  “Have you tried it?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What’d you think?”


  “I prefer the dandelion root.”


  Kristoff shook his head.


  “Me too. Even chicory is better than this. But we can charge double for this stuff. I think it’s the look of it. And probably the name. Says coffee right there, you know?”


  “I was kind of glad it sucked,” I said. “I’m not tempted to keep any of it that way.”


  Kristoff chuckled. “Smart girl.”


  He and Mia have a way of communicating with just a few glances. Kristoff would look at the goods, often announcing them out loud. Then he’d look over at Mia, and she’d give the barest hint of a nod or shake of the head.


  They’d been having one of these silent conversations while we chit-chatted about the coffee.


  Finally, Kristoff said, “We’ll take all the Kentucky coffee you got. What do you want for it?”


  “Salt.”


  His eyes flicked over to Mia.


  “Done. What else ya got?”


  I laid out a list of things he’d specifically requested the last time I was here. Soap, deodorant, shampoo, toilet paper, cigarettes, and booze.


  “Good stuff,” Kristoff said.


  “How much 9 mm ammo can I get for it?”


  “Three boxes.”


  “Deal.”


  After that, we went out to the bikes so I could show him the rest of what I’d brought. As Izzy and I unpacked the goods, Kristoff told us yes or no, and we made two piles accordingly. Mia brought out a dolly to move the Yes pile inside, and I noticed how even as she bent to stack the items on the cart, she kept her gaze flicking around the street and her rifle within easy reach.


  We stowed everything they hadn’t wanted back on the bikes and returned inside to finish the trade.


  I waited until the door had closed behind us before I broached the subject.


  “We need antibiotics.”


  Kristoff’s eyes twinkled.


  “We’ve got a tincture made from acorns. A by-product of leaching the tannins when we make flour. It’s a natural antiseptic and antibiotic.”


  “Yeah… I’m looking for the pharmaceutical variety.”


  For the first time, Kristoff’s smile disappeared. And suddenly Mia was there, stepping between us.


  “We told you last time, that was a one time deal,” her voice was low and cold.


  I almost took a step back, surprised at her intensity.


  “I know, but — ”


  She shook her head, cutting me off.


  “If the Squadron got wind that we traded you even that single half a bottle, we’d be in deep shit. They don’t take kindly to anyone else having even a small corner of that market.”


  Kristoff put a hand on Mia’s shoulder, but she wasn’t done. She held up a finger.


  “If you ever bring up the fact that we gave you those meds ever again — to us or anyone else — you’re done here.”


  I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised at her reaction. I’d seen what the Storm Squadron was capable of.


  “Alright. I’m sorry. I’ll never mention it again, but…”


  Kristoff spoke up, trying to smooth things over.


  “Hey, we like you, OK? You know the good merchandise from the crap, and you’re trustworthy. Marissa wouldn’t be with you otherwise,” he said.


  I swallowed in a dry throat, worried that I would be pushing this too far. But we needed those fucking meds. “Do you know anyone that isn’t SS that might have some?”


  I waited a few moments while they had one of their wordless conversations.


  “Check Spider’s cart. He’s got some… rarities. And since he’s a nomad the SS are less likely to hassle him if he is selling drugs.”


  I didn’t exactly like the idea of doing business with someone named Spider, but it had to be better than the SS. Kristoff gave me directions to this Spider fellow’s cart, and then I traded most of what we’d brought for coal and jerky.


  Kristoff and Mia are one of the few shops that aren’t affiliated with one of the raider factions. I could buy coal directly from the Militia, but I don’t really want to trade with raiders. That means I’m paying a mark-up. I know that. It’s a price I’m willing to pay for not doing business with the raiders. Though I guess you could say that my money still goes to them anyway, since that’s certainly where Mia and Kristoff are getting their supply of coal. But whatever. At least I don’t have to deal with the scummy bastards directly. I guess some might argue that the Militia aren’t as bad as the SS or some of the other groups, but raiders are raiders to me.


  As for the jerky, I didn’t ask what kind it was. I don’t think I want to know. Meat is meat, and though I’ve tried a little bit of hunting and trapping myself, so far I haven’t been very good at it.


  “Anything in particular you guys are looking for? For next time,” I ask.


  “Toiletries, tobacco, and booze are still the big three. Also how-to books. We’ve had a lot of interest in those lately. And like I told you last time, assume we’ll take as much Kentucky coffee as you can bring.”


  A thought struck me then.


  “What would you trade for a seedling?”


  “For one of the coffee trees? You have one?”


  Out of the corner of my eye, I even noticed Mia stir at that, her interest clearly piqued.


  “Not yet. But we’re trying.”


  There was another shared glance between Kristoff and Mia.


  “We’d be very interested. I could do a case of ammo for two seedlings. Or equal value.”


  Shit. I was starting to think I could have gotten double the amount of salt for the coffee I gave them earlier. But it’s bad form to haggle after a deal is closed, so I let it go. Something to remember for next time.


  “OK.”


  “What kinds of how-to books should I keep an eye out for?”


  Bending down to unload the dolly full of our trade goods, Kristoff listed them off.


  “Anything about homesteading and preserving food. Farming and gardening. But even things like bicycle repair and home improvement will sell. Hell. We’ll take stuff on sewing and knitting.”


  I didn’t say so, but I already have a lot of books like that at home. I’m not sure I’m willing to part with them.


  He paused in his work and propped an elbow on the counter.


  “I’m still surprised they left us any books,” he said. “It would have been a perfect Fuck You to destroy all the libraries, you know? Leave us with a few million Danielle Steele books and nothing else.”


  The “they” Kristoff was referring to was aliens. Or maybe rich people. See, Kristoff’s pet conspiracy theory is that before everything went to shit, all the rich people, everyone in power, escaped into space. He thinks the aliens were running things since the Roswell crash, or maybe they were just in cahoots with the government, I’m not exactly sure. In any case, he believes it was their secret experiments with alien technology and bioweapons that got loose and that’s what caused… well, how things are now.


  One of the big pieces of evidence he likes to cite is the fact that there aren’t any rich people around anymore.


  “Think about it, in all of your travels, you seen any wealthy people? Any politicians or talking heads from TV? Famous rappers? Actresses? Some of them would have survived, surely! So where are they?”


  He pointed to the sky.


  “Up there in their state-of-the-art spacecraft, looking down at us — the riff-raff that survived — while we fight over garbage like a bunch of rats. Hell, maybe this was the plan all along. We’re like guinea pigs for their little experiment. Whatever the case, I guarantee they’re drinking Dom Perignon or maybe some crazy alien shit and laughing their asses off.”


  I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to tell a formerly rich person from the rest of us at this point. Would they be wearing fur coats and diamond necklaces? But I didn’t say any of that to Kristoff. His version of crazy is pretty harmless, and besides, I figure the nicer I am, the better future bargaining will go.


  We said our goodbyes, gathered up what we’d traded for, and went out to our bikes. A few of the bordello women were still outside. (Am I supposed to call them whores? It seems unnecessarily harsh.) The young one with the bruised face was staring at us. She watched us packing up our goods, and I felt her gaze on me the whole time, like something hot and accusatory.


  I felt a twinge of pity and then a flash of anger. I thought of Mia’s words. No one is going to fight your battles for you. If you can’t fight them yourself, you shouldn’t be here.


  I’m sorry for that girl. I really am. But there’s nothing I can do about it.


  We rolled our bikes along the street until we reached the open section of the market. It took a few minutes of weaving between the various stalls before I finally spotted Spider’s cart. It looked like one of those big bike campers that had been augmented to haul as much gear as possible. It was painted a garish combination of red and yellow with a giant tarantula and the words “Spider’s Warez” adorning the side.


  Izzy and I approached from the back side of the trailer, and I could hear voices coming from around the front.


  “Awfully skinny, ain’t he?” One man’s voice said.


  “It’s the teeth you gotta look at. He’s got all of his own. That’s a true sign of health.”


  “How old did you say?”


  “Seven or thereabouts.”


  “Won’t be much good for hard workin’ for another five years at least.”


  I figured they were talking about a horse. I could see the back end of it, tail busy flicking away flies. But as we rounded the corner, I saw that the two men weren’t looking at the horse. In fact, they stood with their backs to the animal. One of the men bent down to the figure standing between them, gripped the sides of his face with one hand.


  “Open your mouth, boy. Let ‘im see your teeth.”


  It was a child.


  A human child.


   


   


   


  Jeremiah


   


  Rural Maryland


  10 years, 41 days after


   


  Suicidal ideation. That’s the fancy term for picturing yourself sucking on the barrel of a gun.


  I have to think all of us, the soldiers out here now, have experienced a bit of this. I know I have and do.


  When the night comes on, these thoughts of suicide wash over me in waves. Strangely anesthetic. Numbing. A little cold.


  Ugly pictures opening in my head. Vivid and violent. I don’t understand them. I don’t want them. But they are there.


  But then maybe I do understand them in a certain way. We wander around out here for no good reason. Aimless and anchorless. Roaming out into the big nothing. Marching to nonsense orders that flit us here and there at random.


  None of this makes sense.


  The emptiness stares us in the face.


  And when that chaos, that utter meaninglessness, spirals its way into my brain, it creates tension that cannot resolve. A melody hanging on a deeply unsatisfying end note, discordant and maddening, wanting to find its way back to a root note — a tonic — that doesn’t exist. This song sucks. It provides neither satisfaction nor relief.


  There is no correct answer to this question. There is no way to compute this nonsense equation, no way to render this data into the cause and effect relationship that my mind seems to demand of all things.


  It’s a restless sensation. Makes my skin tingle. Vibrates my thoughts. Pulses the words in my head into endless circles like water twirling down the drain.


  No order is possible. No meaning is possible.


  So we drift in empty space. Alone. Apart. Uncomfortable.


  What hurts more than anything, I think, is the way these thoughts suck the meaning out of things, rip the soul out of things, leave only the surface to contemplate, an empty shell of physicality, territory, bodies. All else, if there even is anything else, hides down in the muck. Out of sight. Unknowable. And we spend a lifetime flailing after it, after anything beyond what’s here. Desperate and frightened and small.


  So I sit here at night, shrouded in dark, and I point my gun out at the emptiness for no good reason. Let my finger hover over the trigger like I can kill this problem. Poke holes in its guts and make it go away. Resolve this tension that shivers and thrums in my skull and never lets me sleep. All I have to do is squeeze and it all goes away.


   


   


   


  Erin


   


  Roanoke, Virginia


  1 year, 297 days after


   


  I couldn’t stop staring at the kid. Breaking one of my own rules.


  Spider and the other man were still talking.


  “How much?”


  “Two of your horses.”


  “Two? Are you insane? I can trade one for two-years’ credit in coal, and you think two for the price of one sickly lookin’ whelp is a fair trade?”


  “You gotta think about the future. He’s scrawny now, but he isn’t grown yet. And I’ve got him trained good. He can do most of the household chores. In a few years, he’s another set of hands. A strong back to help bale hay and wrangle horses.”


  Wiping a fleck of spittle from the corner of his lips, Spider continued.


  “His people — the ones that gave him to me — they were hardy folk. Once he comes of age, he’ll be a nice strapping specimen. Good worker.”


  “And in the meantime, I gotta feed him, clothe him.” The man shook his head.


  “So don’t buy him for a farmhand.”


  “What in the hell else would I need him for?”


  “I told you I got him trained good. He don’t fight. Does just what he’s told. That can be useful.”


  Spider gave the man a suggestive look, and I felt a sick feeling curdle my stomach.


  To his credit, the other man recoiled.


  “Jesus, I ain’t got no interest in little boys.”


  Spider raised his hands, and smiled apologetically.


  “Didn’t mean to suggest you did, sir. But there are others who do, and they’d pay a hefty price for one so young and well-trained.”


  The man grabbed up the supplies he’d purchased, and I thought for sure he’d stomp away, offended and horrified. But to my disgust, he paused to eyeball the kid somewhat thoughtfully.


  “How much longer will you be in town?”


  Spider’s head bobbed from side-to-side.


  “Another day or two,” he said, then cleared his throat. “In the interests of full disclosure, he needs to be restrained at night.”


  “Restrained?”


  “He gets into the food, and no manner of corrective measures made him stop. Can’t have that. That’s my livelihood. So I chain him to the hitch there on my trailer. Problem solved.”


  I noticed for the first time that what Spider said was true. The boy wasn’t chained up at the moment. Why didn’t he run?


  But then where would he go?


  With a final glance at the boy, the man turned and left.


  I wanted to leave, too. Wanted nothing to do with this scumbag, but it was too late now. He’d seen me standing there and was asking how he could help.


  Spider himself was a few inches taller than me and lean the way most people tend to be now. He had the kind of eyes that were always open a little too wide, and they darted around the market, always on the lookout for potential threats.


  I knew then that Spider was a self-appointed nickname. A spooky moniker intended to suggest he was dangerous. Scary.


  I stared the shifty-eyed bastard in the face and pretended the dirt-smeared little boy only a few feet away didn’t exist.


  “I’m looking for antibiotics,” I said, keeping my features hard and blank.


  Spider leaned in, a smug little smirk touching his lips.


  “Are you now?”


  He reeked of old, sour sweat, but I forced myself to stand my ground. I did not flinch or blink. It was a test. He wanted to know if I’d back down. Turn into a stuttering idiot at the merest push.


  Just the way I could see past his tough guy nickname, I wondered if Spider saw right through my so-called costume.


  I glared back and added the slightest edge to my voice.


  “Do you have them or not?”


  He retreated then, accepting that I wasn’t going to be pushed.


  “Depends on what you got for trade.”


  I set down a ten pound bag of roasted dandelion root and two small mason jars of maple syrup.


  “Dandelion coffee. This is the best substitute there is.”


  “What’s in the piss jars?”


  “Maple syrup. Homemade. There’s still some sugar and other sweeteners to be found, but it’s starting to get scarce. Pretty soon it’ll be gone. This is going to be what replaces it.”


  He studied me, then the bag of coffee. Opened it. Smelled it.


  “Smells like shit.”


  “Well luckily it doesn’t taste like it.”


  “I’m just supposed to trust you on that? How do I know this isn’t dirt and dried up pigshit?”


  “Try it, then. Boil some water. I have time.”


  The shopkeeper snapped his fingers and the boy approached, eyes focused on the ground.


  It took everything I had not to look at him.


  “Go boil a kettle of water. When it’s ready, bring it to me with a cup and a tea strainer.”


  The boy turned and just before he disappeared inside the small camper, I glanced at him. He was so small. Smaller than Izzy.


  Fuck.


  Izzy.


  I’d been so shocked at seeing a little boy chained up like livestock that I’d forgotten about Izzy. Again I wondered at the wisdom of bringing her along with me.


  I addressed Spider.


  “Is it OK if I leave my bike here for a minute? I’ll be right back, and I can show you how to brew the coffee.”


  He shrugged.


  “Ain’t my responsibility, though.”


  “Fine.”


  I pulled Izzy along with me as we retraced our steps back to Mia and Kristoff’s.


  “Erin, was that man trying to sell that little boy?”


  “Yes.”


  She gaped at me, eyes wide and horrified.


  “We have to help him!”


  “How? There’s no way we have enough to trade for him, and even if we could, we’d be giving away our goods in trade for another mouth to feed.”


  Izzy thought for a moment. Lowered her voice.


  “We could steal him.”


  I rolled my eyes.


  “They murder thieves in this town, Izzy. Often.”


  “But it’s not right!”


  “I know it isn’t. But there’s nothing we can do, so just try not to think about it.”


  Back inside the shop, I asked Kristoff if Izzy could wait there for a few minutes. I could tell he was hesitant, and Mia definitely wasn’t wild about the idea.


  “Ten minutes, tops. She won’t touch anything.”


  With a sigh, Kristoff agreed.


  I picked my way through the crowd back to Spider’s stall. There was a tray set out on the counter now, laden with a steaming kettle, a cup and saucer, a round ball-style tea strainer, and a spoon.


  I instructed him on how much coffee to put in the strainer. Vapor spun and roiled in the air as he poured hot water into the cup.


  Then we had to wait for it to steep, and I realized I should have come up with another excuse to leave. Instead, I was stuck there with Spider, and I felt his creepy-crawling eyes studying me.


  “Rare to see two girls out unaccompanied,” he said. “Must be rough out there for you.”


  I said nothing.


  “You got a place close by?”


  “Nope.”


  He chuckled.


  “Touchy, aren’t you?”


  You’re really supposed to steep the dandelion coffee for around ten minutes, but I couldn’t take it. After only three minutes, I suggested Spider try the coffee, using the maple syrup to sweeten it.


  He sipped it.


  “Not bad, actually. But that maple syrup. Hot damn. Been a while since I seen any of that. How much you got?”


  “Just those two jars. But I’ll have more next spring.”


  I knew the syrup would be a hit. It was one of the reasons I hadn’t offered it to Kristoff. I needed something good to barter for the meds. And I had another trick up my sleeve, too.


  “I’ve also got this,” I said, bringing out the apple butter. “Two cases. You could use it as a sweetener as well or just to eat.”


  I opened one of the jars, and Spider had a taste.


  He nodded approvingly, then ducked down below the counter. He popped back up with a clear plastic tote full of prescription bottles.


  “Anything in particular you’re looking for?”


  My heart quickened at the mere sight of the pill bottles. I got out the list Marissa had given me.


  “Augmentin, Zithromax, Cipro, and Metronidazole.”


  The man consulted his own list.


  “I’ve got all that but Cipro. Had some, but I sold the last of it last month.” He squinted at her. “How much of that coffee stuff you got?”


  “I have another ten-pound bag of it.”


  “Anything else of interest?”


  I pulled out another jar. “Trout. Fresh caught just a few weeks ago.”


  Spider turned the jar over in his hand.


  “I’ll take a few jars, plus both bags of coffee, the syrup and apple butter. And I’ll throw in a bottle of prednisone.”


  “Fine,” I said. It was a fair deal. Better than fair, actually.


  We exchanged the goods, and when I’d finished stowing my take on my bike, I turned to find Spider squinting at me with interest.


  “How much you want for the other?”


  “What other?”


  “You know,” Spider said, raising his eyebrows as if that explained it all.


  My hackles went up. Was he propositioning me?


  Before I could tell him to eat shit, he spoke again.


  “For the little one?”


  It was a moment before I realized he was talking about Izzy.


  “No.”


  “Can’t be easy for you. And it’s obvious she ain’t your people. Don’t look nothing like you. Let me ease your burden. I can offer you a real good price. I got enough specialty gear in here that you could buy damn near anything you want. One of them nice, shiny automatic rifles? You could buy ten of ‘em.”


  “I said no.”


  I grabbed my bike and started wheeling it quickly away from Spider’s stall. He called out to my back.


  “That’s the best offer you’ll get from anyone. Just ask around and see!”
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  Again, we sat around the fire — most of the squad and myself. A few stragglers from other squads once again in the mix.


  The talk was different than last time, though — the jovial bean talk replaced by something somber and quiet. Maybe even thoughtful, if men like us are capable of that. Not sure. Anyway, after a full day of marching to nowhere with our rucks trying their best to compress our spines, I suppose the shift in conversational tone made sense. And just think. It will only get worse as we move into the hills again.


  After a long quiet stretch, Smitty poked a stick into the fire. Stirred up a mess of sparks. And then spoke.


  “You guys ever think about the world outside of here?” he said. “Outside of this little strip along the Appalachians where the Crusaders and the Squadron do battle, I’m saying? I’ve never seen any of it, you know. Probably never will.”


  “I heard it’s all going to desert,” Alabama said. “The midwest and whatever. I mean, like, those states where they used to grow all the corn and wheat and shit. What do you call it? The Great Plains. Whole shitting area is fucked forever now.”


  Henley scoffed, his throat scraping out some strange rattle sound, and I realized he was laughing. He somehow made even chuckling seem psychopathic.


  “That don’t make no bit of sense,” the psycho said. “Them there were the fertile-est fields of ‘em all. Kansas and all them corn states, I mean. Desert? I don’t buy it.”


  “It’s like the Dust Bowl back in the day, you know?” Alabama said. “There was a drought, and without irrigation, that shit went to dust fast. As the plants die out, the last little placeholders keeping the top soil in place are gone, and now even more dirt gets swept up in the wind. Everything whipped around. Flung. It spreads and spreads. Now it’s all sand blowing around out there. Dunes that creep with the direction of the wind, spiral up into storms, slowly spread to cover the roads and shit. It’s nuts.”


  Sorensen blinked in a way that expressed urgent environmental concern. Probably.


  “Yeah, whatever,” Henley said. “You pussies can sit around worrying about what’s going on a thousand miles away. I’ve got better shit to do.”


  He stood up and left. I’ll assume the better thing he has to do is go back to the tent and stroke the barrel of his rifle for a good long while.


  “I want to get out of here someday. Out of this little shithole part of the world, you know?” I said. “I was saving up before I got sent out here. Probably only had a few months left to go.”


  “Exiting the shithole. That sounds like a plan to me,” Smitty said. “Where you headed?”


  “I want to get all the way to the Pacific if I can. Maybe Oregon or California. See what there is to see.”


  The men murmured all around the fire, their imaginations suddenly aflutter with visions of the west coast.


  “Any of y’all heard about what’s going on out California way?” Alabama said. “I know I never have. Not nothing at all.”


  More murmuring. Not one of them had heard so much as a rumor about what life was like out west, let alone any place abroad. It put some shit in perspective. About how small our sphere had gotten. Suffocating in this little stretch of woods and hills that two groups of idiots were fighting over for no good reason.


  “Way I figure it,” I said. “Whatever life is like out there, it has to be better than this. Doesn’t it?”
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  I hurried down the street to Kristoff and Mia’s shop.


  The girl with the black eye was still standing outside, and though the other women had gone, she wasn’t alone. There was a man with her, and he wore the black and red SS patch on his sleeve. Great. I realized now that the girl was probably a scout, keeping a look-out for new girls. If that was true, I lost all sympathy for her.


  Then again, I was feeling paranoid after the interaction with Spider. Maybe it was nothing. But I didn’t care for the way the SS guy was watching my progress as I rolled down the sidewalk.


  I collected Izzy quickly, thanking Kristoff and Mia for the favor.


  “Let’s go,” I told Izzy once we were outside.


  “But what about the boy?”


  “I told you, there isn’t anything we can do, so forget about it.”


  “But—”


  “I said drop it!”


  Izzy flinched at the edge in my voice, and I felt bad about that. But I had other things to worry about. Getting us out of town in one piece, mainly.


  The space in front of the brothel was empty then, but that didn’t actually make me feel better.


  As we passed the open area of the market again, I felt eyes on us. Without looking, I knew it was Spider. I could have taken an alternate route, gone around the market completely. But I didn’t like the way the SS guy outside the brothel had stared at me, and venturing down one of the quiet side streets in town seemed like asking to get cornered.


  We were nearly to the edge of the market when a flutter of movement flashed in my peripheral vision. A man unknown to me stepped away from one of the stalls and laid a hand on my arm.


  “Would you ladies care for a sample?”


  Too late, I saw that it was only one of the grilled mystery meat vendors. I’d already whipped my bike knife out, a special blade I rigged to fit in the handlebars of my bike.


  “Touch me again, and you’ll lose that fucking hand.”


  The vendor stumbled backward, nearly dropping the plate in his hand. The small cubes of meat on toothpicks slid to one side and threatened to spill over, but he caught his balance at the last moment.


  “I meant no offense! No offense!”


  I slipped the knife back in the hollow recess of the handlebars, made sure Izzy was still by my side, and kept moving to the edge of the market.


  My heart continued to thud in my chest the whole way. As soon as we were clear of the market area, the crowd thinned enough that we could mount our bikes and start riding. I pushed us to get out of the settlement as quickly as possible. The faster we put space between us and the people there, the better. The raiders are known to do plenty of their pillaging in the radius that extends just a few miles from the city, so my goal was to get as far from the settlement as possible in the remaining daylight.


  I fantasized about doing the full ride today. It was an enticing thought… that I could be home in my own bed tonight. Back safe with Marcus. But I knew it wasn’t realistic. We aren’t pulling as much weight back with us, but the ride is harder, and we’re already tired from traveling yesterday.


  No, we have to pace ourselves. It won’t do any good to wipe ourselves out.


  After an hour of riding, we made it to one of the lookout points along the mountain road. From that vantage point, you can see one edge of the old city. I looked back the way we’d come, at the winding silver ribbon of asphalt that wove between the trees and up the mountain. It was empty as far as I could see, which made me feel a little better.


  So we’ll stop here for a while. Rest and have something to eat. Not for too long. I don’t—


  Fuck.


  I happened to take another glance out over the lookout again just now, and I’m pretty sure I saw something. It was fast. Just a flicker of color in a break between trees, probably a mile below us. But it’s what I’ve been dreading.


  Someone is coming up the road behind us.
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  Sometimes I think what scares me more than anything is that one day I will pick up this pen and have nothing to say, nothing to write here. Then what?
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  I pushed us hard. We rode the last two hours without a break, and it’s a steep section of road. My thighs are killing me.


  It’s a winding path, too, so I haven’t seen anything else so far. I have my binoculars out and at the ready, and I check anytime there’s a good view of the way behind us.


  Maybe it was a coincidence. Someone that already turned off on one of the other roads.


  I keep telling myself that, but I don’t really believe it. There’s no room for wishful thinking these days. And that means I need a plan.


   


  Stopped again. Just a quick break this time. Izzy’s taking a leak, then we’ll scarf some of the jerky I bought, refill our water bottles from the jugs strapped to my trailer, and hit the road again. The last time we hit a long, straight section of road, I saw it again. We are definitely being followed. Whoever it is was just a speck on the horizon even through the binoculars, but there’s definitely someone there. Someone coming up behind us.


  The SS? Spider? Or someone else entirely?


  I don’t know. But I’m going to have to find out. I can’t take the chance of leading them back to Ripplemead. Can’t put everything we’ve built and worked so hard for these last several months in jeopardy. I have to deal with it here and now.


  It’s OK. I have a plan.


  I’ve gone over it again and again, because there can be no missteps.


  It’s risky, but it could work.


  Isn’t that what I said my part was in this whole thing, anyway?


  I’m the one that takes stupid risks for the good of the group.


   


  This is it. We’re unpacked for the night. I’ve chosen the site for our (hopefully not last) stand — a little clearing right off the road. Camping out in the open is not something I would have chosen normally. But we’re on a stretch of road that runs through a skinny finger of the George Washington and Jefferson National Forest. There are no houses here. No structures at all.


  That’s OK, though. In some ways, I think this might work better for my plan.


  While Izzy unrolled our sleeping bags, I went out with the binoculars again. It was about fifteen minutes before I saw him, just a blurry blob of yellow on the horizon. But that was all I needed to see. It was Spider. I knew for certain now.


  That’s good. I think. Better than a whole crew of SS, anyway.


  Now we wait. It’s kind of funny, actually. He calls himself Spider, but I’m the one weaving a web and lying in wait.
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  Here we march back up into the hills for the fifth straight day, hopefully moving away from the pack of Crusaders we crossed paths with a few nights back. Or maybe hopefully moving toward them. Not sure what the objective actually is with any of this.


  We’re getting into some dense terrain now. Thick as hell woods. Just a wall of green to cut through with a machete. Slow. Tiring. Painful to get thwacked by branches over and over.


  Even beyond the physical problems involved, it’s sort of nerve-wracking somehow to be surrounded by the green stuff like this. To have it all over you to the point that you can’t see more than a few feet in any direction. It’s kept the mood tense on this march. Uptight and quiet.


  Hope it gets better soon.


  I actually slept well last night, though I hardly believe it. Didn’t write or anything. Almost seems like a bad omen.


   


  It happened. The nightmare. I think it’s over now. Let me go back and tell the whole story from the start. Get it all out in one purging swell and be done for good.


   


  The thick stuff only got worse as we headed South, but then we found a trail cut nice and wide, and we started making better time. Of course, there were mutterings about how it only meant we were walking straight into the enemy’s path, but the mood changed to something more positive, anyway.


  A little talk broke out. Mostly shallow stuff at first. Basics about being hungry or tired, but eventually full-blown conversations started bubbling to the surface like the skin that forms on some overcooked beans.


  “Quick question for you, Meat. If you don’t mind my asking, that is,” Sully said.


  Meat smirked. I think we could all tell Sully was in the mood to tease him a bit, and we were ready for the entertainment. Anything to break up the monotony.


  “Yeah, sure. What is it?”


  “What kind of meth you snortin’ out here? I mean, I know you ain’t smokin’ it, cause I’d smell that cat-piss meth smell on you if you were, and I don’t.”


  He sniffed before he went on.


  “Nope. No trace of kitty litter. You just smell like regular piss.”


  Meat giggled, that beefy jaw splitting to show his big yellow teeth.


  “Ain’t meth at all.”


  “Uh-huh. So what is it? Weed? Opium? Can’t think of what else it could be. Expired prescription pills? That’d be out of your price range, I expect.”


  Meat giggled again. Shook his head.


  “Come on, man. You’re fucked out of your gourd 24/7, and you just seem like a stoner creep all the time. What’s the deal? Pretty sure we all want to know.”


  Meat’s giggle came out a little choked.


  “So you really wanna know my secret? All of you?”


  A bunch of us nodded and mumbled affirmations. I glanced at Chatty Sorensen. He blinked in a way that I took as enthralled with curiosity or at least vague interest.


  Meat’s smile faded some. He seemed to be thinking it over.


  “Well, I guess it can’t hurt to tell ya.”


  He said “can’t” so it sounded like “cain’t.”


  Again he paused, and we all held our breath, watching that veiny underside of his tongue as the thing slithered over his lips like a pink snail.


  “It’s…. I mean, y’all are going to laugh when I tell you.”


  Meat’s giggles came out faster now. Weird little breathy chirps in fast speed. Shrill.


  I caught a whiff just then, and he really did smell like piss — normal, non-cat piss just like Smitty said.


  Someone sighed. I figured it was Smitty.


  “Just tell us already,” Smitty said. “Enough with the suspense.”


  “Alright. Fine.”


  Meat cleared his throat.


  “Well, it’s-”


  And then a claymore detonated and liquefied Smitty’s legs into a bloody spray.
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  The barest whisper of feet on grass woke me. I’d dozed off, somehow. I couldn’t believe it. Of all the times to nod off… Jesus Christ.


  And now he was here, in our camp.


  Before I had time for another thought, he was crouched over my sleeping bag. I saw the glint of metal in his hand. A knife. So he could silently slit my throat without even waking Izzy. Smart.


  Was that how he’d taken the boy? I didn’t buy the story about his parents selling him. No one would do that. Izzy isn’t even mine, and… there’s just no way. No fucking way.


  He whisked the top flap of my sleeping bag aside, and in the confusion that followed, I chose my moment to strike.


  It was only a few seconds — three at the most — that Spider stared down at the mound of supplies stuffed into the sleeping bag. Izzy had done a good job of piling things just right so as to mimic the shape of a human body.


  And that three seconds was all I needed.


  I slipped from my hiding place in the bushes, silent as a stalking cat.


  My own blade flashed silver in the moonlight.


  I closed the distance between us.


  With the barest tic of his shoulders, I knew he’d sensed me there.


  And before he could turn around, could move to fight, I plunged my knife into the side of his neck, burying it to the hilt in his flesh.


  He jerked away, ripping the handle from my fingers. As he whirled, I saw a wild look somewhere between rage and disbelief in his eyes. The look said that this wasn’t how it was supposed to go down. Wasn’t how it had played out however many times he’d done it before.


  He reached for the knife, fingers flailing clumsily at the grip. They crawled along the handle, looking almost insectile as they wrapped and tightened around it.


  “I wouldn’t—” I started to say, but it was too late.


  With one clean yank, he slid the knife from his neck. Blood gushed and spurted from the open wound, and the man tried fruitlessly to staunch the bleeding with his hands. The blood looked black in the night.


  He stumbled a few paces and then keeled over, landing hard in the grass. His mouth opened and closed as he writhed there before me. His lips reminded me of one of Izzy’s trout, freshly caught and floundering on the riverbank. Was it an involuntary thing or was he trying to say something? Trying to impart one last message before dying in the dirt? Whatever it was, I didn’t care to watch any living creature suffer. Even one as despicable as this.


  I stepped over the man, one foot on either side of him, and leaned down to pluck my knife from where he’d dropped it. The entire thing was slick with blood now, but I held tight and drew the blade across Spider’s neck, finishing the job.


  A river of blood ran out, soaking into the ground beneath him. He twitched once, twice, and then went still.


  I gave my knife a cursory wipe on his sleeve before sheathing it.


  Then I squinted into the darkness off to the west of our campsite.


  “You can come out now, Iz.”


  Quiet as a ghost, Izzy materialized from the woods. Slightly wide-eyed, she stared at the corpse at my feet. Part of me wished the kid didn’t have to see things like this. Another part of me knew that it was better for Izzy to know the truth of our reality.


  “Help me move him into the woods.”


  We each grabbed a foot and scuttled backward, dragging the limp Spider deeper into the forest.


  I untied his boots and peeled them from the man’s feet. They looked a little small for Marcus, but they’d be worth something in trade.


  “Are we going to bury him?” Izzy asked as I checked his pockets.


  “With what? I didn’t bring a shovel.”


  Her eyes searched the ground around us.


  “We could pile some leaves on top of him.”


  I shook my head.


  “Let the animals have him.”


  There were two small keys. One for the trailer, surely. And the other… I remembered what Spider had said about locking the boy up at night.


  As if she could read my thoughts, Izzy said, “We’re going to rescue him now, right?”


  “Rescue?”


  “The little boy.”


  “We can’t go saving every waif we come across.”


  “Why not?” Izzy asked, then added. “What’s a waif?”


  I gazed down at the keys in my palm. Izzy was right. I couldn’t just leave a kid chained up like that. He could starve to death. Or die of hypothermia if the weather turned cold.


  Fine. I’d set him free, and then we’d take what we wanted from the trailer. Better yet, if I hid it off the road, I could come back for the whole thing in a few days.


  We packed our things again, got on our bikes, and rode back down the road. I squinted into the darkness on either side of us, keeping an eye out for Spider’s trailer. It shouldn’t be hard to spot.


  After about a half mile, we came to a stop. The trailer was tucked behind a stand of hemlock trees maybe ten yards off the road.


  “Stay here,” I told Izzy.


  I dismounted my bike and crept toward the trailer.
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  Smitty screamed. A feral sound that cut through the fresh deafness the explosion had bestowed. All sharp and shrill.


  His legs were gone. Just gone. Everything from the waist down cut off cleanly.


  And his blood squished out of the cleaved plane of meat where his belt should be. Sheets of red gushing out in time with his rapid pulse. Spilling out all uneven and frantic like water from a split garden hose.


  I gulped once. Swallowing nothing. Spit, I guess. Saliva.


  Knelt next to Smitty and sought after his hand. Held it.


  He didn’t look at me. Just stared at the wet place where his legs should be. Heaved in a breath and screamed some more.


  And I really felt it — the fucking tragic awful reality of what had just happened. Felt the full brunt of it. Felt a chasm open up in my abdomen. A sucking emptiness. And I shook all over. Not scared so much as fucking devastated. Defeated. My psyche beaten beyond recognition, beyond any hope of healing to what it was before.


  It was wrong. The whole world was wrong. And it could never be right again.


  Smitty was going to die an awful death here and now. He might have minutes.


  In no universe could this be fair, be just. In no universe could this make sense.


  And then shock numbed all of those feelings out. Numbed my whole body into a limp sack like a fat syringe of Novocaine had been jammed into my jugular, plunger slamming the full load into my bloodstream.


  His hand slipped out of my sweat-slicked grip. Pulled away from me to cup itself at his forehead with the other.


  In a way, it was that moment that he was gone from me. Away from me. From all of us. Forever.


  And then assault rifles clattered all around us.


  Right.


  It was a trap.
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  I found the boy on the far side of the trailer, tucked up against the side where a little overhang might shelter him in the event of rain. There was a blanket wrapped around him, but it was thin and dirty. As I got closer, I saw the line of chain connecting him to the hitch, just like Spider had said.


  I think he was asleep at first, but sensing me, his eyes flicked open. Seeing my silhouette startled him, and he recoiled, chain clanking heavily.


  “It’s OK,” I said, whispering for some reason. “I’m not going to hurt you.”


  I saw that the chain was connected to his wrist via a zip tie. I guess they probably don’t make handcuffs small enough for a seven-year-old.


  I pulled out my pocket knife and took a step closer. The boy panicked, scurrying away from me as far as the chain would allow. Moonlight glittered in his wide, scared eyes.


  He was afraid of the knife, I realized. Of course he was.


  “I’m only going to cut you loose,” I explained, reaching for him.


  He flailed and squirmed, still terrified. If I couldn’t get him to hold still, one or both of us was going to end up sliced wide open.


  I stepped back, thinking. How was I going to get this kid to calm down enough to free him?


  Back at the bikes, I got out the scissors I’d almost neglected to bring. They were heavy and sharp. Not quite as dangerous as the knife, but they could still do damage. My hope was that scissors would seem less threatening to the kid.


  “I need you to help me,” I told Izzy. “Maybe if you distract him, he’ll let me get close enough to get the chains off. Can you do that?”


  Her head tilted thoughtfully to one side, and then she started digging around in one of the panniers on my bike.


  “What are you looking for?”


  “These,” she said, lifting one of the bags of cookies we’d found.


  The kid is a genius sometimes, I swear. I nodded and led her back to the far side of the trailer.


  I stood back and let Izzy do her thing. The kid was still scared, but Izzy took it slow. She got on her knees and crawled closer, bit by bit, extending the cookie in front of her like a protective talisman.


  “Do you like cookies?” she asked. “They’re a little stale, but they still taste good.”


  The boy’s chest rose and fell quickly, fear accelerating his breathing rate. But his eyes were locked on the treat now.


  Izzy stopped a yard away from him with the cookie held in the space between them.


  “Go ahead. Take it.”


  His eyelashes fluttered open and shut as he considered it. I held very still, not wanting to break the spell.


  Slowly, he moved forward, closing the gap between them. Like an attacking cobra, his hand shot out and snatched the cookie away. He scarfed it, barely chewing from what I could tell. When it was gone, he looked back at Izzy almost guiltily.


  I studied him now, realizing he was skinnier than I’d thought before. And there were bruises on his arms and legs. Different colors, too. Some old and some new. I guess it shouldn’t have surprised me that Spider wouldn’t balk at beating and starving a kid he was trying to sell like an old goat. But fresh rage burned in my chest, and I wished I could have killed the scumbag all over again.


  Izzy passed him another cookie. He ate this one a bit more slowly, savoring it some.


  “What’s your name?” Izzy asked.


  He blinked at her, and I wondered for the first time if he could even speak. Had his time with Spider turned him mute and half feral?


  “My name is Isabelle, but everyone calls me Izzy.”


  When he still didn’t answer, Izzy looked to me and shrugged.


  And then a tiny, almost inaudible voice said, “Cameron.”


  Without missing a beat, she turned back to him.


  “It’s nice to meet you, Cameron.” She pointed at me. “That’s my friend Erin. I know she looks kind of scary and mean, but she’s really nice.”


  I almost scoffed at that. Scary and mean? Then I remembered that I was wearing my costume. Dark clothes, hair slicked back, eyes smeared with black. Giant knife. I probably looked like an evil assassin. I waved and tried to smile disarmingly.


  “Is it OK if she comes closer? She has some scissors, and she can cut that chain off of you. It won’t hurt. I promise.”


  Cameron’s gaze went from me to Izzy and back to me, not sold on the whole Me Being Nice thing.


  “Do you want another cookie?” Izzy offered. “Because if you hold still, you can have more cookies.”


  Now his focus was on the bag clutched in Izzy’s hands, and I took the opportunity to creep closer.


  Izzy handed him another cookie, and I moved fast, slipping one blade of the scissors between the kid’s wrist and the plastic tie and snipping him free.


  I breathed a little sigh of relief once it was over. I gave Izzy a satisfied nod. We’d done it. And without spilling any blood.


  Something else had happened over the course of the ordeal. I knew I couldn’t leave him. Maybe it was hearing his tiny voice or knowing he had a name or maybe just seeing how small and terrified he was. Whatever it was, he’d have to come with us.


  “Where do you sit when Spider rides the bike?” I asked.


  I didn’t use the past tense for some reason, maybe because I didn’t know how the kid would react to knowing I’d slit Spider’s throat. I can’t imagine he would miss his former owner, but I guess I just wanted to protect him from any further violence as much as I could.


  The boy pointed at the front of the trailer, and I could see a place where a kid his size could probably sit comfortably, tucked between the various bags and crates.


  I decided then. I’d hide my bike and trailer in the woods and take Spider’s rig back to Ripplemead. In a few days, Izzy and I would ride back here and pick up my trailer. Mine would be easier to hide anyway. It was smaller and lighter, easier to drag a good distance from the road.


  I spent the next half hour transferring any of my gear I considered vitally important. Water, bike repair kit, meds.


  And then we dragged a bunch of dead branches over to camouflage my bike and gear. I hoped it would be enough to conceal from any passers-by.


  There were a few hours left before sunrise, and I had Izzy retrieve our sleeping bags and lay them out near Spider’s trailer. My trailer now. The first free minute I have will be spent painting over that ugly ass spider.


  The cookies and maybe me freeing him from the chains without drawing blood seemed to have broken the ice. Cameron didn’t seem so afraid of me anymore. At least, he let me get close without panicking, though his eyes still showed a little distrust, like a wary dog at the vet’s office.


  I tucked him in my sleeping bag, and it wasn’t long before his eyes grew heavy. Soon his chest rose and fell with the slow rhythm of sleep. I wondered when he’d last slept without fear.


  I glanced down at Izzy. She was still awake, but just barely. I smoothed her hair.


  “You did a good job today. I’m proud of you.”


  Her lips curled into a contented smile.


  “What’d you do with the rest of the cookies?” I asked.


  Plastic crinkled and then the bag appeared from deep within her sleeping bag.


  “I thought I told you not to eat cookies in bed.”


  “You’ve never said that.”


  My head shook from side-to-side. “Nevermind. It was an old commercial. From when I was a kid.”


  “Oh.”


  “But why don’t you give those to me so you don’t end up covered in melted chocolate?”


  She passed the bag to me, whispering, “Don’t eat them all.”


  I chuckled softly.


  “I won’t,” I said, then sat down on the boy’s ragged blanket to keep watch until morning.


  I lit an oil lamp I found among Spider’s goods. The soft glow is just enough for me to write by.


  What a fucking ordeal. I have to hope that every trip to Roanoke won’t be so eventful.


  And now I have to figure out how I’m going to explain this kid to Marcus. Actually, Marcus will probably be easy. He’s such a bleeding heart.


  I suspect I’ll catch the most grief from Marissa. Marcus and Izzy can be a little blase about our situation. Marissa is the one that shares my urgency when it comes to rationing supplies and storing food and whatnot. And I know she’ll be thinking the same thing I have been: one more mouth to feed, and he may not eat a lot now, but just wait until he starts growing.


  But we can make it work. We’ll have to.


   


  Sincerely,


   


  Erin the Spiderkiller


  (I thought that would seem funny, but it just seems kind of grim now.)


   


   


   


  Jeremiah


   


  Rural Maryland


  10 years, 44 days after


   


  I ran. Immediately.


  I did not raise my weapon.


  I did not check on my friends.


  I ran.


  Chaos swirled into those woods. Bodies moving in every direction. Weapons firing. Another claymore exploding and flinging dirt everywhere. Black smoke billowing up to obscure things all the more.


  Made it hard to tell who was who and where was where. Just a mess of soldiers shooting hot nails at each other and scattering. Flailing.


  I crashed through the brush which thickened into something bordering on impenetrable. I slowed but didn’t stop. Worked a meandering path anywhere I could find an opening.


  And off to my left I saw a Crusader emerge from behind a tree. An ugly fucker with a soot-stained face and his eyes open wide — the whites of them too bright next to the black smudges all around them.


  He gutted Alabama with what looked like a steel hook. One quick upward stroke into the belly, and then he ripped him open.


  Alabama crumbled. Fell back onto his ass. Clutched at his slit abdomen. At the innards poking out.


  He didn’t scream. He just clucked out a few breaths. And he trembled.


  I wanted to help. Wanted to stop and do something for him. But it was useless. Too fucking late.


  I ran.


  It didn’t occur to me until maybe a minute later that I should’ve shot that Crusader in the face. Should’ve put him down right there. Too late for that, too.


  My breath heaved in and out of me. Hot and wet in my raw throat. Painful. Lungs burning. Face flushed with sweat and heat.


  I jostled my way through branches and vines and stems and stalks. Prickly bits grabbing my shirt and pants and trying to hold me there, stop me there. But I bashed through all of it.


  A blind panic seemed to overtake me at that point. I could see, I suppose, but I don’t think the conscious part of my mind processed these images. The animal part of me just thrashed its way through them. It was something less than thinking, the intellectual part of me engaged not at all.


  And my hearing seemed to fade in and out all through this — or I should say my consciousness of it did. In my memory, it’s like half silent movie and half Dolby Surround Sound of a war movie, all those fucking guns rattling on. I know more claymores detonated. I remember hazy images of dirt flinging all around like confetti. But I didn’t hear them. After the first two, I heard none of them.


   


  My meandering path probably looped me back toward the center of the action a few times. And I saw that Meathead had been gunned down just off the path, that giant skull of his split open, an exit wound hollowing out the place where his mouth and nose had been. A red meat-hole.


  The bodies sprawled everywhere. Crusaders and our guys both. Bleeding and writhing and lying still. I saw one I believed to be Sorensen lying face down in a muddy patch, but it was hard to be sure.


  And I grit my teeth, and I kept pressing forward. Finding openings. Squeezing through them.


  I moved into a clearing, a forested place where the undergrowth had been snuffed out by the canopy. I pushed myself harder. Opened up into a dead sprint, burning lungs be damned.


  I seemed to be pulling away from them for good. All of them. The good and the bad and the in-between.


  The whole mess was behind me somewhere. This tremendous letting of blood back there in the mist. Not quite real in some way now that I’d pulled away.


  And then my toes caught on a tree root. All of that momentum flinging me headfirst into the trunk of the oak.


  I banged my head pretty good.


  And everything got dark real fast.


   


   


   


  Erin


   


  Rural Virginia


  1 year, 298 days after


   


  We left just after first light. Even more than before, I couldn’t wait to get home.


  Cameron is still as quiet as can be, but he seemed a little less terrified this morning. I had a thought last night while I sat and waited for the sun to rise: What if his parents are still out there? What if they’re looking for him? I know the odds are that he was taken from them the same way that Spider tried to take Izzy. But I figured I should ask. Assuming they didn’t sell him off like a pig at the county fair, I would want to try to reunite them.


  After a breakfast of cookies, I asked him.


  “Do you know what happened to your parents?”


  He nodded.


  “Alive?”


  His head shook from side to side. I was going to let it go at that, but something else occurred to me.


  “Did Spider tell you that?”


  Another nod. He’ll talk to Izzy a little, but I think he’s still too shy to address me directly. I have to stick to Yes or No questions for now.


  Anyway, my thinking is that of course that’s what Spider would tell the kid. I killed your parents, there’s nowhere for you to run. And I’ll kill you, too, if you try it.


  “Did you see it happen?” I asked.


  He gave a final nod.


  That was that, then. I had no more questions left. I handed him the last cookie in the bag.


  I’m hoping that it will sink in over time that he’s safe now.


  There’s a spit of open land on the highway, with a line of fencing marking the border of someone’s farm and green rolling hills all the way to the mountains in the distance. Flaps of old campaign signs for some local political race still cling to the fence in spots. Scott Frye for Sheriff. Mary Donnelly for Court Clerk. The reds are faded to a washed out pink.


  I was dog tired from all the riding, especially now that I was hauling Spider’s trailer, which is much heavier than mine even without the addition of a seven-year-old riding on top. But as soon as we reached that spot, the one with the ratty old election signs, I got a burst of energy. We were almost there.


  Another mile down the road was the pile-up. Thirty-seven vehicles — Izzy had counted once — all mashed together in one rusting heap. It entirely blocks the way into Ripplemead from the east. A natural blockade for anything larger than a bike. Even we have to dismount and walk our bikes through the grass to get down to the road.


  The way from the west is still open, but there’s a second blockage a few hundred yards past the highway ramps where a mammoth spruce tree had fallen across the road in a storm. I have no plans to ever clear it, and I hope that if anyone comes upon the roadblock, they’ll turn right around, thinking it’d be a hell of a lot easier to just go scavenge in Pearisburg off to the west.


  After we rounded the tree, we hopped back on our bikes. Izzy was chattering excitedly to Cameron, telling him about the swimming hole we found in the woods.


  “There are these tall cliffs, and then a perfect blue-green pool down below, and Erin says if it’s deep enough, we can jump off the cliffs into the water! It’s barely ten minutes from our house, which is further than the river, but there are no cliffs for jumping in the river. Also, there’s an old rusty bulldozer up on one of the cliff edges, so we think it probably used to be a gravel pit or something like that.”


  I grinned, feeling giddy. Two minutes. We’d be home in two minutes.


  As we rolled around the last bend in the road, and the house came into sight, the smile faded from my lips.


  The front door was open. Just a crack, but it was open.


  I stared at it for a long second, the realization of how wrong it was hitting me in waves.


  I vaulted off my bike and ran for the house.


  “Marcus!”


  I was screaming at the top of my lungs, feet thudding over the hard-packed earth.


  I tried to tell myself it could be nothing. Marcus or Marissa could have easily closed the door and not realized it hadn’t shut all the way. It’s not like we have a reason to lock the doors, though I always do at night. There could be a perfectly reasonable explanation. But it eased the dread in my heart not at all.


  My boots pounded up to the foot of the steps, and then I froze. There was a bucket upended on the porch with its contents — a day’s worth of strawberry pickings — spilled across the weathered boards.


  My heart practically stopped beating right there.


  No.


  No, no, no.


  I was fumbling at my belt, getting my gun at the ready. I wanted to call out for Marcus again, but I was aware then that whoever had intruded upon our home might still be here.


  Izzy caught up with me, and I glanced back and saw that Cameron had dismounted his place on the trailer but had opted to stay near the familiar structure. I pulled Izzy aside and pushed her behind a low mound of juniper.


  “Stay here.”


  “But I-”


  “Just do it.” The hardness in my voice was enough to convince her. “If anything happens, if you hear a gunshot or if I call out and tell you to run, take Cameron and go to one of the caches.”


  One of the first things I did when we decided we were staying here was plant caches of bug out supplies in several places in the woods nearby. We all have the places memorized, and we have meet-up points picked out in case anything happens. I only hoped that Marcus and Marissa had been able to flee to one of them.


  I proceeded with more caution now, slipping up the front steps soundlessly.


  Flattening myself against the side of the house, I ducked around the door frame and peeked inside.


  Nothing stood out. No further signs of a struggle, at least.


  I slipped inside, pausing for a moment so my eyes could adjust to the dim interior light. Just as I started forward again, a clatter of something metallic brought me up short. It was coming from the kitchen.


  The food. Of course that’s where they’d head first.


  I tiptoed through the house, using the shadows to my advantage.


  Back against the wall, I slid down the hall to the kitchen entrance, stopping when my shoulder hit the edge of the door frame. I looked down at my pistol, double-checked the safety. And then I counted to three and swung through the doorway, gun drawn on the intruder.


  There was a man in my kitchen, bent over and rifling through my cabinets. Even stooped over like he was, I could tell he was tall, with long, sinewy limbs and dark skin. I knew him instantly.


  All the rigidity went out of me, and I practically melted on the spot.


  “Marcus, Jesus fucking Christ! The front door is wide open, berries spilled all over the place. I thought something happened!”


  He startled a little at my voice, turned.


  There was a funnel in one hand. His other arm was clutched close to his body. At first I thought he was injured, but then I realized he was holding something. Cradling a small bundle in his arms.


  A baby.


   


   


   


  Jeremiah


   


  Rural Maryland


  10 years, 44 days after


   


  I drifted toward the surface of consciousness in slow motion. Reality coming to me little by little.


  The sound faded in first. Automatic weapons in the distance. A few birds chirping somewhere closer. Agitated things squawking warnings for the others. I had a hard time making sense of these noises with the black screen filling the frame in front of me. Couldn’t picture what might be happening in this movie scene. Sounded like an arty war picture, though.


  Then the nauseousness hit like a frying pan upside my head. A kind of intense sickness that’s hard to describe. Cramping gut. Shivering all over. Headache somehow beyond splitting. Cleaving, maybe.


  My eyelids fluttered. Opened. And bright light pierced my skull like a barbecue fork jammed into each eye. Blinding and terrible.


  I blinked a few times, and it helped clear the fog a little. The pain entering through my eyeballs died back a notch or two. I could begin to see the woods around me — sparse green foliage on the ground, the canopy of leaves up above shading things pretty thoroughly.


  I checked the place where my head hurt worst. Felt a little blood there. Christ.


  The idea that I was in the middle of an ambush struck me at last. Full force. The flashing pictures of Smitty’s blown off legs and Alabama’s ripped open abdomen delivered that information in graphic detail. Bloody and terrifying.


  I needed to run. Now.


  I picked myself up onto hands and knees. Wobbled. Waited for my limbs to steady.


  A fresh round of static sizzled in my head upon moving, confusion swelling over me again, some sense that my brain was shifting inside my skull, bobbing in the cerebrospinal fluid like a specimen in a jar of formaldehyde.


  Concussion. I definitely concussed the shit out of myself against that tree trunk. Shit.


  No more waiting. Time to move.


  I jolted forward like an Olympic sprinter exploding off the blocks. Gliding over the bed of dead leaves carpeting this section of the woods. Hitting a dead sprint in just a few paces, my carriage going upright upon achieving maximum velocity.


  But I stumbled almost right away after that. Staggered. Choppy steps as my legs stiffened to try to keep me upright. Knees and ankles bracing themselves for the next fall.


  I found a soft place and crashed down again. Skittered over the crunchy leaves. Kicked up dust like smoke.


  I started to get right back up, once more balancing myself on all fours for a beat.


  And then something crashed through the brush, headed straight at me. Branches vibrating and snapping. Leaves swishing against each other.


  Someone was headed this way.


  I lay down flat, smeared as much blood as I could over my face, hoping I looked dead, though I kept my eyelids open a crack.


  The figure emerged from the green wall where the thickest undergrowth ended, picked up speed as he moved toward me.


  Jenkins.


  The glasses gave it away immediately. I knew he’d survive if any of us did.


  And in that moment a jubilation thrummed through my body. Strange waves of energy that made pins and needles prick everywhere like I was lying face down on a massage chair or something.


  He didn’t see me, though. Running like he was. Winded. Probably in something of a panic.


  Just as I went to signal him or say something to get his attention, a shot fired from somewhere back in the green.


  The slug popped as it exited the front of Jenkins’ forehead. A wet sound. And some debris flung out of that place. Tissue and blood. Red.


  He belly-flopped. Landed flat on his face and torso, legs kicking up behind. All limp.


  He was dead right there.


  I closed my eyes. Lay still. Tried to keep my breathing quiet.


  I realized that the shooting had stopped in the distance. Maybe Jenkins was the last of us apart from me.


  I swallowed in a dry throat.


  And footsteps crept up on me. Slow and deliberate.


  “He’s here,” a soft voice said. Sounded like a kid of maybe sixteen.


  “Is he dead?” The second voice was deep and gruff.


  “Looks it. Face down. Lost his gun.”


  “Well, be careful.”


  They crept closer, and then they fell quiet.


  “He’s dead all right,” Gruff Voice said. “Nice shot, my boy. I’ll get his gun. You check his pockets.”


  The footsteps drew a few paces closer still and cut out for a long beat.


  They’d likely head back once they looted the body, I thought. Maybe they wouldn’t see me somehow. I guess Jenkins hadn’t, right?


  Leaves crunched. Loud. A sudden movement.


  “Oh, shit! Another one over here,” the gruff voice said.


  The boy’s lighter steps beat their way over.


  “Looks dead, too. Blood all smeared on his face.”


  The older man chuckled a little, nervous laughs that wheezed more than anything.


  “Hell’s bells. I’m telling you, I almost pissed myself when I saw him lying there. Grab his gun and check him for ammo and goodies. I got my adrenaline going now. Not even sure I could get my knees to bend to strip the body. Christ almighty.”


  I held my breath as those quiet steps picked their way over to me.


  There was a little click as he picked up the gun.


  My heart thundered so hard, I thought he might see my pulse battering away in my neck.


  He dug through my ruck. Took what little food and water I had.


  And then he moved to me. Knelt so his knees touched my side.


  His fingers wormed their way under my torso, palms wriggling in behind. He flipped me with some amount of finesse. Careful. Strong.


  The open air felt funny on my chest, on my face, and my heartbeats shook my insides, thudded in my ears.


  He hesitated. I thought he’d notice the patter in my neck or even a quaking in my ribcage, but no.


  He dug in my pockets. Hand still narrow like a child’s.


  My heart fluttered like a hummingbird in my chest. Twitchy and strange.


  Nothing good to be had on me, of course. His search wrapped up quickly.


  He stood. Seemed to wait another beat. And then he walked on.


  “All clear here. Ain’t had nothing but the gun.”


  “Damn. Ah, well. Better than nothing.”


  “That’s all of ‘em, right?”


  “Yuh. I believe ‘tis. I believe we wiped them sons a bitches clean off the face of this here Earth.” The gruff voice hesitated a beat, shifted to a more somber tone. “For Father.”


  The boy echoed.


  “For Father.”


   


   


   


  Erin


   


  Ripplemead, Virginia


  1 year, 298 days after


   


  “What the fuck is that?” I asked, not able to make sense of it right away.


  Marissa’s voice came from over her shoulder. “Never seen a baby before?”


  She brushed past me on her way over to where Marcus stood, a box of powdered infant formula tucked under her arm and a bottle clutched in one hand.


  I glared at her, ground my molars together at the bitter sarcasm that seemed grossly inappropriate for this particular moment.


  “Where did it come from?” I asked, struggling to keep my voice level.


  “Someone left it on the doorstep.”


  “Who? And why?”


  Marissa rolled her eyes.


  “We don’t know, obviously. We were out picking strawberries. We came back for lunch, and there it — she was. On the porch in a basket.”


  “Her name is Rayne,” Marcus said.


  “There was a note?”


  He shook his head.


  “Just the name, scrawled on a scrap of paper and tucked in the blankets.”


  I considered all of this. Someone must have been watching them. Watching us, probably for some time. Had to. You wouldn’t leave a baby randomly. We’d been chosen.


  Marissa took the funnel from Marcus and began filling the bottle from our jug of purified water.


  “Measure out a scoop of formula for me, will you, Marcus?” Marissa said.


  Marcus looked down at the baby nestled in his arms, then over to me. He moved closer.


  I took a step backward.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I need you to hold her,” he said, extending the bundle of blankets in my direction.


  “Marcus, don’t you dare give that baby to me,” I said.


  But it was too late. He was already depositing the squirming mass in my arms.


  I looked down at her. She had blue eyes and perfect little hands. Her skin was a glowing, translucent pink, smooth as silk.


  “Goddamn it,” I said as I rocked back and forth, wondering what the hell we were going to do with a baby.


  “What the hell are we going to do with a baby?”


  “Feed it. Burp it. Change her diapers,” Marcus said.


  “Oh, like it’s just that simple.”


  “Look, Marissa says she’s seen tons of formula around town, so we’ve got that covered.”


  “For now. What happens when she starts eating real food?”


  “If the garden goes as well as it has been, if Izzy keeps catching fish—”


  “If, if, if,” I said.


  Marcus handed the scoop of formula off to Marissa and came around to rest his hands on my shoulders.


  “Erin, relax. We’ll make it work. We always do. I know it’s an extra mouth to feed, but—”


  “Whoa! Where’d the baby come from?”


  I turned and found Izzy standing in the doorway, eyes wide with wonder.


  “I thought I told you to wait outside,” I said.


  “I did. And then nothing happened, so I figured it was all clear.”


  I scoffed and spun to face Marcus, looking for backup.


  “You know, she used to listen to me.”


  Marcus wasn’t paying attention to me, though. His eyes were locked on a spot somewhere over my shoulder.


  “Uh… Erin?”


  “What?”


  He stuck out a finger, pointing in the direction of the doorway.


  “Who’s that?”


  I glanced over my shoulder, saw Cameron hovering a few inches behind Izzy.


  “Oh yeah,” I said. “About that extra mouth to feed…”


   


   


   


  Jeremiah


   


  Rural Maryland


  10 years, 45 days after


   


  I kept still for a long time after the two Crusaders took my gun, sprawled out face up. Presumed dead.


  The shock kept me numb. Held me in arms so cold I couldn’t feel them or anything else.


  I think I wasn’t real for a while. Not all the way.


  And the visions replayed in my head. Blood. Guts. Holes bored into human skulls. Legs removed from bodies by sprays of metal balls fired out of claymores, blasting out like buckshot from a shotgun.


  There were voices in the distance for a while. Jubilant talk. Laughing. The sounds of victory, I guess.


  Time now to drink and be merry. To dance over the corpses. Hooray. Hooray. What a fucking delight.


  But the voices fade in time. The cackling beings moved on. And that left only the dead for companionship. Not a very talkative bunch.


  When it got close to dark, I got up. Took just two items from my ruck and left the rest. Crept toward the heart of the carnage.


  The bodies lay everywhere. The color of their skin standing out among the green of the ferns and grasses and weeds.


  I stripped the plainclothes off one of the Crusaders. Tattered cargo shorts and a red t-shirt.


  It felt strange to drop my uniform. Leave it. Trade it for some strange clothes unlike my own. But it was necessary.


  I had to become someone else now. Someone new.


  I jogged as far as I could get before the real dark settled in. Maybe a mile, but I doubt it.


  And I slept on the ground. In the dead leaves.


  The cold of the earth leached the heat from my body. And the chill of the dark descended. A heavy cold. Wet. I shivered all through the night.


  When the morning came, I walked on. Still shaking at first. I found a stream and drank water from my cupped hands for a long time.


  Then I sat down just away from the muddy banks, and I pulled out the only two items I salvaged from my bag: the notebook and the pen.


  And here I am.


  So there. It’s all out now.


  I wrote this shit down, and I can leave this notebook here. Leave these events here. Leave all these people here to rot. Leave myself here, too. Become someone else.


  I’m taking the pen, though. It’s a good pen. And so long as I have it, maybe I’ll have something to write. Something to say. And I’ll be all right.


  When I look back on it, I have only one lesson learned: Survival is the only thing that’s real.


  I might be a coward, but I’m still here. I’m still alive. I have no regrets.


  And, of course, none of this means anything.


  



  The Scattered and the Dead
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