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Dedicated to my mother.  I wouldn’t be able to write about strength, compassion, or dark humor without her.



  	This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.  Any resemblances to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.




Prologue

I’m incapable of focusing on anything, my heavy lidded eyes only allowing a blurred, cobweb-like view of the world. Blues and grays and whites swim in front of me. 

I can feel the little hairs on my arms. The hairs on my legs and chest. I can feel the hairs on my head. I can feel them. They seem to tug my thoughts upwards, as if the cogitations were the seeds of plants impatient to blossom in the outside world.

What a funny thought, our hairs being the manifestation of ideas. Did bald people simply stop having original thoughts? I open my mouth to laugh and then forget what I had been thinking about. I shake my head, trying to clear the jumble and disarray from my brain.

I hear a bird. I can’t tell what kind it is. And there, to my left is a flash of bright green. Brighter than grass. Too bright. Why is it so bright…? 

My mind wanders. I open and close my hands. They are clammy, damp with an unnatural sweat. I rub them along my jeans, slowly one side before flipping them over to the other. Something about the repetition feels good. I cut the nail on my pointer finger too close to the cuticle and it stings, but the pain seems far away, somehow removed from my own body. As if I was watching someone else with the same problem. 

I was doing something. I had been doing something. What was I doing? What was I doing? I cling to that thought, a mantra repeated over and over again as I scramble to find the broken thread. It was important, I can feel it, and I shuffle this way and that through the dark rushes of my mind as I search for the answer. 

I am, if anything, a stubborn man. My father always said it was my best quality, that more than my smarts or my athletic ability my “mulishness” would get me through hard times. I had argued that I wasn’t stubborn so much as thorough, he had smiled as though I had proven his point. Maybe I had.

My dad…

That was it. I was telling someone about my dad. What was I saying? 

Football…

Grass…

I smack my hands together, an unconscious jerk as if I were catching a ball to my chest. My fingers uncurl and fall back to my legs. How long have I been sitting on the ground? It’s hard. Stony. I rub my palms over my eyes as if I can simply wipe away the grey sludge that clouds my vision.

“You’re not focusing, son.”

I jog back to the football laying in the grass, give it a savage kick back towards my father.

“You listening?”

“Just throw it again.”

He shakes his head and points at me with the ball. 

“You’re already running down the field for a touchdown before you even catch the ball. You’re too impatient. You have to catch the ball first, then you run.”

“I got it.”

“No you don’t.” He seems angry. Or frustrated. “Stop trying to be the hero every play. BE PATIENT.”

I know what I’m doing. Fuck, I’m the leading scorer. I shake my head, angry spits of air out of my nostrils as I line up. I count to five and take off before my dad says anything. I run a deep route, juking out before veering left into the center of the park. I turn for the ball. Nothing is there but empty blue sky. I throw my hands into the air. 

“You kidding me?”

How am I supposed to show him that I won’t drop it if he doesn’t throw it?

He’s lying down in the grass and my first instinct is to think he’s being a jerk. Napping if I’m not going to listen to him. 

Wait. 

 I remember this.

“And that was the last thing he said to me,” I say through lips that feel swollen, my tongue nothing but a dry piece of cotton wedged between my teeth.

There is a laugh that wrests me away from the memory. Hur hur. Something is tossed onto my lap, my hands pulling it in as if it were the errant football finally thrown my way. I open my eyes and my head bobs, my gaze catching sight of red before I close them again. Is this a blanket? Why….?

What had I been talking about? Something, perhaps, about grass. Or football. About… There. About my father. My father in the middle of the park, surrounded by green. So peaceful. So… at peace. I had thought maybe it was better that he died that way. Better than the way everyone else had.

A figure looms over me. I try to give it the blanket. I don’t know why I have it. I must have been holding it for someone.

“No. That’s for you,” a voice says.

I pull the blanket back into my chest and blink up at the voice, face crinkling as I try to will my eyes to stay open.

“Dad?”

There is a laugh again, the same hur hur.

“No, boy, I am not your father. I am much greater than that.”

The steel cuff makes a dull clink as it snaps shut around my wrist.


Chapter 1

The world didn’t end with a religious war, or a race war, or an economic collapse. It didn’t end with everyone blowing each other up with nuclear warheads and it didn’t end with a natural disaster. It didn’t end because someone got offended in one of the million petty squabbles that were real, or fake, or imagined. 

It ended quietly. 

If there were enough people still alive to sit around and form some sort of opinion on the death of civilization, I think, perhaps, that they would be embarrassed.

I am in Los Angeles. Or part of it. I think. It’s hard to tell with this city. It took the plane I flew in on forty-five minutes to get from one side to the other. I once asked my friend what was the difference between Los Angeles and New York City. He told me that New York is a candle, tall and thin and burning strongly. L.A. is a candle that burned too quick, wax spreading out and pouring over the land until it’s a massive puddle and no one knows where the wick is anymore. I thought he was just a jaded actor. But I’m in a beach community and on a clear day I was told I could see the Hollywood sign about twenty miles away. 

Now that everyone is dead every day is a clear day. 

I roll over onto my side. My hips have developed sores where my bones rub on the stone floor. Better that than the ripped and torn red blanket soiled by my own piss and shit. I scratch at the scab on my wrist where the iron cuffs have rubbed me raw and wipe a dirty hand across my runny nose. I feel a cough coming on and roll to my other side and curl into a ball as the hacking rocks my body, torn lungs throbbing in pain. 

How did I get to this?

My hands are clasped together in front of my face. I slowly uncurl them, searching them for signs of the person that was before. Faded callouses. The right pinky that broke and healed crooked. The brown orb of a scar where our dog, old and no longer lucid, had bit me when I was eight. My dad had put him down the next day, no matter how much I begged. 

How did I get to this?

I stare at these thin, scratched, and grimy hands. A stranger’s hands, surely not mine. I turn over my long, slender fingers capped by broken and jagged nails. I can’t bear to chew them down. Not after what they’ve touched. Not when I need them. I stare at them and think back on my life, stubborn in my persistence to figure out just where, exactly, I had fucked up.

I had a lot of potential growing up. At least according to everyone around me. “That kid will rule the world one day,” they’d say. And I’d say something suitably humble while thumping my chest on the inside. 

And I believed them.

My mom, especially, told me I could do anything I put my mind to. I know all parents say that. But my mother didn’t have that lie in her eyes that kids can see. 

I could do anything. 

Grade school went by and I received more adulation. I was an athlete and I had a brain. I could make shots on a basketball court that boggled your mind. Football, baseball, soccer; all came easy. And I’d offer to do other kids’ math homework. I did tests quickly and had a book handy to read just so the other kids could see how bored I was. Then I’d break the school’s mile run record. 

It’s safe to say I was universally detested. 

I didn’t hear the whispers after I raised my hand to answer a complex question, nor did I see the dark looks cast my way in the locker room. Spending weekends alone, I figured, was because people were jealous of me. It took me a long, long time to figure out that I was just an asshole. 

Then my dad died. 

Is that where I went wrong?

I can’t be the only one who daydreamed about the sudden loss of a close one. How I would keep my head up and put on a brave face and how everyone would remark at how strong I was in the face of this tragedy. They would ask me if I needed anything and I’d shake my head and say, “I’m fine, thank you,” and they would marvel at my poise. 

How pathetic that seems. How sad. Reality is not like that. 

“Be patient.”

Those were the last words my dad said to me, and it was almost as if they became etched onto the fabric of my being. Not a note, not the words of a loving father instructing his son on how to improve. For me it became a condemnation. The last words of the most important man in my life were a directive that I could not obey. I could not stop being impatient, or reckless, or competitive to the point of antagonizing each and every person around me.

So I quit. 

That’s all I could think of to do. Remove myself from sports, from school, from everything. Become a spectator and perhaps, perhaps, I’ll honor my father’s last wish. 

And it seemed to work.

High school carried along and I faded into the periphery. I played on my phone or read books. I did just enough schoolwork to pass. Apathy sank its roots deep down inside of me, tendrils wrapping around my stunted ambition and strangling it until it no longer existed. The courses and activities and groups that existed to help shape a person now held no interest for me. Art was a passing fancy. Sports were shunned. School was just something to get through. I became content showing up. 

And then I stopped doing that.

I had shitloads of potential and I was turning into a disappointment. But I didn’t care. The ocean has potential too, right? The potential to turn into a tsunami and sweep us all away. Some things are better not fully realized, right? 

A coward’s excuse.

I was given time to mourn. And then more time after that. Slowly I was pushed, then exhorted, then pled with. Sympathy turned to “it’s just a phase” to disappointment. People stopped asking me when I would do something, or take part in something, anything. I was allowed to fade into the background. 

And the sad thing is that I was happy there. I was making friends. Genuine friends. I had time to go watch my sister’s band recitals and time to go swimming and… I met Jessica. 

My mom worried about me. But she didn’t push the issue, at least not overtly. She knew my stubbornness well. The harder you push the harder I dig in. I got that from her, so I suppose she knew the best way to handle it.

Maybe she figured it was a phase I’d outgrow. And I was spending a lot of time with Jessica. Hikes and long drives and bonfires on the edge of the lake. Long days in which I’d watch her take pictures in old barns or from the top of a hay bale and we didn’t need to talk. Maybe my mom thought it was therapeutic for me. 

Maybe it was.

Only once did my mother ever say anything that crossed that line. We went out to a baseball game, my sister’s band was playing during the seventh inning stretch so I figured my mom asked me along to show support. 

“You could be out there, you know. You were so good at baseball when you were younger.” I shrugged and avoided her sad eyes, doing my best to focus on the bright lights and the crackly loudspeaker. Anything to avoid talking about this. I stared at the bald spot of the guy in front of us and marveled at the accuracy with which he spat sunflower seeds. 

A few minutes later, “your dad always thought you’d end up playing baseball.”

The old familiar pressure settled on my shoulders. And the thing was I did want to do something. Be something. Just not that. Just not… now. I had time. I had time for life to tap me on the shoulder and show me the way.

I thought I had so much time.

Then I was out of school and afloat in a world that demanded that you know your place. 

I just wished someone would tell me.

I had so much potential. These are the thoughts that keep me company as the day passes in my prison. Not exactly wallowing in self-pity, more of a logical interest combined with despair. What choices lead me to this?

When the sickness came I had panicked, running outside for help only to be greeted by the same horror again and again. Men and women, and children, caught in a frenzy of panic as their insides turned to poison, the blood in their body thickening and darkening their terrified eyes before slowly they curled into a fetal position and… expired.

I kept going back to my friend’s apartment, the one place I knew in this foreign city. Then running out again. Shouting or sneaking or just walking. A frenzy of action that did nothing. 

My friend was dead and I worried about my parents and my sister. I worried about Jessica, the love of my life, and the child she told me she is carrying. I worried and tried to use my phone to call someone. I tried to use the internet to connect with someone, with anything. 

I accomplished nothing. 

The lights were out and I was alone with fear and questions. Why am I still alive? Is it just L.A.? Will the world right itself soon? What if I rush home to find everyone dead? 

I spent a lot of time waiting. Waiting to cope with the death all around me. Waiting for someone to explain what had happened. Waiting for the lights to come back on. I would wander aimlessly, eating and sleeping and then doing it again, lost in the sudden silence of a world gone dark.

Such a fool.

Being bereft of company showed me how important it was for me to measure myself against the rest of mankind. How could I grieve if I couldn’t compare my despair to the next man? How was I to know what was important if I did not see the struggles of someone else? What was my purpose without other people?

I struggled to keep myself together. Guilt at surviving collided with the grand scope of the change in front of me. The death in front of me. The absolute shock of the catastrophe with no one to talk to about it. 

This is where I went wrong. This…

I thought I had learned patience. I thought, in a distorted way, that the lesson my father desperately wanted me to learn had finally settled into my bones.

Two weeks ago I found signs of life, signs that I wasn’t alone. And I leapt without thinking. 

Such an idiot.

If I had no sense of purpose I still had hope. The first two people I met after the world ended robbed me of even that. The man, Stuart, lured me into his home and drugged my food. He chained me in this room. Chained me in a room with a girl who is so broken that I’m not even sure she knows I am here. Ask me which scares me more and I’d be hard pressed to answer. 

I was slowly weaned off of the drugs. My body given a week to diminish. Glimpses of the room and the girl and Stuart appearing out of the fog, slowly coalescing from dream to reality. I was slow to process everything. Maybe my mind couldn’t cope. It’s a drastic change from playing with your friends, face glued to an iPhone, to watching a whole city die. To finding yourself locked in a room with a girl who cannot speak. 

The part of my mind that is analytical wonders if my mind would have cracked had I not been drugged. Would I have gone crazy? I was headed down that path before I met Stuart. Did he save me? Did he give me time to transition into this scary new reality? Or did I lose my mind and am I simply imagining this captivity? 

God I’m scared. 

We are in a room above a garage that was modified into passable living quarters. Or a prison. Stuart’s house is adjacent to the garage, his comings and goings marked by the squeal from the patio gate. He does not care if we know when he is in his house or has departed. He knows we are powerless to do anything regardless.

The girl sits across from me now just as she has every day for thirteen days. Like me she is chained to the wall, although she is only manacled on one arm. And she has a bed. Frilly pink sheets and satin pillows. I have the scraps of a blanket. 

She does not meet my gaze, nor does she respond to me when I speak to her. The horrors visited upon her either by the death of those around us or from the man have caused her to retreat within herself. The only sounds I’ve heard from her have been involuntary groans when Stuart forces himself on her. Now, as is the case when she is awake, she stares out the window as her hands slowly run up and down her body, washing it with an invisible washcloth. 

“Fuck me for an idiot.”

I speak just to speak, cursing myself part in genuine frustration and part in an attempt to draw some response from the girl. She barely flinches, her hand momentarily pausing on her shoulder. 

“I shouldn’t have trusted him. I should’ve known.” 

Does she listen? Am I heard? 

“We need to get out of here.” 

I stare at her. Tall and thin, long dark hair over pale skin. Angled cheekbones next to a button nose covered with a heavy sprinkling of freckles. Thick, full lips. Dark eyebrows over light green eyes. She would be gorgeous if there were some spark of life. But she is vacant, hollow, the shell of a human. Beautiful in the way a mannequin is beautiful. 

Stuart dresses her in children’s dresses even though she has to be at least twenty years old. Dresses with Disney characters or cartoon animals or large bows. Dresses with polka dots and lace streamers, dresses bright with color but always too small. How long has she been here? Her chains are longer than mine. She could walk around the room if she wanted to although she would not be able to reach me. There is a bathroom past her bed that only she has access to. It’s disgusting how jealous I am of that. She barely uses it, eating and drinking only when prompted by Stuart. But when she does I can tell the chain is barely long enough, the links quivering and scraping on the wall as she goes about her business. 

The room is a bright white on all sides but for one wall that is painted a disgusting puke green color. The green is scratched in places, showing white beneath it. There is a large hole in the plaster near the floor. Two bolts sit in the corner, two more holes sit empty next to it. I look away. I feel like if I stare at that wall long enough I might see the horror behind its imperfections. 

Her bare feet, toenails carefully kept a bright pink by Stuart, rest on the scuffed and ripped blue carpet that covers her half of the room. A black line made of some rubber divides the carpet from my half of the room. I sit on large pieces of rough stone, some jutting up an inch higher than the plane of the floor, others shallow pits haphazardly mortared together by thick swathes of cement. I can tell it was done in a hurry.

It is hot in our prison, stuffy, my arms sticky with sweat. Flies cluster around my stained blankets and one buzzes around my head. I make a half-hearted swipe at it, the heavy chains making the attempt comically pathetic. I scoot away from my blanket across the abrasive floor of my corner to the edge of my chains. 

You cannot be still in this room. Humid and hot, your skin sticky and uncomfortable even without the sores and bites that cover your body. It reminds me of when I used to take my dog to the veterinarian’s clinic. Sitting in a waiting room with other animals and just feeling the fear. The floor and walls are soaked with it, the air cloyed with the terror of animals past and present. Buildings always remember. I don’t know if I believe in ghosts but I do know this room will be haunted no matter what happens to us. 

“I think I needed to see someone so badly, to talk about what happened. To make sure that this isn’t some, you know, horrible dream.” I know I’m repeating myself. I’ve said these things to her before. Almost every day that I have been here. I am a dog gnawing on a bone because the bone is the only thing he has.

“I didn’t trust him. In my heart. But he seemed nice and I just…”

I feel foolish complaining about my plight in the face of hers. I rub my neck, probing at the raw sore as the chains that bind me to the wall clink and scrape the afternoon dirge. 

“My name is Harlan.” 

In case she didn’t hear me yesterday. Or the day before. 

She turns to the window. It looks out over the neighbor’s yard and I can see the top of an orange tree. Sometimes a bird. The highlight of my day. 

“Tell me your name, at least. You don’t have to speak, just spell it in the air or something.”

Nothing but the phantom washcloth traveling over her collarbone and down her arm. 

I quit talking. Stuart will come soon. In the past ten days I have learned his routine. A pattern that he rarely, if ever, strays from.

Every other day he frees me from the chains and fits me with a pair of large shock collars. The bands are made from thick black leather and he positions them so that the two packs that deliver the volts straddle the sides of my neck. I know that he modified them. I can’t believe that they would be used on dogs. 

Maybe they aren’t for dogs? 

As soon as he puts them on he presses a button for one collar just to remind me what I will be facing. Every day. It drops me to my knees, jaw locked open, heart squeezed into a chest suddenly too small as electricity races through my thin body. I need a full minute to recover. Rather, I needed a minute at first. Now I think it’s more like three or four, depending on how impatient he is. 

I live in fear of what two of them will do to me. God I hate those collars. The very sight of them paralyzes me with terror. Even if he just holds them up and shows them to me I start shaking. A dog stuck in an evil Pavlovian dystopia. 

As soon as my limbs stop spasming he takes me outside to forage for food and water. I get to pull the small cart up and down the hill. Not an activity I enjoy, but I look forward to these days. A chance to walk around, to smell fresh air and to see birds… To look for the opportunity to escape. Stuart is smart, though. The moment my eyes start to roam he zaps me. 

I find my hands rubbing my neck again, tracing the scabs and oily slickness of more recent burns. I try to limber up, stretching as far as the chains will allow. 

There is a knock on the door that leads to the garage. He always fucking knocks, as if we have a choice. After a polite pause the door swings open and his uneven tread begins to make the slow climb up the stairs that lead to our room. 

Stuart pokes his head around the corner and knocks on the wall. “Hello there.” The same thing every day. 

He is a tall, sinewy man in his fifties. His hair is white, long and unruly, completely at odds with a face that is freshly shaven. A pointed nose sits above a mouth that houses teeth of every shade of brown. He laughs often but with no confidence. A man who laughs because people tend to think no ill of someone who laughs a lot. 

“Might I come in?”

He doesn’t wait for a response but immediately limps into the room, a plate full of food in one hand, the other moves to hide something behind his back. Something is wrong with his hip, his right leg swinging out into a sweeping step as he walks. I wonder if I would have suspected his ill intentions had I not considered him infirm, an old man too run down by the world to pose a threat. I curse myself for a fool. Again and again I want the moment in which I trusted him back. 

I keep my eyes down and he pats my head as he walks by. He has made my place in his world very clear. I am nothing more than a dog to be trained. I will perform physical labor and he, in turn, will house me. He acknowledges my presence but neglects to involve me in the life he has created for himself and the girl. If I stay out of the way and stay quiet he provides me with food and water. If I speak to him without being prompted then I am punished. 

The first day I yelled at him, screaming to be released. He stripped me naked and starved me, leaving me chained for three days. I pissed in the corner. I was forced to shit myself. The reek of my blankets is a constant reminder of the power he has over me. 

Last week I found a hidden stash of canned goods in an apartment. He told me I did a good job and gave me an extra portion of food that night. The surge of pride I felt was nothing compared to the revulsion that followed. 

Long brown toenails click on the stone as he passes me to the small corner in which the girl’s bed resides. He is always barefoot except for when we go looking for food. He often makes the girl rub his gnarled, calloused feet as he talks to her. Ripped shorts and a stained t-shirt complete the devil’s ensemble.

He sets the plate of food down on mattress next to her, then uses a finger to dig into his pocket to produce two pills. One pink, one blue. “Don’t forget to take your medicine today.” He pretends that he isn’t commanding her to take them now, in front of him. She puts the pills in her mouth, not bothering with water to swallow them. 

“Show me.”

She opens her mouth and he ducks down to peer inside, using one spotted hand to cup her chin.

“Good girl.” He moves his hand up from her chin to her cheek, cradling her head and looking deep into her vacant eyes. “I have a gift for you, my dearest one.” Always with the gifts. He pulls his arm from behind his back and presents the girl with a book. When she doesn’t reach for it he places it on her lap, kneeling in front of her. A grimy finger with a long fingernail traces her cheek, then brushes a stray lock of hair out of her eyes. “Remember this? You were reading it when we met.”

The girl stares down at the book, her body completely still. He stares down at her, the smallest frown on his face as he patiently waits for a response. “I thought we could read it together tonight. Would you like to do that?” She brings her vacant gaze up to him and he takes this as acquiescence. “Good. Good. I look forward to it.”

 I prepare to leave. After leaving his little gifts we usually depart to “get the day’s work done.” 

He caresses her cheek with one hand, the other tracing a path along her bare thigh. “You need to shave. We will have to have a bath tonight, I think.” He pats her leg before standing. His face falls as he approaches me, nose wrinkling at the stench. 

It’s a small victory.

“Come along, Burden.” He never refers to me by name, instead calling me his “beast of burden,” or lately just “Burden.” Stuart leads me from the house and I resist the urge to sprint away. He walks two feet behind me, humming a wordless tune, only speaking to order me in one direction or another. I scan the street, looking for something sharp and he jerks on the leash that is attached to the collars. 

He always knows.

I push the cart ahead of me, its oiled wheels gliding soundlessly over the pavement. Trask Avenue is empty but for the birds and squirrels. Cars are parked next to the curb in front of silent houses, as if this were just a lazy Sunday in a quiet neighborhood. Birds chirp and caw and go about their business. Squirrels race along power lines and across rooftops. There is a black SUV wrecked into a tree that spoils the sleepy mien. A crow struts around a brown heap of rags partially hidden by a car, a glint of bone peeking out from the bundle. It’s the small things that remind you that the world is not right. 

A cat races across our path and down the street a pack of dogs turn the corner. I stop as Stuart yanks me to a halt. He cocks the gun he carries but the dogs move on down the road, their sidelong glances seeming to say, “not today.”

We turn onto Redlands Street and start angling down the hill as the ocean comes into view. Another boat has washed up on shore since our last outing, the seagulls gathering in droves, diving and shrieking as they rip apart whatever it is that they found. 

It’s not hard to guess.

He jerks the leash and we veer onto Ringe Avenue towards a new row of homes. It’s a flat stretch of road running parallel to the beach, the garish buildings competing to stand higher than the house across from it to accord themselves some small view of the ocean without stepping outside. 

Stuart wears a grimace and I know our trip down the hill strained his hip. There is no way he could pull the wagon on his own, and it’s my lone comfort knowing just how much he needs me. As we get farther from his home and preserved food becomes more scarce he will need me even more. So he can’t kill me… Unless he decides to take the girl and go to a place with better pickings. Or he finds someone else.

We stop in front of an elaborate white house made with a combination of white stucco and black and brown brickwork. A red USC flag hangs limply over the balcony, ripped and grimy and spotted by bird droppings. The building is enclosed by a large steel fence with a gate in front of the driveway. It functioned on an automated system and I struggle to lift the apparatus off the latch and slide it open. Stuart watches me impassively as I jerk and pull and eventually work it open. By the end I’m soaked in sweat and bent over by coughs. 

I am getting weaker. 

I push the cart to the garage door and pound on the faux wood paneling. I listen closely, the memory of what happened on our last food run is engraved on my arm. I had started to open a door only to be driven backwards by a large brown dog. It had once been large, to be exact, patchy fur revealing the protruding rib cage of a starving animal. It couldn’t bark, for some reason. I think it had had its vocal chords snipped. Its silence as it tore at my arm made the attack even more frightening. As if it were personal. 

I beat at the dog with my free arm until it let go, but it continued to leap at me, weak legs propelling it towards my throat. I looked to Stuart at one point. He had the gun out but made no move to use it. “Bullets are too precious to waste, Burden.”

I tried to back away and the dog followed. It was crazed, no anger or fear in the attack, just the desire to inflict harm. The scabs on my arm are a constant reminder of that day. 

I’ll never forget forcing the animal to the ground, kneeling on its back legs, and squeezing its throat until its pain and fear and life were all gone. I hate that I had to do that. I hate Stuart more for forcing me into that position. 

 Just inside the door was the body of its master. The dog had been starving but the man was untouched, pristine but for the ravages of the sickness. I tell myself the dog wanted to die. That I gave it the mercy it was seeking. 

So I listen, straining my ears for claws scrabbling across tile or for a low growl. Nothing. The house is silent. Thank you god. At a nod from Stuart I try the door. It’s locked. Even as everyone was getting sick, and dying, and despairing, they locked everything.

Stuart points to the ground and I lie down on my back next to the wall with my hands raised up in the air, palms to the sky. A formation of birds fly over me and I wonder where they are going. I wonder if they are heading north towards Montana and I lift my head to follow them, as if by watching them long enough they will take some small part of me with them. Tell Jessica I love her. Tell her that I am I alive, and that I will—

A blast of electricity courses through me as Stuart presses the button for one of my collars. My head cracks against the pavement and my vision swims. I black out for a second. Upon waking I immediately start to retch. 

“Move closer to the wall.” I scoot over, body still shivering, guts roiling.

He loops the cord of the controller around his wrist and reaches into the cart to grab the crowbar. He slides the end into the doorjamb next to the handle and begins to pry, his eyes shifting back and forth from me and back to the door. He has no need to be worried, I have no desire to try anything at this moment. 

Once the door is open a fetid stench rushes forth to greet us. I retch again, bile stinging my throat as Stuart ties a handkerchief over his mouth and nose and ushers me inside. 

“Inside, Burden. Now.”

Three figures, one tall and two short, lie wrapped in white sheets on the garage floor. A fourth figure sits in a chair, a Bible on his lap and a gun in his hand. His head lolls back, his mouth open as if in the deepest of sleep, a father snoring in a chair but for the blood matting his hair and coating the wall behind him. 

The bodies of the man’s family are in the way of the cart. I stoop and drag them to the side. I wrapped my friend in bed sheets before I buried him, too. I wonder if I would have killed myself as well had I seen all of my family die before my eyes. I was close with my friend, but maybe not that close. Never did it occur to me to kill myself. 

Not until recently. 

“Let’s head in.” Stuart opens the door to the home and waves me in. I enter on unsteady feet, bracing myself on the door. My head hurts from smacking it on the pavement. I lean against the wall inside, trying to collect myself. I barely hear Stuart’s voice, slowly registering the command and tottering over to a pantry. I am a mindless drone, my mind empty as I carry cans back and forth to the cart.

We return to the house as the sun begins to set. I’m coated in sweat even as a chill sets in. It took everything I had to pull the cart full of the canned goods up the street. I am tired, and ashamed, and want nothing more than for this day to end. 

“You stink, Burden.”

We deposit the goods inside the gate and then Stuart marches me down to the ocean. A long walk on weak legs back down that damned hill. He allows me five minutes to piss, and defecate, and clean myself in the salty brine. He stands in the sand, monitoring me, his hand poised over the button that would kill me should he set it off in the water. 

I’m not feeling strong enough to stand so I sit and let the waves wash up over me. Paper and plastic cups and green gobs of some unknown detritus float around me, wash up and adhere to my skin until the next wave. I do not care. My ears ring and I can’t think beyond the throbbing in my head. I rub sand and water over my body. Tentative fingers probe the lump on the back of my head. My hand comes away bloody. 

You will pay for this. Please somebody make him pay for this. 

We return and he shackles me to my corner. He fills my bucket of water and leaves a small plate of food before delicately unlocking the girl from her chains and leading her from the room. I do not know where they go but when they return her hair is always wet. Depending on the night he will read to her, or talk about trivial matters, and sometimes he combs her hair. He does this knowing I’m in the room. Perhaps he doesn’t care. I think he enjoys showing me how helpless we both are. 

I do not even see them leave tonight, nor do I hear them return. I lick the water from my bowl and collapse onto my blanket, broken in mind and spirit. 


Chapter 2

I drive a large truck, nervous hands sweating on the steering wheel as I guide it up a steep hill. Two tons of hay sit on the trailer behind me. Jessica rides shotgun, feet up on the dashboard. Blonde hair and hay of the same color frame her beautiful face. She is laughing at my discomfort. I shouldn’t be driving. If I fuck this haul up, or worse the truck or trailer, then her dad will kill me. But a bet is a bet. I try to look calm. 

“I don’t know why you’re nervous now, backing it up is a lot harder.” She laughs her bully laugh and then spits into a cup. She chews packets of tobacco. A habit that I thought I’d find abhorrent. I was wrong. It’s endearing to see a beautiful girl not give a shit about appearances. 

I line up the truck and start backing it towards the barn, my gaze going back and forth between the two side view mirrors as I weave a crooked path. Jessica crawls across the seat and grips the wheel with one small hand, steadying it as I back up. She leans in and kisses me and I almost slam on the brakes. 

But I trust her.

Here is a woman who sees me for what I am. And yes, she sees my potential as well as my apathy. But instead of pushing me she challenges me. She preys upon my pride to push me out of my shell. 

I love her for it.

We stack the hay in a shed in the middle of the farm, just the two of us. She tosses the hay down from the trailer and I haul it inside and try to make orderly rows. Dust motes cloud the air and I can’t stop coughing. My lungs feel grainy and my eyes are watering from the particulates. I have grit and straw in my mouth and down my collar. 

Jessica doesn’t seem to be bothered, her small frame tossing hay off the truck quickly and efficiently. She notices that I’m taking a break and gives me a wolfish smile. “Tuckered out already?”

I shake my head. My forearms are burning and I’m filthy and my back aches and… I’m the happiest man alive. 

She hops down from the trailer bed and pinches my ass. “You want to shower before we go out tonight?”

I’m exhausted. But I’ll be damned if I don’t find the energy somewhere. 

But holy hell my back hurts. The straw prickles my neck, an itch that turns to a sharp sting. My head throbs, an ache that builds…

I wake up remembering the straw in her hair. The way in which she made the world melt away. I cling to it as hard as I can, doing my best to ignore the thumping in my head. The stone beneath my face. The smell of my blanket or my body or both. 

I wonder if Jessica is alive and that’s enough to make me sit up. Better to see the hell I am currently in than to imagine the one without. 

The girl is lying in the bed, bare shoulders peek above the covers, hands clasped tight together up by her chin. Her eyes are closed but I don’t think she is asleep. Her eyes open, as if she can hear my thoughts, and she stares at the ceiling. I wonder what she thinks about, or if she thinks at all. 

I check my water dish, hoping in vain that it will be filled. It’s not. I shouldn’t have drank all of it last night. I knew this was coming. After foraging Stuart disappears for most of the day. He says he is communing with God, divining his will. I think he just goes and finds gifts with which to torment the girl.

I feel like crying even though I can’t. Not just because I’m dehydrated. My soul is simply too tired. Looking at the girl I wonder if that’s my future here. One day I won’t speak, won’t feel, I’ll simply exist for the benefit of Stuart.

It is a hard, hard thing being shown exactly how feeble you are. Your mind driven to its knees, illuminating the true depths of your weakness. Mentally and emotionally. Especially when you spent the majority of your youth believing that you carried within you a fire, a courage that set you apart. 

Maybe everyone thinks that. Or maybe I was just better at fooling myself. 

Gods, I thought I was stronger than this.

I’ve always believed that we can be weighed and measured by the people we surround ourselves with. I had few friends, but the ones I had were the best. And my family, pillars of strength that kept me propped up longer than they should, had faith in me longer than they should. And Jessica, who saw me for what I was and loved me for it.

But now they’re gone. 

Everyone is gone. 

If we are defined by the people that we surround ourselves with, then the illness that swept through cities and towns not only killed my friends, my peers, but also stripped me of any strength of character as well. 

I want to go home. I want my mother. 

The girl slowly sits up. I turn around to try to give her privacy. Or at least that’s what I tell myself. Truth is I don’t want to see the bruises on her body, blobs of purple where Stuart dug his fingers into her thighs or the red marks on her back. Marks of our impotence. 

She dresses herself in a new dress that Stuart laid out for her the night before. Minnie Mouse’s face patterns the red cloth. She smooths the dress as she sits down in her usual position, vacant eyes staring out the window. 

“My name is Harlan.”

In case she didn’t hear me yesterday, or the day before. 










Stuart’s sermon that night is filled with more passion. His pupils are barely pinpricks in wide eyes and he flits about the room with energy. He must have loaded up on pain pills. 

“And he who was seated upon the throne, that’s me you see.” He looks at the girl, a smile on his face. “He said Behold! I will make all things new! Don’t you see? Don’t you see?” 

He hurries over to the bed and grabs her hand. “We have been picked. I have been picked. The world before was filled with so many flaws. Everyone was blind, blind!” Globs of spittle leap from his mouth as he works himself into a frenzy. “Except for me. Me! I saw the way. But like most saviors I was misunderstood. Shunned. But then God laid a heavy hand down on the… on the unchosen. And he swept them aside. And now he trusts me with making things new. He trusts me to do it the right way. Don’t you see? Of course you see.” 

There’s only so long that he can speak to a silent room. Not that he doesn’t relish every moment, seeming to fire himself up with ideas and other times arguing with unseen aggressors. He raves and paces until his shirt is coated with sweat and his hair is plastered to his forehead. Then, pleased with his efforts, he forces himself on the girl while I face the corner of the room and try to think of ways to escape. 

How? 

How do I get out of here?

You could die.

It scares me how often I think about suicide. If just to spite this horrible man.

The days blur together, each day settling deeper into my bones as my mind and flesh become weaker. I rarely try to talk to the girl anymore. Instead I use the time alone to try to rest, or to think about home, or more often I allow myself to drift off into a stupor in which I float in a sea of nothingness. 

It’s getting easier. 


Chapter 3

The sock is dead. Too many holes, frayed and torn and stained with my sweat. The heel went first, and now the toes have disintegrated. 

I lay it gently onto my pile of blankets. It’s trash, but it’s mine. A possession. Something that shows that I was here. 

You’re cracking.

My cowboy boots aren’t in better shape. They weren’t in the greatest of shape before, I wore them constantly. But now the toe of the right foot is split open, the rubber bottom flapping open like the face of some laughing jester. I rub my hand over the leather, squeezing the gap shut, wishing I could press it together and somehow it would fix itself by strength of my will. 

I love these boots. But I hate them, too. Hiking up and down these hills in cowboy boots is hell on your knees. Not much for gripping pavement, either. I’ve fallen a lot.

But they’re my tether to home. A reminder of Montana. Jessica always laughed at me for wearing them. “You’re not a cowboy,” she’d say, but then she bought me the ones I’m holding now. Black stitching on brown with a dotted white line zig-zagging around the piping. White scuff marks mar the vamp from when she took me out dancing, and there is dirt from stacking hay. I try to ignore the darker colors, the reds and browns and blacks. Stains of my new occupation.

Stuart is late this morning. He stumps up the stairs, cheeks rosy with exertion. Or excitement. He has his usual gift hidden behind his back. The plate of food is deposited on the bed. He doesn’t make her take any pills. Must be too excited.

He drops to a knee in front of the girl and brings out a bundle of roses. “These were very hard to find.” The girl doesn’t say anything, impassively taking the flowers and holding them to her chest. 

I get up, prepared to head outside. Instead Stuart stays on his knees, his hand making little designs on her cheek and neck. 

“I’ve been thinking about something and wanted to talk to you. Tomorrow will be our anniversary, one year...” 

One year with him? 

“Don’t worry, I marked it on the calendar, I’m sure of the day. I know how important these things are to you women.” He gives his laugh, eyes watching her intently. Hur hur hur. She remains frozen, eyes blank, her mind retreating farther and farther away from the present. 

“I think I have proven to you that I am a good provider. Even before God killed the unchosen and left me to make order of life.” He takes on a stern look. “Since then it has been very difficult, but I have done it. Even though you don’t seem to thank me. Why is that? Why don’t you ever thank me?”

He stands up, agitated, and I hurry to lower my eyes. He stares down at her, fists clenched. He won’t hit her, or at least he hasn’t yet, but it could be hell for me if he loses his temper. 

The girl slowly traces the lettering on the book before looking up at Stuart. There is nothing there. No response that I can see, no acknowledgment of his gift or of this most horrible of anniversaries. But it calms him. He sits next to her and clutches her hand.

“Of course you’re thankful. Forgive me my love. But this is also a sign, I believe, of how good we are together. So quick to forgive and love each other again. You make me so happy.” He pauses, his eyes darting towards me to make sure I’m not watching. “So no more pills, my dear. No more delaying that which God has chosen us for.” He lifts her hand and kisses it, then leans his body in so that they are cheek to cheek. “It is time to have a child.”

The girl had found a refuge within herself. A room in the far corners of her mind in which to pretend everything is okay. She is ripped back to reality by this statement. Her eyes widen and I see the panic, the animal fear. Her free hand clutches her belly and she moves back from him.

“You are surprised. I see that. But you are so young, and the young never think about these things. But I’m getting older.” Hur hur hur. He laughs that damn laugh of his. “And I think now is a good time.” 

The girl begins to cry. I’ve been here for three weeks and I’ve never seen her shed any tears. This is more frightening than anything he has done to me. 

The mention of a child makes me think of Jessica. I wonder if she is showing yet. I wonder if she is chained in some room with a madman. I wonder if there is some other man staring at her, shamefully grateful that this is some other woman and not the one he has grown to love. 

Why am I not home?

The girl weeps, incredulous tears that Stuart’s warped mind interprets as happiness. He wipes them away and makes shushing sounds and moves in to hug her. Over his shoulder her wet eyes meet mine for the first time. She is there for the first time. And I look away. I have yearned to make a connection with her while in this prison, but now I shy away from it. Hers is a helplessness that I cannot face.










The foraging run takes us down the same streets past the same houses we have already scoured clean. Stuart is in a good mood today, humming as we walk. He is practically skipping along. 

The house we enter is unlocked and devoid of corpses.

“I knew today was going to be a good day, Burden, everything is falling into place.”

All we find is jugs of water and some condensed milk. Stuart counts it as a victory. “An easy day, Burden, and a good find.” He pats me on the head and we head back to the house early. 

I barely have time to wheel the cart into the patio before he is hustling me down to the ocean. He exhorts me to clean myself as quickly as possible. The man is intent on getting back to the house as soon as he can. A groom on his wedding day would show more restraint. 

He shackles me in the corner and hurries down the stairs. I look at the girl. Her eyes are red rimmed and she is fretful, standing to pace before sitting again. She doesn’t look at me. 

When Stuart returns in an hour he is freshly shaved and he has taken the time to comb his hair. He wears a button up shirt with a dark blue tie and a pair of khakis that are too big for him. He doesn’t bother with shoes.

He produces a bottle of red wine, holding the girl’s glass to her lips and exhorting her to drink. “Tonight we must celebrate, my love, we must celebrate!”

They drink most of the bottle, the girl taking sips as he pushes the bottle to her lips. He makes idle, almost nervous chit chat. 

“We will have to think of names. If it is a boy I think he should keep my name. And his child after that. A long line of Stuarts so that the world will know the blood of its savior.”

He takes a moment to think back on his words, a pleased smile creeping across his face as he imagines whatever distorted future he sees for himself. 

“If it’s a girl,” and he gives a little wince, “we’ll name her Abigail.” He only pauses a moment before answering the unasked question. “Abigail and I… courted before you came into my life, dearest one. She was very special. Very special to me. But the hardships of this world proved too much for her.” He grimaces and shakes his head, as if he were talking about a childhood pet that he had loved. 

And put down. 

“I think it would be nice to honor her memory. Don’t you?”

The girl doesn’t respond and Stuart brings the wine to his lips and drinks deeply. Abruptly he puts the bottle down. He stands her up and roughly strips the small child’s dress up and over her head. 

She doesn’t fight him as he has his way with her. 

When I first became his captive and he did this I begged him to stop. He simply put a collar on me and would hold the button until I passed out. To my shame I haven’t tried to stop him again. I sit in my corner and I try not to watch, or listen, or let the feeling of utter powerlessness drive me deeper into the pit of despair that I now call home. 

I think of Montana. I think of what it will be like when I get there. When I finally make it home. It’s always in the fall for some reason. I walk down the thin road that winds its way down and around the slough that borders my parent’s property. The cattails are everywhere and my feet kick and crunch and slip on leaves that cover the road. Canadian Geese honk as they fly overhead, a perfect V with always the one straggler struggling to keep up. I reach the apple tree that marks the edge of the property. Most have been picked. Jessica must be there, she loves apples. I smile and turn to go--

“What are you doing?”

I think he is talking to me and I look around, startled. He is staring down at the girl. She, in turn, is staring at me. 

“Why are you looking at him?” 

Stuart strikes her across the face before climbing off and heading towards me, uncaring of his nakedness, his body a mixture of white hairs and the marbling of old muscles gone soft. I scramble backwards as he approaches but the chains only allow so much. A balled fist hits me next to my ear and I yell out. I curl into a fetal position and he begins to kick me in the side, the back, the head again. And again. His blows are weak but repetition provides the damage.

It does not take much to tire him, and I peek up to see him retrieving a collar. 

No no no no no! 

I raise a hand towards him, waving it back and forth to signify that I had nothing to do with this. “Please don’t I— He grabs a chain and pulls me close, using the links to torque my arm behind my back. He shoves me down then kneels on my spine as he attaches the collar. 

“You want to look at him, well look!”

I have one glance in which I see the girl, hunched naked on the bed and wide-eyed, looking at me with something like remorse before he presses the button.





Chapter 4

I swing from a tree that stands in the middle of a trail. The path splits and curves around the tree, man having bowed to the age and strength of the oak, forgoing the need to keep the path a straight line. The noose is tight. Excruciating pain thrums with every beat of my heart as the rope cuts into the side of my neck. My mouth gapes, my swollen tongue flopping out over my teeth as I struggle to take a breath. Just one breath. 

I can’t die like this. 

I can’t die like this. 

Bound hands struggle with invisible bonds behind my back as my feet kick in the air, desperately searching for some purchase. 

I have something to say. Something to tell someone. I know it’s important though I can’t seem to remember what it was. But I need to hold on. Someone will come along the path, take my words, and then I can die. But not before.

Not before. 

I wake up. My hands are hooked into the small gap allowed by the collars at my throat. I think I might have been yelling, my throat feels raw and it hurts to swallow. I take deep breaths, doing my best to slow my racing heart as my body makes every spot of pain known to me. I slowly drag myself to my water bowl and drape my head over the edge, lapping water like the animal I have become. 

It’s dark in the room. I was only out for a few hours. The moon is high in the sky, light filtering in from the window. I see two glints of light in the darkness and realize the girl is watching me. Slowly her form takes shape, her knees drawn up around her as she keeps vigil. I try to smile before I’m swept back into oblivion.










Whatever the look meant, real or imagined, it impacted Stuart in all the wrong ways. He preaches about faithfulness now, often screaming at the girl. Often threatening her. Any transgression of mine, real or imagined, is immediately punished. I am forced to walk barefoot on foraging runs. I am blamed when we do not find food or water. I am blamed for not having the strength to pull the cart up the hill. 

Every day I am electrocuted.

It’s worse at night. 

Something breaks within me. Whatever chain existed that kept me anchored to sanity has snapped. I am adrift. My mind is at ease because the fear is gone. A part of me is aware that only someone mad would cease feeling fear while trapped in this room. Or, perhaps, someone who knows he will die soon.

I spent so much of my youth reading books and watching movies, escaping into realms in which people faced dire circumstances and found the strength to prevail. I had prayed for the courage to stand up to this man, to somehow find a way to defeat him. Now I know better. Now I know that I was playing for freedom. Not victory. I was the victim who hoped that time would allow for a rescue, or for reason to take hold. I wanted things to go back to the way they were. 

There is no going back. 

There is no escape. The rules have changed and I understand the game now. 

If I am a dog then I behave as one. The next night I lunge at Stuart as he passes by on his way to bed the girl. It surprises him, not only the speed with which I rush him but the total abandon of it. I get close enough to grab an ankle. He falls over, a small gasp of fear and surprise taking the unctuous smile off of his face. I try to draw him closer but he twists free, his free leg kicking at my groping hands. 

He scoots backwards towards the girl’s bed and there is a moment of stillness in which we stare at each other. His long, lanky hair has fallen over his face but I can see the fear in his eyes, a brief loss of the power and control that he spent so many hours working to attain.

I laugh as he sends pulse after pulse of electricity coursing through me. I go unconscious, cackling, only to wake up and begin howling. He electrocutes me again. He takes off his belt and begins to whip me around the face with the buckle. The head, the neck, the back. I take it with a smile on my face. I feel the pain but I relish it, knowing these are small victories. 

He finally stops, bent over, chest heaving from the exertion. He holds a hand to his hip as he walks out of the room. Yesterday a display like this would have terrified me. I would have stayed up all night wondering how to pacify him the next day. Tonight I force my lips into what I remember as a smile.

The lights go out and I smile, still. A smile that emerges jagged from swollen lips. A smile that more closely resembles a snarl.

I pull the tattered blanket to my chest. I scrape at the brown scabs of old blood and old defecation and days of sweat and I tell myself that I have cleaned it. I tell myself that only a tamed animal would wait for its master to clean the cage.

And still I smile.

Stuart needs me. He could forage for food himself, but it would be many trips over the course of every day. Hours of his time spent away from the girl, from his home and whatever other secrets he keeps. I know I can’t continue this forever without meeting my end. But it’s time to find the boundaries. 

I leap at him, or growl, or yell gibberish. He beats me, or electrocutes me, or both. But his rape is obstructed. Time and time again. He begins to take the girl from the room to bed her. He brings her back and the frustration in his demeanor is apparent. Maybe he is afraid she will run. Maybe he doesn’t like to spoil the sanctity of his home. Maybe he needs chains to enjoy it. 

He begins to drug me so I quit eating. He loses his temper too easily, too often, and the power that he has draped himself in begins to fall away. He rails at me, going so far as to brandish a gun while I howl at him, screaming wildly and rattling my chains like a poor actor playing a ghost of some bygone holiday. 

Go ahead.

I have been trained by the collars, driven into a mindless routine under the yoke of this man. Now it’s his turn. I sit passively in my corner if he doesn’t touch her. The moment he begins to undress her I turn into a beast that needs to be pacified. Which he does. 

I grow weaker. I am barely fed. Foraging trips become fewer and fewer, even as food in the area grows scarce and Stuart needs me more and more to pull the cart. But I am a dog that no longer fears the kick of its master. He knows it. I sense the end is near for me and, to be honest, I am thankful for it.

More important is the girl. The fear that flashed in her eyes at the mention of a child was a spark of life that has slowly kindled into a small fire. I cannot stop Stuart all the time. But she looks to me, now. She looks to me when he enters the room, when he embarks on one of his rants. She looks at me as he rapes her, accepting the strength that I will towards her, and I see her slowly gathering herself.

Gathering herself as I feel myself slip away. Part of me is terrified at what I’ve become. 

No, that’s wrong. 

Terrified at the feral creature that slunk out of my subconscious and has taken over. Twisted me. Shed me of my trappings of humanity to become a primal being that does not play at being human. I watch from the shadows as a caged beast takes over.

Who am I?

And each day it is becoming harder and harder for me to regain control of myself in the quiet hours after Stuart has departed enraged. I stalk the space around my blankets, my breath harsh even in my own ears, the urge to rip out his throat driving me into futile action until I collapse from exhaustion. 

And then the creature in me retreats into the shadows. And each time it does a part of me laments its passing even as I look at it in fear. I wonder if I’ll die a man or as a beast. 

Does it matter? 




Tonight Stuart is full of brimstone and fire. He is worried though, I can tell by the whisper of panic underneath his words. We are an experiment that is regressing and he doesn’t have the means to start over.

“We must be united moving forward if we are to start building a new world.” He stands and limps to the middle of the room, his arms held out wide. “I have been chosen to lead, and though you test me I will prevail. If this was easy, if this was…” He loses track of what he was saying, covering it with his laugh. 

Hur hur. 

“Well you understand. We must unite as one. And you must trust me to know what’s best. You must.”

I look at the girl and only at the girl. I shake my head and croak the most derisive laugh I can muster. A guttural chuckle that does not meet my eyes. 

The girl smiles. She shakes her head, eyes never leaving mine. Stuart’s gaze whips from me, to the girl, and back again. He sees it. He sees it and understands. We are united, openly, two chained animals mocking their master. 

He rages. I wonder if this will be the time that he kills me and a remnant of the old fear seeps into my bones. I don’t have much time to dwell on it as he produces a coil of chain from a drawer and swings it into my face. I feel a tooth crack, bits and pieces mixing with blood to form a soup in my mouth. He swings it into my side and I fall on my back. I look up at him for what might be the last time. 

I smile. 

He swings again and I know no more. 





Chapter 5

I walk with my friends down a dirt path overgrown with tall green grass on our way to the lake. It is overcast, storm clouds long having taken up residence over the water. The wind is heavy handed and the grass hisses and the quaking aspen creak and groan. Small droplets of water freckle our bare chests, forerunners to the downpour to come.

We are home.

We go to the lake to swim during thunderstorms. We don’t tell our parents because they would admonish us for being stupid. And we wouldn’t have a response. We know it’s stupid, but we do it anyways. We strip naked and jump into water made warm by the sheer coldness of the raindrops and scream at the sky as lightning lances the far shore. We scream for the simple joy of existing. We are young and we can only know the greatness of what it is to be alive if we test it. 

I awake to rain on my face. My body pulses with pain. I roll over and what feels like a knife stabs my ribs. My joints are swollen from either the beating or the lack of food. Probably both. My knees and elbows struggle to bend. 

The rain has stopped. 

I open my eyes, my mouth already contorting into a snarl, and see the girl is kneeling in front of her bed, fingers poised over her water glass. She has been sprinkling me. 

“You…?”

She shakes her head and raises a hand, motioning me to be quiet. My head is an agony of pain. I cough and the knife returns to my ribs. 

Water. 

I roll over and feel sick. I dry heave, bile rushing into the back of my throat. I ease back on to my side, my face returning to the cold stone. I cannot move. I can only hope that time will heal me enough to spend another day in whatever bolgia this happens to be.

I sleep again, fitfully, reliving the attack as I dream of hell and wake in hell and repeat.




 




When I open my eyes I see the girl is lying on the floor, her face to the floor in a mirror of me. We stare at each other, cheeks pressed against stone filthy with dust and scabs and lint. She gives me a small smile. 

I don’t know what to think, and I don’t want to move, so we lie there staring at each other as the room slowly begins to darken, shadows shifting and spinning around us. It’s comforting, in a way. A slight stilling of angry water. 

I don’t know if this is commiseration, a sharing of pain or not, but I will take it. As long as it means I’m not alone.

There is something different about her. Something in her eyes that was not there before. Life? Anger? Simple awareness, perhaps. Hard to tell with her. In order to survive she had hidden herself. But you can only hide so long before you face the choice of letting yourself die or venturing back out into the horror of life. Some small part of her has decided to return.

She turns to the bed and opens her book, pinching something small. She kneels down and brings her face back to the ground. Taking a deep breath, she opens her fingers and blows three small scraps of paper towards me. Two reach me but the smallest is taken by a draft from the window and is blown into the corner. 

She goes back to the book, scans a page, and rips out another corner. She slowly peels it down to a small shape and blows it towards me. I don’t care what she is doing, I feel close to tears just seeing her try to interact with me. 

I slowly pull myself into a sitting position and examine the pieces of paper. One is part of a word, reading ber. The other is the letter l. The other the letter y. 

“I don’t understand,” I whisper. 

She moves her hands apart, then brings them together. I stare blankly. She repeats and I realize that she wants me to put them together. 

“Lyber? Berly?” She shakes her head each time, then holding two fingers up and moves them so her arms change sides. I look down at the words, confused. 

“B-e-r-y-l?”

She nods. 

“Beryl? Is… Is that your name?”

She nods. 

Here, after the end of the world and sitting at rock bottom, I suddenly understand what a gift the giving of a name can be. 










Stuart doesn’t appear that day or the next. 

A blessing. 

Also frightening. We might die at his hands. Or he might get lost in his own insanity and leave to “make order of the world in which he was chosen.” We face death without him. It is revolting to think about how much we need that monster. 

He left both collars on me. The skin beneath is hot and sore and an ache is spreading out from a burn on the right side. 

I fall asleep a lot, sometimes unexpectedly, but while awake I get to know Beryl. She nods or shakes her head to some of my questions. Sometimes I see a smile. She is still reticent, prone to look away and end my train of questioning when the echo of some horror resurfaces in her scarred mind. But her personality begins to emerge as I figure out the tilt of her head, the arch of her brow. The squint in her eyes when I say something stupid. 

Her eyes have lost their vacuity revealing unfathomable depth. Intelligence and will. But no joy. As if she carries in her a vast body of water that is forever gripped by winter. Ice rims every smile and every look out of the window. But there is a staunchness there, too. She does not indulge in self-pity. Nor does she allow me to dip my toes in it. We do not talk of Stuart. 

To talk of the devil would be to summon him. 

I whisper to her about Montana. The first string of words I have uttered in days. Inside, I feel the animal fading away, slipping back into the shadowy depths of my being. Part of me despairs, wanting that which kept me not just alive, but also gave me a semblance of strength, to stay. 

But the newfound support offered to me by Beryl has chased it away. Has chased it away and brought me back to take in the hurt and rage. To take in the fear, the all encompassing terror and shame and humiliation, once more. 

It’s okay. I’m not alone. 

I’m not alone.

She has tossed me a lifeline, a rope to bring me back to myself. If I die, I shall die as Harlan. Not as a broken creature, cornered and driven mad. 

 I talk to her about my family and how strong they are. If anyone could survive…

“I wonder if the illness spread everywhere. You know? Maybe it has been contained, maybe there are parts of the country where people weren’t affected.” She shakes her head, she knows as well as I do that if that were the case we would have seen some sign. Even without words being said, I appreciate it that she doesn’t lie to me.

She arches a brow at me, gesturing widely. 

“What am I doing here?”

She nods. 

“I was celebrating my twenty-second birthday. My buddy lives down… Lived here. I came to visit and party and…” 

My turn to end the conversation.

Stuart returns the next day. He repeats the knocks, and the questions, his bare feet and his false laugh. He brings a gift. A child’s onesie. Beryl retreats within herself again, barely responding to his words or touch. 

I am too injured to make life difficult for Stuart. I thought I would die before I became ineffectual. I watch him start to return to his old ways, paying me no heed, and I learn to know despair again. The feral creature inside of me lurks in the shadows, the decay of my body sending it into hiding. 

I miss it. I miss feeling unafraid. And strong, even if it wasn’t true. 

There has to be a different way.

He takes her out of the room a lot more, at least twice a day, and I do not know where they go. I try to heal as much as I can. I try to stay sane as I spend hours alone too tired and dehydrated to keep swatting the flies that crawl all over me. That I’m alive means Stuart still intends to use me. Hope, the great deceiver, returns.

There is always a way. I marshal my resources, try with all my might to use the brain that made my parents so proud in my youth. 

There has to be a way. 

Even if I have to sacrifice myself there must be some way to end the life of our tormentor. 

Slowly an idea takes shape.

I groan a lot. I hurt, but I want Stuart to think I am more hurt than I am. Which isn’t a stretch. I pretend to be unable to eat even as it torments my shrunken body to leave even a morsel in my food dish. We have to get out of here, soon, and convincing him of my infirmity is my only plan. I’ll only have one shot at this. 

Tonight he sits on Beryl’s bed, his feet in her lap, chattering about the world their children will inherit. 

“We were chosen for a reason, you and I. Adam and Eve. How grand are His designs? That I knew to seek you out? To find you and protect you as he swept the world clean. And now our children will inherit a world made with love. Guided by our knowledge it will go farther and farther, so much further than before. And we will be worshiped. We were chosen.” He trails off, a bemused smile on his face. 

The silence stretches and he yawns. “Goodnight my love. Until tomorrow.” He gets up and walks towards the door. 

It is time to make myself known again. 

I lean forward on my chains, blinking, and raise a feeble hand. He stops, his hand holding the remote for my collars. I slowly shuffle forward, knobby knees inching their way across the stone. Shaky fingers reach out and clutch at his pant leg. He needs to believe that he has broken me beyond any repair. Broken me to his will. I attempt incoherence, risking his wrath by asking him a question.

“Who are you?”

He stares at me, taking his time as I blink my eyes and rub my head. Fuck fuck fuck. I try to picture what he sees. My long hair hanging across a swollen face. The protruding bones of my spine and shoulder blades through a threadbare shirt. The chains and the sores and the terror in my eyes.

A hand reaches out and clasps the back of my neck. His nails sink into infected flesh and I gasp in pain. He holds it there for a long second. 

“Oh Burden, I am your provider.”

The barest pause as he smiles.

“I am your master.”





Chapter 6

He goes to rape Beryl the next night immediately after their return from dinner. He makes a show of it, daring me to try to interfere. 

“No barking tonight, Burden?”

Impotent rage courses through me. Fucking smug bastard. He is drunk on power. I am still too weak to do anything. And this end is inevitable. What can I do? The tactics have to change. I only hope Beryl can forgive me. I hope she knows I haven’t abandoned her. 

He had her wear a fancy white dress to dinner tonight. He sits on the bed and clumsily arranges her hair in the semblance of pigtails, casting looks at me as plays with his doll. I remain impassive, a creature cowed and crushed by a greater force. 

As I was before.

“Stand up.” He puts hands around her hips and places her in front of him, large hands slowly stripping the dress over her head before making her take his own clothes off. He presses himself against her, his hardening penis rubbing on her shoulder as she unzips him. He jerks her chain as he steps out of his pants forcing her out of her kneeling position so that she stands with her back to him, one white-haired arm wrapped around her chest. He raises the arm with the chain and twists it slowly causing her to pirouette in a circle with her hands held up in the air, a ballerina chained in some circle of hell. 

What will happen when she gets too old to look like a child? 

He keeps her spinning, naked now, the setting sun highlighting the peaks and valleys of her thin body. I watch, trying to catch her eye, to lend her strength. It’s silent, only the sound of her bare feet scratching on the piece of carpet near her bed. If someone could look in on the scene right now, what would they possibly think? 

Stuart is aroused. This is his victory. He has subjugated us to his will once again and the power he has over us brings him ecstasy. He lowers the chain, the other hand grabbing an elbow as he prepares to push her onto the bed.

She puts up a hand. 

He looks shocked. A smile crosses his face and he pulls on her arm, harder this time. She puts a hand onto his chest. She keeps her eyes down, still subservient, as she gives him a soft push away. 

“My love, what are you…”

She shakes her head, her other hand coming up to join the one still raised against him. Her elbows are locked and her face resolute, but I can see the tremors of fear that shake her body at this bold act. 

His eyes dart to me and I don’t look away quickly enough. I see his shame at being rejected and I know that, because I was witness, she will pay. There is a moment of silence as he stares at her. 

Then he backhands her hard before grabbing a pigtail to jerk her backwards, wrenching her head around so that it rests beneath his shoulder. 

“You ungrateful bitch. I’m the chosen one. I am your master, you hear me? I’m your master!”

He throws her down onto the bed and climbs on top of her. She tries to roll over, her knees locked, hands attempting to cover herself. He grabs her by the neck and throws her onto her back, slowly choking her until she stops thrashing. He lets go and she gulps in air, her fingers clenching and unclenching. 

He has his way with her, hard thrusts that cause her to grimace in pain. She yells out involuntarily, her voice raspy with disuse. Then she is quiet, eyes closed tight against the torment until it’s over. 

He has taken so much from her. 

He slinks out of the room as soon as it is over. No words are said, the anger gone, a perplexed expression on his face. Almost as if he were ashamed of himself. 

Almost. 

She doesn’t move for a long time. I see one bare leg, red fingerprints beginning to swell and a scratch from a long fingernail runs above her knee. The rest of her is still, a dark pile of blankets on the bed. I don’t say anything. I don’t know what I would say. To say I’m sorry again would be an insult.

She eventually gets up and makes her way into the bathroom. It’s hard for her to walk. She leans heavily on the wall. I hear the sound of toilet paper ripping as she cleans herself, or cries, or both. It is a long time before she emerges. 

Dark smudges mar her neck now as she pulls the dress back on. She sits on the edge of the bed and stares at the floor. I think she is crying but then she looks up at me. There is an anger in her glance tonight, a fire in the eyes that I have not seen before. Her fists still clench and unclench, opening and closing with the ebb and flow of a vast tide of anger. 

“Beryl. We are going to get out of here.” 

It’s the first time I have said it. The words sit between us. They sound feeble. 

 “We have to try.” 

She stares at me, I can almost see despair and hope warring behind her eyes. She has been so broken by this man I do not know if she is capable of an escape attempt. She shakes her head. 

“Beryl, we have to. I will get out. When we go out next I will find a way…”

She shakes her head again. 

“Beryl?”

She covers her ears with her hands, her face turned to the ground as she rocks slowly back and forth. Abruptly she looks up. She points at me and raises a fist, then puts her hands around her neck. She makes a cup with her hands and slowly tips it to the side. 

“I don’t understand.” She repeats the gesture. “Beryl, I don’t know what you are trying to tell me. But I think I have a way.” I gesture to my body. “I am injured, I am too hurt to be a threat. We need him to think that. And then I’ll get away. So don’t make life harder on yourself.” I wince at my own words. She is silent and still.

“Beryl? Just… Be ready for when I come back. Until then… play along.”

I know that I wouldn’t be able to do what I’m asking her to do. I’m not surprised when she doesn’t respond. Dear god she just returned, did I put out the fire? 

There is a small thump and a scuff at the door outside. We don’t talk for the rest of the night. 










The following day Stuart is all apologies. He comes up the stairs with a big breakfast of pancakes and eggs. He cradles her bruised face and tells her how sorry he is for hurting her. He kisses the cut by her eye. 

“The pressures of being the hand of god... I’m so sorry my love. You have to refrain from provoking me.”

We are left alone for the rest of the day and the night. Even Stuart can see the amount of pain that Beryl is in. Days blur as he plies her with gifts of teddy bears and chocolates and dolls, pleading with her for forgiveness on good days or remonstrating her for being ungrateful on the bad. 

I am ignored. 

Beryl gets her period a few days later. There is blood on the dress and blood on her sheets. She cries almost angrily as she clasps hands together, knuckles white and face contorted, looking to the sky as she says a prayer of thanks. 

When Stuart enters the room and sees the stain on the dress he freezes. His face goes dark and he stomps from the room, his uneven tread clomps down the stairs and he slams the door. He returns an hour later with a new dress and new bedding. He sits down next to Beryl and touches her hand, then touches her dress. 

“This will have to be burned. Same with the bedding.” He looks into her eyes. “I’m not mad. Not at you. It is hard to lose something. But we will try again as soon as you are well.” 

She surprises him by grabbing his hand and giving it a squeeze. Joy erupts across his face and he brings her in for a tight embrace. 

“Loss brings people closer, I’m told. This might be what I have prayed for.” 

Her eyes lock with mine as Stuart talks of children and they bore into me, a command and a plea at the same time. Don’t fail. She has committed herself to my plan and we both know the price of failure will be worse than mere death. 










We rehearse our macabre play for the rest of the week, the three of us preparing for closing night in our own ways. Stuart is gone for hours at a time during the day. We can hear the sounds of cars being started and the crunching of tires on broken glass. He spends his evenings with Beryl who plays the part of a dutiful wife. She shyly holds his hand as he talks, nodding along to his stories. She gives him smiles. Only her eyes give her away. Fear and hatred and revulsion are in every glance she gives him. He doesn’t notice. He is too sure of his mastery. 

I am a good dog now. I try to heal, ignoring the spreading pain in my neck. I eat my food when I get it, hoarding the small strength it gives me. I keep my head down. I keep my eyes down. I keep a smile on my face when he is in the room. I want him to believe that I’m cracked, a smiling moron broken by his heavy hand. 

I hope that I’m acting. 

He takes me to the ocean every other day. I barely wade into the water. The salt on my neck makes me dizzy with pain and the waves are stronger than I remember. I don’t eat enough to shit anymore. But I piss dutifully, whispering my thanks to Stuart and relishing the thirty seconds of sea breeze this gives me. 

I make plans while we walk. I scan see the streets in front of me, marking the houses that lead down to the ocean. I see the blue home with the dead couple that had kitchen knives. That will be my first stop once I escape. The first thing I will need to do is take away his power over me. I’ll remove the collars. The thought gives me so much joy. 

Then what? Stuart will suspect I will come back for Beryl. Or I’ll come back to kill him. I fantasize about that moment more than anything. More than being free I think about how I’ll kill him. I envisage running him down as he limps away from me. I think about finding a gun and shooting him. I see myself marching him down into the park and hanging him from a tree. I’ll use the chains he bound me with.

He’ll run for it. He’ll have to, if he doesn’t catch me then he will have to leave. And I’ll be ready for him. I will kill him and Beryl and I will be free. We will leave this city and then we will have the rest of our lives to bury this beneath new memories. I will return home and my greatest revenge against Stuart will be never telling anyone of the horrors he committed. 

 





Chapter 7

The end of the week comes and he fetches me for a foraging run. I limp and hold my side, shoulders hunched as I shuffle down the street with that damn cart. He has cleared the road of the crashed cars providing an open route to start driving. An ominous sign. I flinch, dramatically cowering, when he tells me which way to go. I pretend to not understand. He yanks on the leash and I topple over, skinning a knee. 

I didn’t have to pretend for that one. 

We enter the home next to the previously raided house. A coral pink building supported by stilts with a glorious view of the ocean. Windows face every direction. A pair of beach wood signs that say “Margaritaville” and “Wine not?” hang inside the parlor. The furniture is sparse, with figurines of boats and palm trees and exotic birds lining the window sills. A photograph of an elderly couple, the sunset behind them, hangs on the wall. 

No bodies here. Thank God.

We find two refrigerators, one a mess of spoiled milk and moldy vegetables. The other containing a massive amount of tonic and soda water and Mexican beers. 

I load the cart, slowly and deliberately, grimacing in pain as I bend over to deposit the bottles of water. I slip a glance at Stuart. He is staring at me, a frown creasing his face. 

“Do you need to rest?” 

I shake my head and continue to load. Please let this work.

We begin the trek back to the house. It’s not hard to fake being in pain. Stuart walks to the side and two steps back from me. I start to slow down. I stare at the ground, slowly placing one foot in front of the other. I wait for him to speak.

“We are almost there, Burden. Perhaps if you aren’t able to carry on…” The threat is evident in his voice.

I move faster, giving a tremendous heave as we near the top of the hill. 

“Good boy, I knew—“

I let go of the cart and fall to my knees. The cart takes off down the hill. Looking back I see Stuart make a wild grab for the handle. I run, jerking the leash out of his hands. 

I veer down a street running parallel to the ocean and let gravity take me down. In a space of three seconds I’m forty feet away. I hear Stuart cursing behind me. I know he’s pressing the buttons to my collars. 

 I’m too far away you fucker.

I run past the blue tiled house and head for the corner. Waterview Street. The ocean gleams in front of me, large and vast and unfettered and free. My lungs are burning. If I can get to that corner… A gunshot rings out and I duck, causing myself to stumble. My emaciated legs run up onto the pavement and wipe out from beneath me and I slide into a wall. 

I breathe out as agony spikes in my knee. I shudder, fires bursting to life on my shoulder, my shin, my ankle.

Get up. 

Get up. 

 I roll over and climb to my feet. Stuart is limping as fast as he can towards me, yelling something that I can’t understand. I turn towards the ocean. Another shot rings out and I hear the bullet thunk into the wall feet away from me. 

No no no no no. 

I can’t go back. Please. Everything hinged on me getting away. I can’t fail Beryl. I can’t fail Jessica. I can’t fail myself. I take a limping step down the hill, willing myself to run again. A familiar burn spreads out from my neck and I collapse onto the ground a second time.










I am marched back to the house, the cart abandoned. After shocking me Stuart is silent, gesturing me to my feet. He does not execute me. 

I expect anger. I expect to be beaten. Instead he seems… relieved? He takes me upstairs, two sets of limping legs, and chains me to the corner. Beryl watches me with wide eyes, seeing the story of my failure with a glance. 

Stuart stands over me. I do not struggle. There is no fight left in me. No animal madness drives me to struggle against the chains, to claw and bite and howl at this man before he ends me. My soul is done, exhausted beyond caring. 

I regret not making it home. I regret dying at the hands of this man. But I do not fear death anymore. 

I hear the door slam. I lift my head and slowly look up. Beryl and I are alone. 

We’ve seen each other tortured. Naked. We’ve seen each other piss and shit and cry. There should be no shame to be found between us but I can’t meet her eyes. I failed. 

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” I say it to her, and I mean it. I will not survive this, I know, and I don’t see any way that she will live without me somehow getting free. 

Stuart returns, stomping up the stairs. He stops in front of me, looking down and shaking his head. “I wash my hands of this.”

He goes and sits by Beryl. “Look at him. Look at him.” He guides her chin. He is going to make a show of this. “Our Burden tried to run away today. Can you believe it? I’ve done my best here, to give him a home. To help him earn a place in our world. But he is not ready to be saved. He is not chosen.” 

He turns to her, grabs her hand and clutches it to him. “I know you appreciate his presence. Companionship. You like him, don’t you?” 

She nods. 

“He has been a help to us. He has. But what is help when there is no trust?”

She nods along, eyes unable to meet mine. 

 “I have taken measures to clean up our home. I’ve started a garden in back. We will have tomatoes soon.” 

So that’s what he has been doing. 

“I don’t see his presence as being necessary any more. We need to talk about putting him down.” 

Like a fucking dog.

I expect her to retreat inside herself. To glaze over and not answer. Or maybe she says no to him. Instead she looks at him, then at me. An impassive face as she deliberates on my fate. She looks into my eyes and holds my gaze, then turns to Stuart and nods. 

I stare back at her, pained beyond any thought. How could someone who has lived in the same hell so quickly acquiesce? He is going to do it regardless, why not fight for me?

Stuart nods back, “I knew you would agree. We did our best for him. But… We will be faced with many of these decisions. Come. We will eat and then I will take care of this.”

He unshackles Beryl and begins to lead her to the stairs. She pulls back as she passes me, stopping Stuart. Slowly, and looking him in the eyes, she slides a hand into the open collar of his shirt. She pulls a necklace up over Stuart’s head. His brow furrows in confusion but he does nothing to stop her. That she is voluntarily touching him is having a profound effect on the man. I see his hand shaking. 

“What are you doing?”

She puts a hand on his face, cradling his chin. A gentle gesture that reduces the man to a shuddering, whimpering child. He clutches the hand and caresses it with his cheek. There is a bulge in his pants as he grows hard at her contact. Slowly she withdraws the hand and walks to me. At the end of the necklace is a key. Her hand barely touches my neck as she unlocks the first, then the second collar. She lays them carefully on the ground next to me. 

“Of course, my dear, you are such a gentle creature. We must give the Burden what comfort we can before we do what we have to do.”

She looks at him and smiles, nodding along to his words. She looks at me and makes a cup with her hands. She repeats the gesture from the other night. 

“I don’t understand.” 

What is she saying? She repeats it again, her eyes boring into mine. 

Stuart steps forward, “He is a simple creature my dear, you cannot make him understand the depth of your sorrow. Come.”

She follows Stuart down the stairs and out the door. There is silence. Not even the sound of a bird or the distant thunder of the ocean. Only me, and my pain, and the dull thud of a vanquished heart. I have never felt so alone, even when I thought I was the only person alive. 


Chapter 8

I spend the first few minutes after their departure staring at the floor locked in a spiral of despair. Not only am I alone. Not only do I feel betrayed. Not only am I about to die but nothing will mark my passing. I don’t know if I have family alive to mourn me, but they will never know what happened to me. 

Think. 

Think. 

There has to be a way…

I pull at my chains. That is a dead end long found to be futile. The cuffs around my wrist are too tight… 

Think! 

I have nothing but the blankets and the buckets and now the collars. I look at the horrid straps of leather, the embodiment of so much pain. 

What was she doing with her hands?

What if I put the collars back on? What if I show him I can be good? What if…

I sit down and close my eyes, struggling to hold back waves of panic. Fuck that man for giving me time to despair, time to think about how I will handle my last moments alive. Am I going to beg? Will I cry? Wail? If I do will he let me live? 

Stuart and Beryl are holding hands when they come up the stairs. She walks past me without a glance. Stuart kisses her on the forehead as he puts a single cuff on one arm. “I love you, darling.” She gives him a small smile. He is radiant with joy.

With a heavy sigh and a shake of the head he turns to me. The last, dreary task of the day. 

“How are you going to do it?” I blurt it out without thinking. He doesn’t have his gun on him.

“I am convinced by my wife’s actions to do something humane.” He pulls out a small case from his back pocket. He unzips it to reveal a syringe and a small bottle. He unscrews the top and pokes the syringe through the plastic hole. “Besides, bullets are precious.” Hur hur hur. He laughs, shaking his head, pleased with himself. 

I watch in horrified fascination, unable to speak. This feels surreal. Death can’t possibly be this casual. 

“You don’t have to do this.” 

Stuart ignores me, his lips pursing as if I were an errant child begging not to be punished. 

“You can let me go. You can let me leave, and I’ll never return. Please. Please!”

He advances towards me. I scramble backwards, pulling my threadbare blanket with me in a feeble shield. I tip my water dish over, coating the floor around me. I toss the bucket at him. He easily avoids it, grimacing at my pitiful efforts. 

“This will all be over soon,” he murmurs, as if soothing a wild animal. He steps into my space, my terror making him larger and more implacable than he is. I hold my scraps of blanket in front of me, my eyes never leaving the syringe. 

“Stop, please!” 

He puts his left hand on the chains. 

“Please!” 

I slowly put the blankets down on the ground and kneel on them in front of him. A penitent sinner seeking absolution. 

“Please, don’t do this,” I manage to whisper, my throat clogged with terror and only opening to let loose small, pathetic sobs.

“Please.” 

He enjoys the moment, standing straight and tall above me, chin raised and eyes cold and hard. He savors this scene that transports him from a feeble man to a god deciding the fate of a mortal. 

Then he torques the chains and yanks my arm behind me. He leans in and I smell his breath; food and liquor and tooth rot. He hovers at my side, inhaling my fear, relishing his moment of supreme power.

He smiles. “You were not chosen for this world.” 

I stare into the eyes of a cracked mind as he brings the syringe up to my neck. He is assured of his purpose, content with murder and rape and torture for he has been set aside by a whimsical god to make a new world. There is no one to judge him. 

“Beryl!”

That makes Stuart pause. I think, and I can’t be sure, that he knew her name but chose not to share it with me. He glances back, following my gaze. Beryl is standing, a grim face over a silly dress facing us both. Bruises yellow and purple give her a necklace, the sun from the window behind her giving her dark hair a golden hue. 

But it’s her eyes that command attention. They hold a fire, a desperate flame kindled in the dark recesses of her mind and now burning with a savage intensity. 

She is holding the controllers for the collars. Stuart lets out a confused gasp. He has a second to look down at his bare feet standing in the puddle of my water before she hits the button. 














Chapter 9

I stay kneeling on the blankets, my breath ragged, mouth fractured into half grimace, half smile. Fear cascades out of me in the form of tears. 

Beryl doesn’t move. I think part of us never truly believed that a moment like this would come to pass. He had instilled so much fear in us, had mastered both of us body and soul to the point that some small part of us must have believed it. 

Move. 

He is not dead. Once, as a kid, my sister grabbed the fishbowl and spilled it onto the kitchen floor. The one fish, shiny and silver, laid on the tiles with eyes wide and did its best to breathe. That’s what Stuart looks like now, his eyes unable to focus, chest heaving, one arm touching his chest. 

Move.

I grab his foot. Blisters are forming and parts of his filthy feet are blackened. I pull. Dammit I am weak. I heave him closer. Even incapacitated I find myself afraid of him. What if he sits up? What will he do if he catches me?

I take the bundle of keys from his pocket. He groans. My hands are shaking as I fit one key after another into the shackles at my wrists. Is he waking up? 

I drop the keys. Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck. I look at Beryl, she has fallen to her knees, her hands clasped together. Her lips are moving, voiceless, snot and tears running over unheeding lips. 

I take a deep breath and free myself. I shackle Stuart to my former bonds, every moment that I touch his greasy skin is a moment of revulsion and fear and joy. I triple check the bonds before I free Beryl. 

Unfettering her is hard. The sudden proximity is something new, something out of the routine beaten into us. Our minds rebel at this break in the uniformity of our lives.

I cannot find the right key for her and she flinches at my touch on her arm. This man has destroyed her. When the chains fall away she stays on her knees. I stand by her, not knowing what to do. Perhaps she doesn’t know what to do either. If you open a cage for a bird that has known nothing but imprisonment will it fly away? 

We stand like that for a long time. Tears and snot ebb and flow as our minds process a freedom we thought impossible. Stuart’s breathing slowing as Beryl’s crying comes to an end. 

She stands and we both stare at the man. He groans, a trail of spittle running from his mouth to the floor. Eyes flutter and he opens them, his head lolling. He experiences the jerk of the chains as his arm moves towards his head. 

“What?”

Beryl turns away from the scene in front of her, her gaze escaping out the window, a deep breath filling her chest. She exhales haltingly, eyes closing as she gathers herself before slowly walking past me and down the stairs. A light tread on carpet and then the door closing behind her. I am left with this thing, this creature, something that used to be a man. His eyes focus and he looks at me. 

“What…?”

I don’t respond. I stare at the monster beneath me. Lying amongst wet blankets soaked and stained with my piss and shit and blood. Quivering with fear.

It’s intoxicating. 

Not because I have power over him. Something different. More primal. Maybe because he wanted to be where I was. Because he tried to be where I was. I am proud that I came out on top. 

I am scared.

“What…?”

I know, in my heart of hearts, that the world would be a better place if I killed him. I know he is twisted. He is… Evil. No matter what events took place in his life to shape him this way, whatever social or societal rejections, hardships, however his parents might have mistreated him, there is no returning from this. He deserves to die. I look down and pick up the syringe. I stand there, facing him, as the reality of the situation slowly sinks in for him. 

Hur Hur. He laughs that fucking laugh. “I wasn’t going to kill you, you know. That’s iodine. Just iodine.” He laughs again, slowly pushing himself to his feet. “I just needed to scare you, make sure you knew the rules. I wasn’t going to kill you.”

Kill him. Kill him. 

I have dreamt of this moment. Fantasized about it. Now that it’s here before me I can’t proceed. I don’t know how. I’ve become acquainted with death since the world ended. I have not met killing. Is this my decision? 

Of course it is. 

What if it changes me? What if I turn into a broken soul, just like him? A creature filled with abject terror, crazed and twisted and ultimately distorted by the events that I have witnessed. What if…

“Put that away. Please. Perhaps my wife, perhaps you like her?”

I am repulsed. I want to hit this man. Beat him. I want to make him suffer. 

He needs to die. 

I step forward with the syringe and he cowers. I will take his death upon myself. I will take another man’s life and if I am wrong to do so then I will take the judgment passed from whatever god I end up meeting. I take another step forward.

“I am chosen. I am the chosen one. You cannot harm me.” He does his best to be stern. To look down at me like the insignificant mortal I am. Glazed over eyes look into mine, seeking to find the creature that he broke to his will. 

I raise the syringe and move another pace closer.

The door opens and I hear slow steps coming up the stairs. Stuart and I are frozen, a tableau of murder paused. Beryl comes around the corner and assesses the scene. She walks to me and slowly, tentatively, takes the syringe from my hand. A profound sense of relief washes over me and I don’t know why. 

He needs to die. 

Then I see the knife. Beryl turns and approaches Stuart, a small tremble to her steps. He doesn’t move. Even now he looks at her with a small smile, his eyes filled with the distorted, grotesque, but no less real love he has for her.

She stabs him in the groin, the blade plunging deep, only a small gasp from Stuart before she rips it out to stab him once more. In the groin. In the abdomen. She stabs him again. And again. He crumples to the ground, bending over the wounds, moaning with pain. She stands above him, completely still, blood coating her arm, her face, a spray staining the little white bows on her dress. 

She stares down at the man, the monster who tore her apart inside and out. She gives a ruthless smile before tossing the knife onto her bed. I lead her away, down the stairs and out of the door of that horrid prison and out into the street as Stuart begins to wail behind us. We walk quickly, steps fast and light as we turn the corner. She sees the ocean and she weeps and smiles and she wraps thin arms around herself and I don’t say a word. 

Behind us the screaming slowly fades and I know we will never see that room again. 

How reliant we are on other people to help us understand our actions. Our morals shaped by books and movies and lessons taught to us on the playground or by our parents. We are told what is right and what is wrong. What is justice. Sculpted by society to fear doing something reprehensible.

Perhaps it would be more humane to have killed him. Standing here, listening to waves crash and birds call, salt in the air and the breeze whipping the tears on Beryl’s face up and back so they streak through her hair… Standing here experiencing a freedom I never thought to see again, I could care less about being humane. We left a man to suffer and die in pain. Alone. 

I won’t lose any sleep over it. 





Chapter 10

I lead her to a house that I remember. A house with no dead, no food, but it had closets full of clothes. There is no need to communicate. We need to shed the raiments of our past. Not much is left of mine and Beryl is already rifling through dresser drawers before I leave the room.

There is men’s clothing in the room down the hall. He was short and must have outweighed me by quite a bit. I don’t care. I find a tank top and a pair of gym shorts that fit. I bid farewell to my cowboy boots, slipping my feet into sneakers only slightly too big. I almost feel guilty for not keeping the boots, or at least a part of them. They are my only physical connection to Jessica. But no. They have been tainted too much, she would be the first to tell me to get rid of them. 

I go to the living room to wait for Beryl. I feel better, but jittery. Like I broke out of prison but it’s only a matter of time before someone starts looking for me. I pace the room, one hand cupping the fevered wound on my neck, and wonder what’s taking her so long. I don’t want to be insensitive. But my heart is pounding faster than it should. I feel like I drank too much coffee and I can’t remember the last time I had any. 

I check out the CD collection in a nice neat rack on the wall as I concentrate on taking slow, deep breaths. I try to relax the tension in my shoulders. Where is she?

I find her in the master bedroom. There is a bag loaded with clothing lying on the floor at her feet. She is sitting on the bed, the same hunched posture I saw every day. Her eyes are glossed over, one hand washing imaginary filth from her shoulder. 

“Beryl?”

She slowly comes back to herself. 

“It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.” I have faith in my words this time. She looks up at me, eyes bright. “We are going to be okay.”

I don’t touch her. I don’t go sit by her and hug her or any of that shit. That’s not what she needs. I was never good at it anyways. I remember trying to comfort my sister after a boyfriend broke up with her in school. I tried to be a shoulder to cry on. I know I made it worse, the only good thing was that her sadness was for a short time directed at me. I couldn’t understand it. But it’s hard to stop doing what you think people need, to do the stuff you see other people do effortlessly. Be comforting. Say the right thing. And every time I pretended, when I did what they did in movies, I was grotesquely fake. And people feel it. They don’t know it, but they feel it. 

I’m not going to be fake with her. 

“Beryl. We are fucking free.”

She smiles.

There is a good chance we will die soon. Perhaps humans were meant to perish and we are the persistent fleas that have simply survived the first purging. But if that day comes we won’t be cowering in shadows, filth and fear and confusion clouding our minds and hearts. We will die free. We have been forced to reckon with unseen corners of our souls, and we found the strength to smile. She gets up and grabs my hand, tentative fingers that flinch at the first touch but return to find their grip. Hand in hand we go to the ocean. 

I make us walk north along the beach for a ways before we stop to clean ourselves. I don’t want to wade into my usual spot. The place is tainted, I’d be looking over my shoulder for the specter of Stuart the entire time. Beryl doesn’t ask why we walk so far. Just as there were horrors she suffered alone she understands that our forays outside were nightmares for me as well. 

The quay stretches out ahead of us, a long jetty reaching out into the ocean before forming a T to block the waves from crashing through to the marina. Some boats anchor just off the beach, bobbing serenely in the waves. A couple have detached from their anchors and have washed up on shore. The sand has already started to swallow them. Seagulls have gathered around one in particular, though how there are still bodies to pick over after a month is a mystery to me. 

Has it been a month? Longer?

We walk down to the edge of the waves, pausing to let tentative ankles get soaked in the cold water. The waves break on the large rocks and are gentler here. I tell Beryl to go first, that I will keep an eye out. I’m not taking any chances. I hunker down in the sand and watch the homes, scanning the windows for any signs of life. Beryl leaves her clothes in a neat pile out of the reach of the water before stripping off her bloody dress and marching into the foamy spray. 

After twenty minutes or so she walks up to sit by me. She is dressed in her new clothes; long jeans with black boots, a tank top hidden by a large black sweatshirt. Her wet hair hangs loose. She looks completely different to me. Not just because she isn’t wearing children’s dresses anymore. Her shoulders are less hunched. And there is life in her eyes.

She nods to me, letting me know it is my turn in the water. I look down at her small hand. She clutches a knife. Must have taken it from the house in which we scavenged. She no longer has a voice but she has found a new way to speak. 

“Stay down. Come and get me if you see anything. Anything.”

I trudge down the short sandy slope and into the water. I take my stained and soiled pants off and leave them on the beach. My shirt doesn’t rip so much as it sloughs off my back. Then I’m in the water, free of fear. I ignore the burn of salt on wounds innumerable as I am finally able to relish the cold, able to lose myself in the heartbeat of the world as the waves rock me back and forth. 

I can’t tell if I’m happy or simply far less miserable.

I try to wash my matted hair, broken fingernails working to undo snarls I had no idea existed. My hair is so long now. I wonder if Beryl can help me cut it. My neck is too tender to do much, I grit my teeth and hope the salt water cleans out the burns. My back and legs are a mess of scabs and sores and zits. I scrub with sand, eager to unearth the filth that has made a home in my pores. 

I dress in the strange, clean-smelling and thick clothing and flop down by Beryl. I’m suddenly very tired. The elation of the escape is gone and now I feel just how run down I am. How crushed. I am tired, and hungry, and I cannot think beyond these things. Have I been a dog too long? 

My mind goes to Jessica. If our positions were switched she would already be heading back to Montana. The task seems insurmountable to me. 

God I’m tired. 

We sit and watch the sun slowly start to go down. Both of us lost in our own worlds. This is the first time that Beryl has seen the dead world. I wonder if she had family. Or friends. 

It does not matter. At least at the moment. We will take this hour to fully comprehend our newfound liberty. A moment to let our minds and bodies and souls catch up. We can tackle more heartache later. 










We walk down a street lined with boutique beach shops and bars. The door to Mo’s Place stands open. A dog trailing a leash slinks around the corner as we walk by. Glass crunches beneath our feet. The window to a liquor store has been smashed. 

The sun is going down and no streetlights turn on. No lights from apartments or shops. The breeze moves through trees and bushes, they creak and hiss and leaves whisper unintelligible secrets. Our footsteps are so loud. I can hear our breathing. A sudden yipping of coyotes in the distance make both of us stop. 

I sneak a glance up the hill to our right. Our prison is up there somewhere. Stuart is dead or dying up there. It looms large and ugly, the shadows deeper and darker as if it too is possessed of a dark and malevolent spirit. 

We keep walking. I wonder if Beryl thought about what we would do after we got out of there. I didn’t. Getting free and then getting home dominated my mind. The in-between part didn’t exist until now. She grabs my hand as we walk. It’s almost like being enveloped in a hug, it means so much. There is nothing romantic about it. It is about not being alone. It is about sharing the weight of all that has happened. 

I marvel that she can touch anyone at all.

We pass a last row of apartments and cross the street to avoid a leathery bundle of bones and desiccated skin. A stretch of wetlands sits in front of us. Beyond, the sinking sun reflects off the buildings of Hollywood. 

I trip on a cracked piece of sidewalk uprooted by tree roots. I almost fall over. 

I’m so tired.

We stop by a large red apartment complex. The gates are locked but there is a lower level unit with a sliding glass door. I tap on the glass before trying the handle. Beryl watches me with wide eyes.

“In case there are dogs.”

She nods and we listen. I don’t hear anything. I try the handle. It’s open. I slowly slide it open and a foul stench rushes forth to greet us. I retch, bile rushing into my throat as I hastily stumble backwards. 

“I’ll be back in a minute.” 

Best to get it over with. I wrap my shirt around my face and run inside. It’s hot and sticky inside. Flies buzz around the decomposing body of a man that sits on a large couch in front of a large TV. A pile of pizza boxes litter the coffee table and the floor. Posters of scantily clad women are on every wall, the only exception is a San Diego Chargers banner. 

I hustle to the kitchen area. The fridge is a disaster. Shit, probably was before the owner died. I find some boxed macaroni and cheese and some cans of soup in the cupboard. It’ll have to do.

We take the food and walk farther down the street. I do not know where we are going, I do know that I won’t last much longer. 

The last building before you have to cross the wetlands is a small, fancy beach hotel. The Inn at Playa del Rey. Large pink flowers festoon the side of the building and old-fashioned lanterns adorn the entrance. 

The door swings open to reveal an empty lobby. Beryl walks behind the desk and rummages around, finally producing a handful of keys. We walk through a common room filled with a mix of small tables and long white sofas. There are striped ottomans and striped blankets and striped pillows and mirrors shaped like portholes reflecting the dying light. It’s too much. The room feels like it’s screaming. 

We go to the nearest room, a suite that stretches across most of the ground floor. Everything is white, and plush, and ocean themed. Pillows adorned with lighthouses and flocks of birds fly over a beach above the bed. The flatscreen TV adorns the wall over a dresser. A useless relic of the past that, for some reason, upsets me. 

Sliding doors open up onto a balcony that overlooks the wetlands. Clean sheets and clean towels and a bottle of champagne sits by the bed for two lovers who never made it to their destination. 

We lock the door, deadbolt it, and slide a chair in front. It feels gross, needing to imprison ourselves to feel safe. Are we doing it because we want to have a barrier against any lurking evil? Or do we do it because a prison is what we are used to?

We sip cold soup from the can as we sit outside. Sea lions bark off in the distance in response to coyote howls. The ocean mimics thunder as the last light of the sun disappears. I’m exhausted but I cannot shut down my mind. Everything feels off. The room, the clothes, the sounds. The proximity of Beryl. The way that we can get up and walk around if we want to. And it bothers me. I don’t feel free. I feel lost. I feel vulnerable. 

The smell of the ocean is strong here. It’s too different. The sounds too loud. I go inside and Beryl is quick to follow me. 

I grab a couple mini bottles of assorted liquor from the mini bar and find a place to sit on the floor. I offer one to Beryl but she shakes her head. 

“I’m buying. You sure?”

The joke fails to crack a smile. I sip on whiskey and we sit in silence for awhile. I try to ignore the brightness of the room. Even in the dark it is overwhelming. 

 I realize we are sitting as we would back in that room above the garage. Me on the floor and Beryl on the bed. Not speaking, each of us fighting an internal desire to return to the routine pounded into us. 

“I have to get back to Montana.” She gives me a nod. I decide to keep talking. I know I don’t need to, I know she isn’t asking. But I want to. 

“I have a girlfriend. Jessica. She is… amazing. I think you would like her.” She gives another nod.

“She is pregnant. I got her pregnant.” God I sound like an idiot. “And she is tough, I know that they are okay.”

I breathe in a deep sigh and take another sip from the bottle. I’ve barely made it halfway through and I’m already heavily buzzed. 

“We fought before I came down here.”

I don’t look at Beryl and swallow the last of the whiskey. As suddenly as the gates opened on Jessica they have shut. I shake my head, reliving the trip to the airport when Jessica dropped me off to fly to Los Angeles. She wanted me to take a job working for her dad. I told her I was going to join the Marines. That was the whole fight. So weird to think back on it. Especially now. 

That was our entire fight. Why?

I thought that I was wasting potential if I stayed around. That the military could somehow tap into a hidden wellspring of ambition. 

She told me I was throwing my life away and I told her I didn’t want to waste my life doing menial labor for her father. That sentence haunts me the most.

Beryl is gone. I hear her rustling around in the suite. She comes back a moment later with a pen and pad of paper. She sits on the bed, pen poised over the blank page, a distressed look on her face. Then I remember. It’s been over a year since she wrote something… She scribbles on it with a shaky hand and hands the pad to me. 

It’s going to be okay.

I give her a nod, my turn to be quiet. 

I look at her. Eyes locked onto something distant, silence deeper and louder than anyone or anything I’ve ever known. 

We make for an odd team. We know each other but we don’t. I feel better telling her about Jessica. It’s implied that I was an asshole. I could have told her sooner. I should have. Maybe I didn’t tell her because I didn’t want to bring more guilt or fear into that room. One less bit of despair. 

Or maybe I thought I was going to die and I didn’t want her to know that I was a jerk.

And now?

Beryl takes the bed and I make mine on the floor. At first I piled blankets and pillows into a nest, thinking to treat myself to some luxury. It was too soft. The starch of the blankets was a shock to raw nerves. The pillows too foreign for my head. 

My hands clasp together as I curl into a ball. The most comfortable position for me when I had chains on my wrists. I wonder if I’ll ever be able to break the habit of sleeping like this. 

Or if I’ll be able to sleep.

I get up and pound another nuke of vodka before returning to my makeshift bed. I should be happy. Fuck, I should be sleeping soundly. But it’s hard to feel free as I curl up on a floor, in a corner, missing the feel of an old red blanket.


Chapter 11

I puke that morning. I should have vomited over the balcony but instead I ran into the bathroom. Bits of soup mixed with water and whiskey splash into an empty toilet. 

I didn’t think I drank that much.

I look at myself in the mirror. Eyes peer out at me from deep sockets and there is a sheen on my pale forehead beneath hair grown shaggy and wild. My neck throbs with pain. The burns are angry and swollen, the scabs oozing pus and red lines radiate out from the edges.

“You look like an animal.”

I give my reflection a feral grin. The jagged remains of my back teeth wink out at me. I do indeed look like some creature. Starved and ragged and beaten. 

And ill. 

My stomach forms a fist that clenches and unclenches. Curiosity makes me take off my shirt. Bruises and cuts and thick scars mottle my skin. But what scares me the most is how emaciated I am. I breathe heavily, watching my protruding ribs rise and fall with pallid breath.

This is going to be a long day. 

We should stay put. I know we should. Stay at the hotel and rest and recover. But we are too close to the prison. Too close to that man. I try to fool myself into thinking that a walk will make me feel better. 

We make our way inland and I shiver even though it has to be ninety degrees or more. I am sick. My neck pulses to the beat of my heart and I have a fever. I wonder if Stuart will somehow still be the death of me. My new shoes crunch on broken glass as we pass a car with the windows knocked out. Someone graffitied the side, bold letters spelling “I TRIED.” 

Beryl looks back at me and I realize I have stopped walking. The world presses in on my eyes. Thoughts are slow, slurring through my mind in a thick fog. I have something important to say but I cannot remember what it was. She comes back and grabs my hand, leading me in a new direction. I find myself watching the ground as we keep walking, flashes of broken glass and discarded jewelry and once a pool of blood the only things I see. 

I trip, surprised to find myself walking up stairs. We are at a CVS that sits on what must have been a busy street corner. Cars with doors open sit on the side walk and flood the parking lot, haphazardly parked. The doors to the building are open and smashed glass is everywhere. There is a strong odor, a stench I have grown familiar with. 

Bodies line the floor in every aisle, scattered here and there in ones and twos. We cover our faces and I totter after her back towards the pharmacy, stopping as we see the mound. Men and women are heaped together in a half moon ring around the pharmacy counter, bodies an oozing mass of decomposition. I see puckered bullet wounds. The uniforms of two cops peek out beneath a pile of bodies. The shelves have been picked clean, everything that had any medicine in it stolen by a panicked populace. 

Beryl leads me outside and sits me on the steps in a small patch of shade. She disappears back inside and returns with bottles of water. She leaves again. I can just make her out her inside, stooped over bodies, rifling through pants and coats and backpacks. I hear her puke. She comes back outside and hands me a tube of Neosporin before heading out to the parking lot. I hiss in pain as my hands rub the ointment on the suppurating burn. Soft skin peels back and I feel oily, viscous fluid coat my fingers. I shiver, new beads of cold sweat breaking out on my forehead.

Beryl is opening car doors now, rifling through purses and back seats and glove compartments. I see her take a deep breath before disappearing into the back seat of a car. She reappears with a small vial that she holds up to her face as she reads the label. It is discarded. 

I close my eyes and perhaps I doze although I’m not quite sure. I hear a slam and open my eyes to see Beryl opening the trunk of another car. I try to call out to her, to tell her that this is pointless and that she should rest. My voice comes out hoarse and raspy, the side of my neck giving a twinge in response. 

I unscrew my water bottle and try to drink as much as I can. I manage a few sips. Always funny to me how water, the most important thing for your body, can taste so foreign, so alien when you are ill. 

I wake up to Beryl’s hand on my shoulder. She holds up two small bottles, I lean forward to read them but I’m having a difficult time focusing on the letters. “Antibiotics?”

She nods, a look of triumph on her face. 

“Aren’t you getting a little tired of saving me?” My chapped lips have trouble forming the words.

Her eyes narrow and she shakes my shoulder and prods me until I get up. I notice she now has a backpack that hangs heavy on her small shoulders. She helps support me and leads me down the street towards a string of houses.

“I’m still a Burden, huh?”

Her silence is an angry one and I chide myself for venturing down the road of self pity. I grit my teeth and will my body forward, fingers clutching at the small bony shoulder of the woman who damn near carries me.










I stare at the line of pictures on the mantel. Stuart and a friend on a boat holding a large fish. Stuart with his arm around a teenager wearing a graduation cap and gown. Stuart smiling in a suit, alone. 

“So, Harlan is it? Where you from?”

He deposits the tray of sausages on the counter, fresh from the grill. He chops a carrot, hands moving slowly and carefully.

I sip from a beer he has provided. “The best place on the face of the earth. Montana.”

He turns and arches a brow at me. “The best place?”

“The last of ‘em.” I smile and he smiles back but I can tell he doesn’t get the joke. 

“Whereabouts in Montana?”

I tell him about Somers, about how it sits at the top of a huge lake. It feels good to talk about it. I tell him about my parent’s home, about the orchards and the garden and the green grass. He nods along and it feeds my hope that they are still alive.

“You’d like my mom.” As if I know this man. “She’s a badass. Don’t get me wrong…” I lose my train of thought. “She used to work construction,” I finish feebly. 

He smiles. “That’s great. What did you do before…” He waves the knife in the air around him.

“Odd jobs. Been hauling hay lately. Used to dig irrigation.” He nods along, seemingly pleased by my response. 

I turn back to his living room. A desk sits by the window, a stack of books sitting on the far corner. I move to examine them, wondering if he’d let me borrow a couple. 

“What’s your dad do?”

It’s not as hard to talk about as it used to be. Especially not now. “He passed. Before all this.” 

I wait for an apology, but Stuart just nods and goes back to making a salad.

“I think, I think it was a good thing…”

I stare down at a hair clip sitting by the books. It distracts me from what I was saying. I wonder if he has a daughter. Had. I shouldn’t ask. I should… What was I talking about?

I don’t feel so good. Lightheaded. I take a swig of beer and shake my head. 

“You feeling okay?”

I don’t know what’s happening. I can’t seem to speak. I put down my beer, try to excuse myself. 

“Where’s the bathroom…?”

I sink to the ground, the room spinning around me. There is the sound of a door opening. The slow stump of feet as a lopsided gait approaches me. I smell the stink of Stuart’s shirt as he drags me up stairs. The clasp of the iron manacle and the click as he locks it. “I will have use for you in my kingdom, boy.”

Please God, no.

I fight the chains. 

I can’t go back. 

I can’t go back! Let me go! 

I struggle to break free of the stupor, fear and panic gripping me. Beryl’s face swims into view. She looks worried. I feel a wet cloth on my forehead, taste the chalky water that she makes me drink. I sink back into sleep.

I stare at a TV. My mother is calling me, telling me the family is outside. I can’t stop staring at the TV. It flips from one movie to another, then to a TV show, then to a YouTube sketch, then through what seems like all the shows ever made. I can’t seem to look away as my mother calls again, and again, more and more desperate each time. It’s as if I need to see one more thing, to find one more thing before I can leave. 

What that is I do not know.










I wake up on a couch in a dark room. A wet cloth covers my forehead. I feel weak, my lips are chapped and blistered. 

Water. 

There is a plastic water bottle sitting on a small table next to me. Two pills sit next to it. I hear breathing and see Beryl curled up on the floor a few feet away, mouth slightly open as she sleeps a heavy sleep. 

I drink some water and swallow the pills and stare at a tan ceiling stained brown with watermarks. 

I dread sleep even as I sink back into nothingness. 

I am back in my friend’s house, sitting in the middle of the living room. “Get your ass out here man, c’mon! We got more drinking to do!” Silence. “C’mon, you can’t be that hungover, get out here!” I walk down the hall and bang on a door. There is a whimper from inside and I laugh, push the door open. Brown blood pours from my friend’s nose. His face is ashen, stark in contrast to the burst capillaries in his eyes that turn them red. He raises a hand and tries to speak. 

“Har. Help me.”

I open my eyes. A cat is watching me from the windowsill. 

Where am I? 

I roll over, Beryl is gone, just a small pile of blankets assure me that, at least, that wasn’t a dream. Two more pills set next to a new water bottle that I guzzle greedily. I pause, touch my neck. There is a bandage covering the burn. The throbbing has faded, I turn my neck until I feel the slightest sting. It’s getting better. 

“Beryl?”

There is no response. Not that there would be. I slowly get up. God I stink. I slowly explore, two steps here, another step to this wall to rest, poking around what must be a ground level apartment. I find the bathroom, a toothbrush sits on the sink on top of a note. A shaky hand has scrawled Harlan.

I take a few protein bars from the counter and a bottle of water and walk outside. This is enough to exhaust me and I pause to lean against the wall. The apartment opens up into a communal lawn surrounded by a seven foot tall fence. A tall building looms directly to my right, Westchester Medical Plaza emblazoned near the top. I sit on a ratty lawn chair and eat my food. I barely get one protein bar down. Water is all I seem to want at the moment. I am impatient for Beryl to come back. She is coming back, right?

A chorus of barks erupt from down the street, high-pitched yips and snarls that rise and fall and abruptly end. I totter across the lawn and out of the gate, shading my eyes as I cast about for some sign of Beryl. 

Nothing. 

Silence returns to the street. I have no idea what to do. I am sweating profusely, heartbeats throbbing in my ears. I lean against the wall and scan each way for her slender form. 

Nothing. 

I see that we are just a block and a half from the CVS. There is an urgent care another half block away. Between that and the medical plaza, I wonder if Beryl could have avoided digging through bodies for antibiotics. Where is she?

An hour of fretting and I finally see her form turn the corner. She is pushing a shopping cart filled to the brim with items. 

I totter out into the street. “Where have you been?” I don’t mean to sound so angry. She pauses, then keeps pushing the cart. As she gets closer I see that she is filthy, her arms and neck coated in a thick coat of grime bisected by streaks of sweat. Sweat, and tears. I wonder what it cost her to go out on her own. 

“Stop. I’ll take it from here.” She shrugs and moves aside. 

“Hey. I’m sorry, I wasn’t trying to be mad, there were these dogs and… ” She shrugs and gives me a little smile before heading into the house. I push the cart, limbs still feeling flimsy, chastising myself not for being so weak but for showing it so readily.








Chapter 12




The cart is filled with food and water. And two guns. I begin to ask her where she got them and then I remember the cops in the CVS. I don’t want to know. Shit, shouldn’t be too hard to find guns now. 

I take the pistol and examine it. It’s a Glock, polished steel and a worn grip. I pull the clip and see that there are only three bullets left. Beryl points to three spare magazines. She watches me as I hold the gun, eyes following my movements. She releases her clip revealing that it is empty. She is tentative, casting worried glances at me as she puts a new one in. I show her how to hold it. I try to get her shoulders to relax, first with talk but then with my hands. The minute I touch her she shrugs me off and returns to unloading the cart. Some things she is not ready for. 

Dinner that evening is a simple affair: canned peaches and cold canned chili and half an apple each. We eat outside. I don’t think either of us enjoy spending a lot of time indoors anymore. And it’s nice to sit in a chair and feel a breeze, the feeling of the fading sun brushing over bone white skin. 

I broach a question that has been gnawing at me, even though she answered it before. “You are from here, right? Do you want to go, you know, check on any family?”

She froze the minute I started talking, spoon halfway to her lips. She slowly shakes her head, her eyes never leaving the ground. “Are you sure?” She nods very deliberately, her lips pursing in…anger? I don’t probe any further. I begin to eat again. Beryl doesn’t move, her heavy lidded gaze still down on the ground. 

“Beryl.” She doesn’t move.

“Beryl.” She looks up, her brow creased. I know what she is thinking about, I don’t know what her answer will be though.

“I’m going to try to go home. Montana. It’s not going to be easy. I don’t know what’s up there or what’s on the way.” I arch an eyebrow. “There’s snow.”

She snorts out of her nose and shakes her head.

“I don’t know if you have anything here, Beryl.” She gets a wary look in her eyes. “But you’re more than welcome to come with me if you want.”

She snorts and gestures for the pad. 

I have nothing here. I go where you go.

Then some more scribbling and a second piece of paper. 

Idiot.

I laugh. “Are you sure?”

She stares at me, seemingly taken aback. Slowly she nods, perplexed. 

Oh god, she thinks that I don’t want her along.

“It would be… Beryl I really want you to come.”

There’s relief in her eyes that I assume is a mirror of my own. She gives me a nod and clasps her hands together. It makes me smile. I would understand if she hadn’t wanted to come with me. Hell, I had wondered if she didn’t want to erase all traces of her time with Stuart, including me.

“That’s good. I’m not too good at surviving on my own.” 

She gives me a rare big smile and resumes eating. 










I sleep again, fitfully. The toxins in my body still torment my brain, my dreams snatches of fear and regret. I always wake up scared.

And starving.

There isn’t enough food in the world for me as I recuperate. I totter after Beryl as we tour the neighborhood with a shopping cart, raiding small marts and homes for whatever fodder they might yield. Barely communicating, two wild animals prowling around in search of a meal. Cans and boxes are everywhere. Loaded with salt and preservatives and god knows what. But it is edible. We wolf it all down as our bodies cry out for fresh vegetables. 

It’s slow going for me. An orange tree at the end of the block marks the beginning of every day. It’s a long walk and I’m usually drained by the time we get there. But it’s worth it for the fresh fruit. The only thing new and verdant in this asphalt wasteland. It’s a small reassurance that somehow life will go on. 

I sit beneath the tree with Beryl and we see who can unwrap an orange and keep the peel intact. That tree serves as my measuring stick. How far can I go? How tired am I? And every day I put on a little weight. The bruises and cuts fading slowly into scar tissue. Even the haunted look that stares back at me in passing car windows and mirrors starts to become something more manageable. 

Beryl makes strides as well. She is eating more. Still not enough, but enough to even out some of the hollowness in her cheeks. Sometimes she vanishes, disappearing into her head at the sight of a doll, or a dress, or something that I can’t see. But these instances are diminishing. 

I don’t try to talk to her about it and she doesn’t mention that my nightmares keep her awake at night. We weather the storm together.

She does write notes to me every time I say something stupid, though.

I stop taking the antibiotics. I want the haziness to clear from my head. I hope, knowing that I’m most likely wrong, that the medicine is the cause of my nightmares. I am impatient to return to some semblance of normality so that we can start the trip home.

Today we keep walking past the orange tree down the street in search of a map. I’m feeling better except for occasional bouts of lightheadedness. With all the beatings and chains and electrocutions I can’t pinpoint which blow to the head messed me up the most. But I must have had a concussion, only now am I starting to slip free of the murkiness that lays like a film over my mind. I catch myself now when I forget what I was doing or saying. It’s scary, wondering what I forgot. Or what I imagined. And I can’t exactly ask Beryl to fill in the gaps.

It doesn’t matter. Every day is a day in which we are free. 

I want to go home.

I know I’m too weak to start the trek back. It should be planned out, anyways. But I don’t know how to start. It seems like an impossible task at the moment. Not just because of my health. Getting out of the city concerns me. It lays in front of us, a vast labyrinth that dominates the land as far as the eye can see. 

 Beryl and I walk slowly down Manchester Avenue. I prattle on about Montana, about the water, the mountains, the farmland. I hope I’m not repeating myself. I don’t think she listens, anyways. She grips her gun tightly as we walk and her eyes are always scanning. I shut up. I’m already falling back into the recklessness that got me caught up with Stuart in the first place. 

We check a thrift store and find an old atlas. I spread it out onto the floor and debate our options with Beryl. I ask her if she wants to try to take a boat up the coast and she shakes her head vehemently. I laugh and tell her it’s okay. 	“I’m terrified of sharks.”

Beeeee-ooooop. Weeooo weeooo. We freeze as a car alarm goes off outside. Beryl is pale and shaking, she swings her gun towards the door. I pull my gun as well though I don’t point it at anything. Adrenaline courses through me. It’s Stuart. It has to be. Oh god he’s here. He is standing outside with the shock collars in his hand and he’s impatient to get home. He’s taking us back there oh god no I won’t go back. 

Pull yourself together. 

I look around. It’s a small building, I don’t know if there is more than one entrance. We sit in silence as the car whoops and whines outside. It eventually dies out and still we sit. What could cause a car alarm to go off? What could do that other than a human?

“Get up. Let’s get out of here.” Beryl follows me towards the door. I peek outside. Nothing. “Probably a cat jumped on a car.” My voice is thin and reedy and I need to stop saying stupid things. We step outside into the light. Neither of us know what to do, we keep looking at each other. What if it’s another person? What do they want? Stuart is too fresh in our minds.

“Let’s go.” We edge around the building and get back to the street. “Watch ahead of us, okay, I’ll watch behind.” She is moving slow. Hunched over, head darting back and forth. My palm is slick on the handle of the gun. I glance behind. A head darts behind the wall of a building. 

“Hold it!” I scream without thinking, training the gun on the spot where I saw the person. Beryl turns and aims her gun with me. The silence stretches. 

“I saw someone, Beryl, I swear.” 

I don’t know how she takes this but her gun doesn’t waver from the corner. 

“We got guns, too!” A voice, high and nervous. 

He said we. 

“What do you want?” I know Beryl is shaking her head. Who cares what they want? No one can be trusted. 

“We just wanted to meet you. We don’t mean any harm.” Then another voice, more panicky, “Yo we are the last damn people alive!”

I don’t know how to respond. I don’t think I can trust anyone else. I also don’t trust them not to follow us. “You want to meet, come on out. Slow.” I try to put authority behind my voice, speak like I know what I’m doing. “You guys do anything stupid, I’ll shoot you. I swear it.” God dammit that sounded like a scared little kid. 

“Okay.” Slowly a head and shoulders peek around the corner. A man steps out, followed by another. Two men. Both of the same height. They walk closer, the first one holds his hands up in front of him with a scared smile on his face. The other walks behind, mouth pursed and eyes wide, hands held out to his sides. Both are Asian. The first has a short haircut and patchy facial hair that I imagine is the longest it has ever been in his whole life. He is thicker than his companion, the soft features of someone who rarely engages in anything athletic. Kind eyes in a trusting face. He wears a nice button up shirt now stained by the new life we all lead. 

The other has long hair on top, previously shaved sides starting to grow out from the style that was fashionable before this happened. The tips are slightly purple. Sleeves of tattoos run from his neck and down his arms and under a black tank top. Delicate features but for the dark eyes filled with distrust.

They stop twenty feet away. The one in the lead speaks first. “Hello, my name is John. This is my brother, Steven.” 

“You said something about having guns.” I have to be harsh. I have to disarm these men, I have to take away the threat. 

“That was my brother, he… We don’t have any guns.” The brother scowls. I see the resemblance now, though the two couldn’t be more different than oil and water. 

“Take your shirt off. Show me. Show me you have no guns.” 

Steven huffs. He looks at his brother and they exchange a stream of Japanese. I don’t like it. “Hey! Keep it to English.”

The man named John nods. “My apologies. I understand how that can make you nervous. My brother… doesn’t like what you are making us do.”

“I don’t care. Do it anyways.”

John stares at me, the goodwill in his demeanor fading in the face of my cruelty. “Fine.” He gives a curt shrug and puts an arm out to his brother. “Okay, we will show you that we are friends. Because we are.” He unbuttons his shirt with nervous fingers, peeling it back and lifting up a soiled undershirt. Steven lifts his shirt and they both spin.

“Drop your pants.” John hesitates and I slide a bullet into the chamber. My heart is racing. What scares me most is how serious I am. I will not risk going back to that hell. And Stuart had seemed nice when I met him. 

“You fucking kidding me?” Steven glares at me, eyes darting between me and Beryl and the guns aimed at him. 

“Do it.” 

He hisses a string of words to his brother and for a second I don’t think they are going to obey. Then they comply, unzipping and pulling down their pants as I feel both relieved and disgusted by what I’m doing. 

The brothers stand in the middle of a six lane street, jeans around their ankles, glaring at me. There are no guns. I glance at Beryl, she doesn’t look back at me, focused entirely on the men. 

“Okay. Hello.”

The two men dress at these words. I lower my gun. Beryl doesn’t. John finishes buckling his belt and meets my gaze. He puts his hands out wide. “Now would be the part where you share your names, or do you want to keep shaming us?”

“You don’t know shame.” I say it without thinking, suddenly angry. They fall silent. Still. I am breathing heavily, a storm of anger circling in my chest. I’m the danger right now. I am the threat. I take deep breaths as I work to calm myself. 

“My name is Harlan. This is Beryl.” 

John nods. “A pleasure to meet you both. I understand this… has not been easy.” 

I do not know what he means by this. I nod anyways. 

“Yo.” I look at Steven. He gestures broadly at Beryl. “Can you ask her to stop aiming her motherfucking gun at me?” 

Before Steven is finished talking my gun is aimed at him as well. He falls silent. The storm swirls, clouds of anger swollen and black inside me. I’m close to snapping. It’s as if I’m not fully in charge of myself anymore. My mind matching the fear and anger in his words and deciding to double down. I know I am being unreasonable but reasonable fucked me over the last time. I know that they don’t know our story but I don’t care. 

John holds up placating hands. “Please, please, put the gun away. We will leave, we will just walk away, okay?”

They back away. One step. Two steps. They turn around. 

I despair. 

I needed them to prove that they were harmless so that they could stay. 

So they could stay? Did I want that? 

The weight of the empty world crashes down onto the intersection. I hear the scrape of their shoes and muttered Japanese and the sounds already distant, the incubating quiet giving birth to a different kind of despondency. 

I’m fearful of my own fear.

I can’t imagine spending the rest of my life trusting no one. But do I want to risk ending up in chains again? Realization slowly filters into my consciousness. One day we will have to trust again. 

Would we? 

We would have to, or else what was the point? 

“Wait.” 

The brothers are almost back to the building. They freeze, I can tell they think I have stopped them for vile reasons. They turn. John pushes his hands out in front of him. “We don’t have anything worth taking.”

“Just… Just wait.” I look at Beryl. “We have to try.”

She shakes her head, eyes darting to the men. Her gun is still raised. 

“Beryl. Put the gun down.” She doesn’t respond. “Please.” 

She looks me in the eyes. No words could give me more of a rebuke than the look she gives me. But she lowers the gun. If this goes to hell this is on me. Maybe it will. But everything goes back to Stuart, how he took us and warped us and broke us. If we stop taking chances on people then he will have won. Or worse, someday we will turn into him, two twisted souls, minds corrupted in order to make sense of a world we are too scared to face.

Fuck that man. I’d rather be wrong than let him win. 

John and Steven stand there, perplexed. John turns to Beryl. “You can trust us.” Beryl shakes her head, a permanent frown on her face. 

“We will do our best,” I say. “Let’s go eat, get to know each other.” One step. Two steps. Three. I lead the way and the brothers fall in behind me. Beryl brings up the rear as I lead the group back to our place and I pray that I don’t hear a gunshot.


Chapter 13

The couple who lived upstairs in the apartment building had a small gas grill on their balcony with some spare propane canisters. I haul it downstairs. My neck throbs and I am sweating profusely. Probably a mistake. I hope the brothers don’t see how weak I am. 

Damned if I was going to ask for help though.

I know that I’m not hauling it in an effort to be hospitable. I’m doing it to because I want them to know my strength. Or my imagined strength. I am aware of the stupidity of what I’m doing but unable to stop myself. 

I light it and heat some canned soup. The guys sit on the grass since there aren’t any more chairs and they are nervous to encroach on our space. Beryl’s space, to be exact. She sits, gun in her lap, and stares at both of them in turn. Waiting for them to make a move.

She has taken to carrying around the small pad of paper and a pen. She gives me notes, her penmanship getting stronger as her hands start to remember how to write. 

She put the paper on the table when we got back. Her way of giving me the silent treatment. All of us, I guess. There won’t be any overtures of friendship, no communication at all, not from her side. 

“You don’t talk a lot, do you?” Steven is playing with grass and trying to be casual. 

“She doesn’t speak,” I say. 

“Doesn’t speak or can’t speak?” 

“I don’t think that matters.” I am having a hard time not snapping at Steven’s bluntness. John sees this and is quick to try to draw attention away from his brother. 

“So how did you guys meet?” 

Not a good path to go down. Beryl looks at me. I know she doesn’t want our story to be told. Neither do I. “We met by the beach a couple weeks ago.” John nods, allowing me to kill the story.

“I was at work when people started dying. I worked at a law firm. I thought we had pissed off someone. You hear stories, outlandish I know, but you hear about lunatics losing cases and coming after firms. Anthrax is what I thought it was. The way people were getting sick so quickly. That feels so selfish, saying it.” He pauses, reliving the day. “I helped quarantine the building. Sent a text to my brother and my parents letting them know what happened. My assistant called 911. Then she got sick. And I’m running around trying to help people wondering why it’s taking so long for the ambulances. I wondered if they weren’t letting anyone in. I pictured firemen and police cars surrounding the building, men in hazmat suits setting up a quarantine. I thought it was all about me, at first. Then I went outside.” 

I look at Beryl, she’s listening to him. I don’t see the walls coming down with her anytime soon. 

But I see her wanting the walls to come down. 

John sits back, looking around the group. I know he didn’t share the story because he wanted to, but because he is trying to cultivate trust within the group. He is the only one trying. I respect him a lot for that. Steven sits quiet, playing with blades of grass. He abruptly rips them up and wipes his fingers off on his pants. “Yo, anyone mind if I smoke?”

He pulls out a pack of American Spirits as he looks around the group. No one says anything and he shrugs and lights up. Silence but for the inhale and exhale. We watch him spew smoke as if it were some sort of novelty we had never seen before. 

I was never a smoker, hated to be around it, but to my surprise I find myself enjoying the sickly sweet smell. It gives a sense of normalcy. A brief moment in which we are just hanging out having a BBQ. 

Steven leans back, cigarette held out to the side as if he is about to discourse on something philosophical. “Beryl is a weird name.”

John nervously laughs. “Geez bro.” He casts a worried glance at Beryl, but she shrugs, gives a nod. “Steven was never the best at making friends.” 

Steven’s turn to shrug. 

I’m getting sleepy. I don’t know why I’m so tired. Maybe the adrenaline from earlier. The tension from when I met the brothers. Maybe I haven’t recovered as fully as I thought. 

I’m not going to last much longer. 

I don’t want to leave the three of them alone. I wonder where the brothers are going to sleep. I wonder if Beryl will be able to sleep knowing they are close. I glance over at her, still holding a gun, eyes catching the light of the setting sun. 

“What are your plans?”

John cocks his head. “What do you mean?”

“Are you staying here? In the city?”

The brothers look at each other. “We don’t know yet. I don’t think we can stay for long. Not sure where to go, though.” John looks at me. “We just wanted to find people.”

We sit in silence after that. Eventually Steven pulls his pack up by his head and lays back in the grass. Blowing smoke circles until the cigarette is finished. Soon he is dozing. John surprises me by reaching out a hand. I shake it and give a nod and head inside feeling an odd sort of sad. I don’t see if Beryl shook his hand too, though I doubt it, and she follows me in shortly after. I take the floor and let Beryl have the couch. 

I wonder if they will be there tomorrow. I hope they are. They didn’t have to say it for me to know that their parents are dead. And their friends. At least for Steven. That is a man who is grieving heavily. And he can’t talk about it any more than I can. But maybe that’s why we seek out each other. To share just the smallest amount of our burdens with someone can give us relief. A respite in order to accept what has happened rather than be driven into despair by the weight of it.







It’s still pretty awkward with everyone the next day. We aren’t dead or in shackles so I’ll take it as a win. I know Beryl didn’t sleep a wink. She goes through her morning routine like a zombie. 

It’s hard watching her be so tense. And the brothers sense it. I think they are more afraid of her than they are of me. Steven keeps his distance. John tries too hard to make headway with her.

“How did you sleep?” he asks. She doesn’t do anything, stretching the moment before giving a small shrug and walking away. I resist the urge to tell him to leave her alone. I don’t know what she needs. 

I don’t feel very good. I shouldn’t have carried that damn grill down. My sweat stinks, a nauseating chemical smell that reminds me of hospitals. Must be the antibiotics. I eat part of an apple and drink some water and find a quiet spot on the balcony upstairs. It’s overcast today, a thick marine layer greying the sky and pushing smoky clouds of mist through the trees. A flock of birds take off, black forms that flit through the air only to disappear into the thick fog. The air is chilly and silent, only interrupted occasionally by the call of an animal.

I wonder if I would have noticed the beauty of this beforehand. Doubtful. I would have been on my phone. Or watching people. I rue the many moments I’ve undoubtedly missed. 

Jessica was good about that. Going for hikes and putting the phone down for dinner. We went to a concert once and I tried to take a picture of the band. She took my phone away and reamed me out. “Why are you recording this? You’re here! Be here!” And she flicked my nose and made me dance with her.

I feel bad thinking about her, the knot in my shoulders coiling deeper. I should be up. Packing. Planning. Fucking driving. 

I totter down the steps, hand on the rail. I feel the sticky sweat under my eyes and on my neck and hope it’s just the humidity.

“You don’t look so good.” Steven leans against the wall smoking.

“Thanks.” 

John comes outside at the sound of voices. “How did you sleep?”

How do you think?

“Fine.”

They stand there, John relaxed with a waiting smile, Steven aloof against the wall. I guess they are waiting on me. About what we are going to do. I don’t know how to start the conversation about leaving. “What were you guys planning on doing? Before meeting us?”

They share a look and Steven gives me an odd look. You asked them this yesterday. John lets me get away with it. “Just find people. That’s it.” They speak in Japanese, Steven tensing and speaking in short staccato bursts. It irks me that they are carrying on a secret conversation. 

“What?” I ask. They don’t say anything and I am forced to let it drop. If I’m not going to tell them about Stuart I can’t force them to talk to me about their shit.

“Well. We need to get ready to go. Beryl and I are heading… north.” I look at both of them. “I guess I don’t know if you want to come with us or not.”

John gives me a weird look. “Of course we do. Look, Harlan, maybe one day we’ll part ways. But we need other people. We need to find each other so that we can find hope. You know? A reason to carry on.”

There is a small amount of desperation to his words. Behind him I see Beryl in the doorway, watching. Steven kind of grimaces at the words. I wonder what was going on in his life before this. The way he looks at the emptiness around him is… sad. But angry. There is something dark and turbulent behind his eyes. As if the world got what it deserved.

I turn back to John and nod. I want to warn him against being too idealistic. To watch out for the Stuarts of the world. But at least he has hope. I’m not going to take that away from him. Besides, I need to sit down.

We plop down in the grass and discuss what we will need to do. Supplies we need to get. Beryl brings me a bottle of water and some pills. I am exhausted. The day has barely begun and I want to crawl back into bed. 

“Harlan?”

I look up. They’re all looking at me. Shit where was I? 

“Yeah.”

They exchange glances. I rub my head. “Sorry, I’m… Not feeling so hot.”

“It’s okay.” John is all fatherly worry. I think he would pat my hand if he could get away with it. “Steven and I will go get some stuff. You should take the day to rest. Recuperate.”

I don’t remember what I said after that. I remember telling Beryl not to worry and then I remember falling into the couch. I remember hoping that I wouldn’t dream.










My body shuts down, relapsing as the infection in my neck returns. I am unable to leave the makeshift bed for the next couple days. I wander through a grey landscape between waking and sleeping, only occasionally escaping the delirium to drink some water. 

Beryl hovers by my side, one hand on her gun. The other ready with more antibiotics or water or food if I can choke it down. 

I wake in the middle of the night to the sound of heated whispering. Steven is standing ten feet away, his hands in front of him. “It’s me. Fuck, Beryl, it’s me.”

Beryl is standing above me, gun raised towards Steven. A long moment before she drops it to her side. 

“Fuck, girl, more of that and I’m going to start getting offended. Fuck.”

Silence as the two face off. Beryl lowers the gun, slowly, but she keeps it in hand.

“Just getting some water. For fuck’s sake.”

He edges backwards and out of the room. Sleep reclaims me as I stare at the silent statue of Beryl as she keeps vigil over me.





Chapter 14

The pills Beryl puts by the water glass brook no argument. I don’t disagree. I’m feeling worse today than yesterday, a free fall back into oblivion. I swallow the white, chalky tablets and sit on the couch and pretend to be okay as if fooling everyone else will somehow make it true.

The brothers are playing cribbage without a board, John keeping tally on a piece of paper. Beryl sits across from me, perplexed, watching the brothers out of her periphery. 

She scribbles a note and folds it before handing it to me. I know the brothers see it. Hell, she made no effort to be discreet. Makes me feel a bit like I’m in high school.

I’m going to get food. You need to stay awake.

I look at her and nod. She raises her eyebrows and scribbles on a new piece of paper.

Keep your gun handy.

I nod again. I’d be doing that regardless of the presence of the brothers. 

“You guys need anything? Beryl is going out to get some food.” 

She gives me a dirty look. 

“Pack of smokes,” Steven says without looking up. 

John immediately stands up. “I can go with you and help.” 

Beryl shakes her head and heads out the door.

John could say something. I would. But he just sits back down and shuffles the deck of cards. 

I lean back into the couch. I listen to them play cards and get a kick out of the petty bickering that grows as the game progresses. Steven wins and they deal out the cards again. The scrape and slap of cards shuffled. Dealt. The murmur of totals counted. The scratch of pen on paper. Repeat.

To my chagrin I fall asleep, awaking from my doze with a jolt. 

John sits alone at the table. Sits alone at a table more dimly lit than earlier and stares intently out the window.

“Where is… Where is your brother?”

John is startled by my voice. He jerks around and then stands up and walks over to me. 

Something is off. 

“Beryl has been gone a long time. Steven has gone to look for her.”

I surge to my feet. Wobble. Sit back down. Force myself to stand again.

What the hell…

“Why didn’t you… Why didn’t you wake me up?”

He puts out a placating hand, touches my shoulder. I knock it off. 

“We thought you would try to go out and look yourself. You can’t, you’re too sick. I’m sorry that we didn’t—”

I stumble past him. Furious and worried and lightheaded. I get to the door and fumble with the handle, frustration making me slam it wide once I get it open. The evening sun is too bright. It hurts my eyes. I lean on the doorframe. My head feels like the inside of a cloud, swirling and murky and far, far too light.

“He left an hour ago. Harlan. Stay. She can’t have gone too far and if we all…”

He trails off as I take off towards the road. Fuck waiting. Fuck this. I’m mad at him for not waking me and mad at myself for not being awake. She told me to stay awake. Fuck. I should have been there with her. She shouldn’t have gone alone. Why did I let her go alone?

John is walking by me now. I veer left at the road and head towards the orange tree. She’d stick to a route she knew. 

Right? 

Right?

Fuck fuck fuck.

If someone took her again… I could never live with myself. What if she is chained again? What if I can’t find her? 

I stumble down the sidewalk, eyes barely open, arms out in front of me like a man fumbling down a hallway in the dark.

“Har!”

John’s hand clamps on my arm and I swing around. If I was stronger I would punch him for stopping me. I can’t stop. I need to find her. 

He points.

I squint up the street.

Beryl and Steven walk towards us. Slow. 

I’m so relieved I almost collapse. I find that I am leaning on John, his hand on my arm holding me up. 

Beryl is limping. Steven holds his arm to his chest and there is blood. Blood on his forearm and dark marks on his jeans and why is Beryl limping??? 

“Beryl!” 

I try to yell, all my worry and fear in that one word. She waves a hand at me, a small back and forth letting me know she’s okay, a rueful grimace on her face. 

We slowly make our way back to our temporary home. Not that far at all. But a long journey now that I’m without the help of adrenaline. And fear. And weak with relief.

Inside John plays doctor, bandaging his brother while I help Beryl. Her pants are torn and there are swollen punctures on her calf. Small holes and gashes that still trickle blood.

“Dogs,” Steven says. 

“What the fuck?” I say, even having had my own encounters with the animals. I’m still amped up on worry and the frenetic, albeit short, burst of activity.

“There was a bunch of ‘em, man. Like they were a pack.”

He hisses in pain as John pours rubbing alcohol over a tear on his arm. 

Beryl pulls the pad and paper to her and writes, pauses, then writes some more. 

“I was stuck on top of a car.” 

And below.

“He saved me.”

She looks at Steven and there is something almost apologetic in her eyes. She reaches into her back pocket and pulls out a pack of crushed American Spirits. She slides them across the table to Steven.

He grunts a laugh, face still twisted with pain as his brother cleans his wounds. 

“You’re welcome.” 










Days and nights blur together as my body fights the infection. And finally starts to knit itself back together. My neck hurt so much that I had ignored the pain in my knee where I had fallen running from Stuart. I had disregarded the ache in my back where he had hit me with the chain. 

I don’t know if I was aware of my limp. Or of the way I sometimes hold a hand over my ribs. Or rub my neck. My body was messed up for so long that only the return of a modicum health reminds me of their presence. 

I wake to the sound of Steven’s voice. I turn my head and see Beryl sitting on a chair opposite of me. Steven is at the window with a piece of paper. I think he is sketching. 

“He doesn’t mean any harm, he just talks a lot. Likes to fix things. That’s why he’s a lawyer. He was always playing peacemaker with our parents.”

Beryl is listening, but she isn’t giving much in the way of response except for eye contact. Steven lights a cigarette up by the window, turning now and then to blow the smoke out through the screen. I think Steven is done talking after mentioning his parents, but after a minute he continues. 

“John is the type of guy who used to invite the kids who bullied him to his birthday parties. He wants to be friends with everybody. It’s annoying as fuck.” He chuckles and turns to Beryl. “You like this? I’m designing a new tattoo.” 

Beryl hesitates but then goes and looks at the paper. “That’s what I did. Before this. She looks at it and then makes a weird face that makes Steven laugh. “At least you’re honest.”

Beryl returns to her seat and I close my eyes and pretend to be asleep until my subconscious decides to do it for real. 







The next day we wake early. The brothers have somehow contrived to make pancakes on the grill, a small gesture that speaks volumes. I walk outside to eat, feeling like I’ve risen from the dead. By the looks given to me by the brothers I guess I look like it too. I eat, feeling stronger than I have in awhile. Beryl helps me change my bandages and it takes three dirty looks before John stops asking how I’m feeling. 

“How many days?” I whisper to Beryl. She contemplates for a second before holding up three fingers.

Three days? Fuck.

I try to figure out just how long I have been away from home. I don’t know how long I was at Stuart’s. I think it was over two months. It felt longer than that. Add the two weeks I was alone at the beginning. Plus the time here. 

I’m so sorry, Jessica.

“We leave today.”

The brothers exchange looks. 

“You sure you’re up for it?” John is skeptical. 

“I’ll be fine.”

I am tired of being ill. And if we don’t leave now a part of me is worried I’ll wither away to nothing. I need to move, so I ignore the looks they give me.

I heat water and show Beryl how to make cowboy coffee: pour coffee grounds in boiling water and then let them sit. After a few minutes add cold water to make the grounds sink to the bottom of the pot. It’s not tasty, too watered down, but it’s worth it for the smell.

We examine the atlas as we eat, not even looking at Montana but focusing on the best route out of the city. 

“Yo, as soon as we get to an open road, think of the fucking cars we can get.” Steven is ready to go. 

The pancakes fill me up quickly. I am still so very thin compared to what I used to be. So is Beryl. I don’t know if we are ready for this. I am restless, I want to get going and get home, but I start to fret about my decision to leave. I wonder if we should stay here for awhile, fill up on food and regain our strength. I wonder if that is logic talking or if I’m simply afraid of getting home and finding death. 

We agree that taking the 405 freeway is our quickest bet, even walking. Driving is out of the question until we clear the congestion, and going down alleys and side roads would take time without the guarantee of progress. 

I rub my eyes and take another gulp of the watery coffee. 

“What happened to you?”

John is watching me with concern from the other side of the table. I find my hand is running the circle of scar tissue around my collar. 

“Your neck, I mean.”

I shake my head. “Long story. It got infected.”

“We don’t have to leave today, you know, we could…” 

He trails off at my look. 

“Well, we will just have to take it slow. Don’t push yourself.”

He slowly gets up and walks out to help his brother pack. I know I should say ‘thank you’ or something but I don’t. Beryl looks at me from the couch and raises an eyebrow. 

“Yeah, I know.”

We say goodbye to our temporary home and head out. The brothers lead us north down Sepulveda Boulevard. There is a mall along the way and we swing in to get new gear. The parking lot is empty. 

“We picked the right day for shopping.” 

John cracks a sympathetic smile at my joke. Beryl shakes her head. Whatever. My sense of humor rarely meshes with anyone else. 

A lone car in the parking lot has a silhouette in the back seat. A toddler. I’ll have to work on keeping my mouth shut. 

The inside is deserted but for the hundreds of rats. They scurry along walls and inside kiosks and the bodies inside have been picked clean in places and then abandoned for an easier target. Bare yellow bones in a wasteland of rat shit and dried bodily fluids.

Without words we go our separate ways. Even at the world’s end we still have our own styles. I pick out a new backpack and two pairs of shoes, one to wear and one to tie to the outside. A shirt that will breathe and a pair of pants and a sweatshirt for the night. I wonder why I bother. It’s not like there won’t be clothes and shoes and whatever else we might need littered along the road for the next hundred miles. 

I swing into GNC and grab some vitamins. I worry about my health more now after my neck. Everything we took for granted before is gone because, well, we had everything before. I wonder if any of us will need stitches and I look for a med kit. 

Beryl has brand new clothes. She favors black and she covers up, even with the heat. I’m not going to say anything. She gives me a bandana as she ties a red paisley one up around her head. Mine is of an American flag. Is there an America anymore?

“Har? Beryl?” We turn. John and Steven stand on the level above us. “Will you come up here?”

We head up the frozen escalator, herding five or six rats ahead of us. The brothers seem ready to go, new clothes on and new bags packed. John hands out some water and some food. “We found some things that the rats didn’t touch.” Something is off. John seems nervous. 

“Also, we found some flashlights and batteries. Here.” Again they distribute stuff to us all. I can tell Beryl is getting suspicious, she moves a few paces away from me. 

John slowly looks at both of us. “I know you don’t trust easily, either of you. I don’t know if you fully trust us… yet.” He slides a hand slowly behind him and pulls out a gun. I see Beryl go for hers and I put a hand out. 

“No. Wait.”

Beryl listens and I know in that split second that I have never commanded that amount of trust with anyone before. I see it for how precious it is. I have never given that amount of trust either, but should Beryl speak I would try. 

John holds the gun up, and then places it on the ground. He looks behind him and, with a scowl, Steven does the same. Then places another. Three guns on the ground. 

“We found these. We won’t keep them unless you want us to.” 

I know that trust has begun to be built. I see that the wariness in Beryl’s eyes has diminished, especially since the incident with the dogs. I know the tension in my shoulders has faded. 

Somewhat. 

I try to see us through their eyes. Two skittish animals. Survivors of an unknown war. This feels like overkill on John’s part. This asking of permission. But maybe it’s wise. Maybe best to treat us with kid’s gloves until we get used to each other. 

No surprises. No loud noises. 

I look at Beryl. “This is her decision.” I hate to put her on the spot but eventually I can’t be the only one to put more than a toe in the water. After what seems like an hour she nods her head. The men put the guns in their waistbands and we stand there awkwardly. 

“Anything else guys? Or are we ready to go?”

Steven steps forward. He pulls a notebook out of his bag. “We’re the last people. We should document this shit.” He holds out the notebook and a pen to Beryl and I’m surprised to see her looking shy. She slowly takes it, uncaps the pen and scribbles in the book. She hands it back to Steven, who writes, and then to John. When they give it to me I see she has written “Day 1.” They’ve all signed their names beneath it. I sign mine and feel cheesy and maudlin and somehow close to these strangers. 

And thankful for it.










We walk.

The slow curve up onto a freeway full of cars that now serve as coffins. An odd, futuristic style graveyard stretching as far as the eye can see. 

I am glad that we have a journal, of sorts. Something to mark our passing. Something that, should I not make it home, will tell someone, someday, that I tried.

We get to what the brothers call Skirball Pass and stop for a break. 

Thank god. 

I look out over the city that I don’t know. The skyscrapers of downtown bleed thin streams of smoke into the sky, a thin grey streak reaching up to blend in with a large mass of dark clouds moving in. There is a rumble, and I look back at the group. “Rain?”

I am assured that this is not normal for Los Angeles, but the brothers start giving skeptical looks to the thunderhead moving in and soon we are moving more quickly as a storm of epic proportions rolls in, the clouds far too large, far too heavy to be normal.

We move off of the freeway and hustle, as much as I can, up a steep frontage road that curves up and onto Mulholland Drive. Thick trees and hedges form a wall and we are forced to walk a long loop around and onto a new road before we can see any access to buildings. There is a loud blast of thunder off in the distance. The others are terrified. 

This must be very rare.

Maybe that’s what happens when mankind disappears overnight. Mother Earth has grown used to the fumes, intoxicated with methane and carbon dioxide and who knows what other pollutants. An unwilling addict that was forced to quit cold turkey. That there are withdrawals, however manifested, shouldn’t be a surprise.

I doubt the weather will resemble anything close to normal for a long time. 

We walk into a gated community, the guard station empty, and up a sculpted road. We pass a Jewish Temple, the parking lot is gated and has been chained shut. A car inside the lot is parked lengthwise in front of the gate as further deterrent. A hastily penned sign is attached to the window of the car. Yeshuat Hashem k’heref ayin. I do not know what it means. We stand staring at the structure as rain begins to pelt the ground around us. If anyone is inside they do not make themselves known. 

We stop at the first house that looks accessible, trudging around a gate and up a cobbled driveway past sculptures of warped and twisted stars and rays of sun and other celestial objects until we reach two large oaken doors. They are locked, and again I wonder at a society that died alone and terrified but was still more afraid of their neighbor. 

I fall into the old routine I learned with Stuart, first banging on the door to alert any animals inside. I cringe as I realize I immediately brought my gaze to the ground. Still the obedient dog. There is a pinch on my shoulder blade and I turn to see Beryl. She just looks into my eyes and gives me a nod and I am, to a small extent, fortified. 

I lean on her too much. 

The doors are thick and we have no crowbar so I skirt the edge of the house to find a window. I don’t respond to the questions from the brothers. They’d probably insist on breaking in themselves to keep me from straining myself. 

Too late. 

I’m tired of feeling feeble, tired of the worried looks, tired of being taken care of. Tired of being tired. I’m also afraid that, should I stop moving, I won’t be able to start again.

A small window is open a few inches and I pop the screen and shimmy through. I am in a girl’s bedroom. Books line a wall. Harry Potter regalia is on the dresser and shelves and beside the bed. The blankets are flowery and purple and there is a lump beneath them. There is no smell. I prod the lump and it’s just a twist of the blankets. I’m getting too used to this. 

I walk through an ornate house hung with priceless paintings. Little glass figurines of turtles are everywhere. I go room to room. I know the others are getting drenched outside and are probably wondering what’s taking me so long. I want to find the people first. 

They are in the master bedroom. As soon as I open the door a wave of fetid stench punches me in the nose, the eyes, the gut. The woman’s bloated corpse is in the bed. There are tissues and bowls and tea cups and pills scattered on the bedside table. I stand at the foot of the bed, the bandanna around my mouth. Something small and white moves in her mouth and I retch. Perhaps I’m not as used to this as I give myself credit for.

There is no way I can move this body out. 

There is a creak behind me. I whirl around, fumbling for my gun. A man is hanging in the closet, a belt wrapped around his neck. His face is black and bloated and red eyes stare out at me. One hand is caught up in the loop as if he changed his mind at the last minute. The belt gives another creak as an invisible wind swings the man slowly to the side. 

I close the door behind me, hands shaking with the adrenaline still coursing through my veins. 

I let the others in and tell them not to go upstairs. They nod, no need to ask why. 

We find towels and dry off and congregate in the living room. The view is spectacular. We can see the entire city spread out before us. A high-rise cemetery for the damned, the city as dead as the people in it. My buddy told me when he picked me up at the airport that there are more people on the 405 freeway at rush hour than in the state of Montana. What a horrifying thought.

Without lights the freeways look like rivers, winding and diverging and eventually disappearing into buildings that spring up like an infant mountain chain, sharp and new and untouched by winds or time. 

The storm swirls above the skyscrapers of Downtown L.A. The plume of smoke whispers up and joins a last gasp of smog in the dark mass of clouds gathering above. Winds howl and lightning darts in and out of the buildings, a lovers tongue swooping and racing and ravishing buildings already ravished. A new fire burns. We watch in silence as the city slowly lights up one last time.

We eat a canned meal, cold, none of us having the energy to cook. John finds a couple bottles of nice Scotch and we pass them around as the storm flashes and rumbles. The brothers talk of their time in the city, almost giving a eulogy of sorts, and Beryl writes down some of their stories in her notebook. She sits in a window seat, hair silhouetting a face in turn silhouetted by the gleam of the distant fire. Steve puts out his cigarette and gestures at her. 

“Yo girl give me that notebook.” 

She gives it to him and he begins to sketch her, deft hands capturing a portrait of a girl less mournful than the one we have been traveling with. “Doing tattoos… I had to sketch things out for people all the time.” She examines the picture and does not seem displeased. 

I feel her slow progression past trust to a possible friendship. Tension is gone, at least for the moment, and peace reigns in the room even as the world continues to fall apart outside. 

 











Chapter 15

Slowly a routine institutes itself. The brothers make breakfast. Beryl and I are responsible for dinner. We snack throughout the day, raiding houses or stores at midday when the sun is high and the heat radiating off of the pavement is unbearable.

Muscles get used to hiking. John pretends to need a break often, knowing now that I will try to keep going past my limits. I’m thankful, I guess. Pride and worry and stubbornness warring with gratitude and logic.

We get stronger. We are still thin, but a steady diet has taken the knobbiness out of knees and elbows. It’s not painful to see the outline of Beryl’s collarbone through her tank top. And we both have more energy now, slowly resting less and less throughout the day. 

We talk, sharing stories about our past and speculating about the future. There is no bullshit between us. If the end of the world has done anything it has done that. If we disagree we say it. If we don’t like it we say it. Life now is too precious for anything less than the truth amongst friends. 

Steven chooses his words carefully, spending time to think about whatever topic we might be on before he weighs in. John jumps from subject to subject, many times working himself up. He is smart, but idealistic, and he’ll often make a grandiose statement only to be met by silence. It’s good though, to have someone optimistic, though how you aren’t a cynic when mankind is at its end is a mystery to me. 

We begin to see the decline of all things civilized. Sewage bubbles up and pools in lawns and yards and streets. A pack of dogs follows us for the better part of the day. Steven fires his gun at them and they scatter, reforming and following moments later. I begin to admonish him, “don’t shoot, bullets are… We shouldn’t waste them.” 

Don’t let me turn into him.

Chickens seem to be everywhere, competing with pigeons and rats and seagulls for scraps. I see a pig, although no one believes me. John stops me and points out a pair of mountain lions hunched over a body. A fresh body. We don’t say anything to the others, not to shield them, but to retain the small fragment of hope that we have kindled. We now walk with guns out and loaded. 

We make it through “the valley,” as John calls it, and he says we are officially out of Los Angeles. It doesn’t look much different to me, perhaps more open land hiding behind the buildings that still line both sides of the freeway. It’s as if the city is a greedy, gluttonous monster scrabbling to keep you inside its lair. To a boy from Montana this still feels like the city. 

But John says we have escaped and I’ll take it as a victory. A small step in the right direction.

The congestion of cars eases up and Steven is the first to suggest that we find a vehicle. I look at Beryl, “you know how to drive?” She shakes her head. “Well shit, now will be a good time to learn.”

Finding a car is easy, finding the keys is not. Not unless we want to take a car with a body in it. Finally we find an old Chevy pickup sitting in front of a beat up apartment. John returns from inside, jingling a set of keys triumphantly. It’s old school, a bench seat that sits three, so Steven rides in the back. 

It’s slow going, we still have to dodge abandoned cars and debris, but damn it feels good to be off of our feet. John and I take turns driving as we break free of buildings and enter the desert. We veer off of the 405 and onto the 14, angling in as straight of a line north as we can. We run out of gas at the top of a hill and are forced to strike out again on foot. Much to everyone’s chagrin. I plan on stopping at the first place we find to discuss getting through the desert. 

“To what part of the north are we heading?” John asks.

I guess it’s okay to tell them. 

“Montana. You still want to come?”

His face belies a shock. I doubt he thought that we would be going so far north. 

“Montana? Well. That’s a drive.” 

I can’t figure out if he’s disappointed, or just shocked.

“If you want to stop somewhere just let me know.”

He shakes his head. “The destination isn’t important. I just want to find others. Help rebuild. Besides, I’ve never been to Montana. I hear it’s nice.”

“The summers are,” I say, imagining the clear road ahead covered with snow. Coated with ice. The window frosted and the stale smell of hot air from the defrost.

I can’t wait. 

He examines the atlas, mumbling to himself and scribbling notes in the margin. I catch Beryl’s eye and she gives me a little smile. 

Progress is something you can’t see, you can only feel. Another mile down the road, another step closer to… something new. And another step away from that horrible place. I sense us leaving the ugliness behind, distance giving us a chance to start a new chapter in our lives.

A better chapter, maybe.

I keep thinking that the world ended. Perhaps that’s not the right way to look at it. Perhaps this is a new world, one that has ushered us into our true selves. I wonder what I would be doing if this hadn’t happened. 

I know. 

The road plays tricks with us as we trek along, small hills suddenly becoming arduous hikes. The brothers begin snapping at each other, even John’s unending positivity running dry. We approach a small town and I know that we need a car or else we will have to stop for the day. Beryl freezes, fumbling for her gun as she points. There is a lone figure off in the middle of a barren field. He has his back to us and is digging.

We approach silently, not trying to be stealthy but not trying to alert the person to our presence. Guns are out. Except for John. He walks with his hands out and a confident smile on his face.

As we get closer the man senses us and turns. Long black beard streaked with gray below a lined face. His shirt has long dark stains of sweat and the black pants are faded and dusty. He reaches down and picks up a rifle though he doesn’t aim it. We all freeze. 

I see the long trench he is digging and figure the only reason someone would be out here digging in the sun would be if he was digging a grave. A body lies on the far side. The silence stretches and I feel like we are imposing. I hold up a hand and give what I hope is a friendly wave.

“Sorry about interrupting you. We saw you and…” 

The body moves. A face purple and swollen rotates its head towards us. Bloody lips part to reveal broken teeth. 

“Oh thank God,” the man on the ground rasps, “save me.”

The other man swings his rifle up and aims it at me. “This ain’t none of your business. Move on.”

The man on the ground puts out a hand and starts to gasp out another plea for help before a kick to his gut silences him. 

“What are you doing?” John asks calmly, politely, as if asking an artist what he is creating. 

“Move along.”

I see Steven take a few steps back. Beryl pulls on my sleeve and I slowly follow. There is no need for unnecessary violence. Only John doesn’t move.

“Just tell us why.” 

The man chews his gums for a second as he looks from me to John and back again. “It don’t matter. It don’t fucking matter, not anymore. And I don’t have to justify this to anyone. I don’t. So get along now.”

We stand there in silence, rooted to the spot like wayward parishioners at an unholy wake. His eyes dart to each of us in turn, his face dented as he nervously chews on the inside of his mouth. I think, for a second, that he is going to shoot me. He then points an accusatory finger at the man on the ground.

“He slept with my wife. Took her from me. This fucker got a fancy lawyer and they got my house too. My kids stopped coming by cuz he’d buy them fancy stuff and...” He waves his hands in the air, too agitated to speak. His words have a tinge of pleading under the anger. As if embarrassed that he has to convince us of what he is doing.

“He took everything from me. And now they’re all dead. He didn’t even try to protect ‘em. So now he dies.”

John steps forward. “That’s not your decision to make.”

The man raises his rifle. “You going to stop me?” He swings the rifle along our group. “Any of you going to try?”

I don’t know what to do. There are no laws anymore. There is nothing to hold us accountable except our own morals. Can I judge this man? I look at the man on the ground, his eyes imploring me to help. I wonder how much is true. Is the man deserving of this? Or maybe he is a Stuart, and merits whatever harsh justice this man sees fit.

“No. We aren’t.” I turn and walk away and the only one slow to follow is John. I look back after we reach the road and I see that he is digging again. Why is he bothering to bury him? 

We no longer live in a civilized world and it might be best to stop acting like we do. I could no more stop that man from killing the man who cuckolded him than I could have stopped Beryl from stabbing Stuart. 

We begin to walk again, John catches up to me. “We can’t let him do this.” 

I shake my head. “And do we die trying to stop him? Or do we save that man at the price of killing the other?” John doesn’t really know what to say, but I see him mustering an argument. It’s hard to see wanton violence committed, and we have been programmed to stop it. Or report it. Or gawk at it as it is reported on the news. 

A gunshot rings out and we stop. The man drags the corpse to the hole and pushes it in. He stands staring down into the hole for a second, and then looks to the sky. He says something but is too far away for it to be discernible. He then drops to his knees by the pit, puts the end of the rifle in his mouth and another shot rings out. John flinches as the man topples over the edge to join his enemy in the pit. Vengeance was the only reason he had continued to live and now, purposeless, he is impatient to be judged for his deeds.










We don’t find a car but we don’t look too hard. The small town has an unseen water source, the trees and fields holding onto green in the middle of the desert. We find a large tree shading sand and grass and set up there. I think we all would rather sleep on the ground than see more bodies today. John is quiet and he avoids looking me in the eye. I understand why he is upset. I wonder why I am not. 

I tell Steven that I’m going to look for food. He nods and goes to sit by his brother. Maybe they can talk it out. Beryl comes with me. I feel empty, like I did something wrong and got away with it. I ask her if we should have done something for that man and she looks in my eyes and shakes her head. Her mouth opens, then she remembers that she can’t speak and she grimaces. I think back to Stuart, hands held out before him, pleading to us to have mercy. Had a stranger walked into that home as Beryl went to stab him, would they have stopped us? And had they tried, would I have killed them? I suspect I know the answer and it offers me no comfort. 










Slowly we begin to take longer breaks during the day and travel more during the night. Less and less we go into houses or homes, scavenging less clothes or supplies as we become hardened to the road. 

John is quieter now. More introspective. I know the deaths we witnessed have disturbed him. And had I not gone through a crash-course of horror with Beryl it would have bothered me a whole lot more. But he seems to have taken it personally, rarely talking to either Beryl or myself now, as if we are cut from the same cloth as the man who did the killing. And maybe we are. But it still hurts. We seem to be strangers to each other in a world in which that is truly a tragedy.

Late in the day I find him walking next to me. Whatever had been eating at him has finally forced him to say something. Even so, we walk in silence for at least a mile before he speaks.

“I know he had a gun. I know you don’t want Beryl, or us, to get hurt.”

He chews on the inside of his cheek and doesn’t appear to want to continue.

“But,” I say.

“But it was still wrong. And you gave up so easily.” He waves a hand in the air in front of him. “I know you had some stuff… happen. But you can see it, right?”

I don’t like this conversation. “No. I don’t know what you are talking about,” I say brusquely.

He holds out a hand to stop me. “I don’t wish to fight. What I’m trying to say is… It would be easy to let this be the end. To let civilization go and start acting like we didn’t have laws. Justice. To let what happened make us just another group of heathens.”

It was a nice speech. And nicely done. John is passionate about everything he says, it makes it hard not to feel guilty when you’re on the disagreeing side. But though I could empathize with what he said it was still unfathomable to me.

“I’m sorry, John. Maybe one day law and order can return. Until then…” And I shrug. 

We walk in silence for a short while before he fades behind me to walk alone in the road. Perhaps I was too offhand with what he said. Maybe all he wanted from me was an “I’ll try.” Whatever it is there suddenly seems to be a small rift between the two of us. 

I shoot a rabbit the next day. We had amassed plenty of bullets and I thought fresh meat would do all of us good. I know I, at least, was tired of eating out of a can. John snapped at me in a rare show of anger. “With everything dead how can you keep adding to the tally? Jesus, are you happy this happened?”

He did not eat any of the meat but sat alone, looking out over the empty landscape. Steven came over to me later, tried to smooth things over. “Yo man, don’t worry about him trippin’ bout the rabbit. He is just having a hard time, you know.” 

I nod. “I get it.”

“He was a lawyer, man. But he was always like that. Liked knowin’ exactly what was right and wrong.”

I look at him. “And you?” 

He gives a smile around the cigarette in his mouth. “I was flexible.”










Another storm batters the distant hills, a strobe-light of lighting followed by thunder that rolls out and leaps and jumps from hill to hill around us. We make camp even though it is early in the night, finding a flat piece of land in front of a pair of derelict sheds that I’m positive were abandoned long before the downfall of man. 

I rip off pieces of wood from the side of the house and from the steps leading inside and layer them around bits of cardboard and paper I’m using for kindling. Steven watches me closely. I realize he hasn’t made a fire yet, it’s always been me. I can tell he’s too proud to ask me to show him. So I go slow.

The fire ignites but is sluggish, hesitant to build to something we can use. We are all hungry, and tired, and eager for a hot meal. It’s hard for me to not pile the wood on top of the flames in an effort to rush it into a bonfire. I remember how my father taught me, though, how much he emphasized patience and respect for the flames. So I feed it slowly, to everyone’s annoyance, but knowing how utterly depressing, in more ways than one, it would be if the fire were to go out.

Beryl boils cans of vegetables, careful to puncture the tops with her knife. She almost learned the hard way about cans exploding the other night. I had never seen Beryl’s embarrassed face and it was hard not to laugh.

The veggies don’t do much for our hunger and Beryl passes out protein bars and no one talks. I lie down on my side and eat, watching the distant storm. Steven draws something in the notebook and shows it to Beryl who gives a small smile. The smoke changes direction causing John to get up and move over by his brother. The firelight plays off of their faces, sharpened and tanned by long days of sun and toil. A fork of lightning flares behind them and I wish I could freeze it, show them the beautiful tableau. 

I am proud. These three are strong and it gives me strength. I open my mouth to say something, then stop, wondering if it would lead to an argument with John. He’d probably think it a mark against us that we are doing well. Fuck it, say something anyways. I sit up and smile as lightning flashes and I see the three silhouettes approaching behind them.

“Hey!” I scramble to my feet and pull my gun. The others are jolted to their feet by my yell and look behind them to see what scared me. The figures keep walking, slowly, and men materialize out of the darkness. One older man, probably mid-forties to fifties walks in front of a pair of young men. His black and white hair is slicked back, by sweat or gel I can’t tell. A nice blue shirt is tucked into a pair of jeans, a prominent belt buckle catching the firelight. He holds his hands out, a smile on his face.

“Hello there, hello there. Just saw your fire and figured we would introduce ourselves. Not looking for trouble.” The man speaks well, his voice deep and measured. He smiles again, bright white teeth glaring in the darkness. 

John lowers his gun, beckons to the fire. “Please, sit, make yourself comfortable.”

“Stop.” I glower at John before gesturing to the men. “Take out any guns, slowly, and put them on the ground. 

John shakes his head, “if they wanted to attack us they would have. Go ahead-

I cut him off. “They will take out their guns or they will leave.”

The man eyes us, taking in the dissension. He gives a chuckle. “No need to argue over this, we understand. We only have this one gun anyhow and here,” he slowly reaches into the back of his waistband, “I’ll put it down on the ground.” He takes a slow step forward and puts the gun by my feet. “There. Now we are all friends.”

The men step closer to the fire and we all slowly sit except for Beryl. She stands behind me. 

“My name is Don,” the man says. “To be honest though, with everything that happened, damned if I didn’t think about changing my name. Never liked Don. But can’t think of what I’d prefer so…” He gives a laugh and John laughs with him, eager to be friendly. 

Don gestures to the teenage boy on the right, short and squat with thick arms and a scowl. He wears a NASCAR hat and has a dip in his lip. “The guy with the pimples is Ben. Go on Ben, say hi to the folks.” 

“Hello.” His voice breaks. Nervousness? Or just puberty?

Don gestures to the other one, a tall, lean man with greasy, slicked back hair and a nose long ago broken. “This is Richard. I knew Richard’s father.” 

As if that should mean something to us.

Richard raises a hand and nods, his eyes darting to me and then to Beryl. When he speaks it’s filled with gaps, as if he’s snatching together pieces of thoughts and piecing them together to form a sentence. “What did… How is she… livin’?” 

I feel our group tense. Even John looks uneasy. Don slaps his knee and throws his arms up. “There you have it, I get stuck with two of the best conversationalists to ever grace God’s green earth.” He looks around. “It’s true though. You don’t see many women that survived. She’s the first. Well, the second.” 

He looks at Beryl and gives a nod. The fire crackles and wood splits and Beryl cocks her gun. I know Don hears it but he pretends not to.

“What do you mean? About the women?”

Don gives a slow shake of his head, his eyes wide as he stares back at me, as if the whole situation is beyond his comprehension. “I couldn’t tell ya. Just haven’t seen any. Only men. How about you tell us your names now.”

I shake my head. “You said there aren’t any women that survived. You’ve met other people? Other groups?”

Don’s smile is gone. He looks at John. “This guy doesn’t trust anyone. That’s smart. That’s really smart. Except when it’s not.” He looks back at me. “Yeah, there’s a whole bunch of us up the road. Bunch of survivors.”

“Why are you out here?” John’s voice is even, calm, but I can tell he’s worried.

“Well. We are trying to find other people, help them to get back…”

He trails off as he looks around the group. There is a moment of silence broken by Richard, whose eyes never leave Beryl. “We are out finding… other survivors.”

Don nods along. “Yes sir, doing our part to help. Got to start rebuilding. You know, it looks like you all have had a rough go of it.” He spreads his hands. “So. We are here to help.”

“What do you have that we don’t?” I scan the group again. They are well fed. Clean. Or, I should say, cleaner than us. 

Don is condescending. “I’ve been trying to tell you. We have food. Water. Shelter. And something else, too. Something I don’t think anyone else has.” He leans back, smug. “I wish you all could maybe share your names?”

Steven leans forward. “And I wish your man Richard here could stop staring at our friend.” 

Richard blanches and looks to Don for help. The kid, Ben, has a hand behind him now. I can feel Beryl behind me, the fear palpable in the air. This is wrong. I didn’t trust my instincts when I met Stuart. I don’t plan on repeating that mistake. My guts have turned to water and the hairs on my neck are standing up. My heart is beating so hard it thrums in my ears and the thunder over the hills is all but gone.

“Get the fuck out of here. Now.” I stand up and gesture towards the road. 

“Harlan, there is a community. We need to listen…” John trails off at my stare. Steven is standing now, glaring at the men. Don slowly rises, arms back up in front of him, a pained look across his face.

“We are just here to help, but if that’s not what you want then we will be on our way.” He pauses. Scans us with an anguished expression. “I have to say that you all are being a bit rude. Very rude. We just wanted to help.”

“Get out.” It’s all I can say. “Get out.” Anger and fear are the only things running through my veins and my hearing has been stoppered, my vision clouded by rage. At this moment I exist only to see these men’s backs or to kill them. 

Don is asking me something. “May I please have my gun back?” 

“Get. Out.” 

Something in my eyes tells them that they have pushed their luck to the limits. They walk away from the fire, Richard still casting glances at Beryl, and out towards the road. Don stops at the edge of the firelight. “I’m sorry things went this way. You never know, we might see each other again. I hope it will be under better terms. Harlan.” 

As soon as they are gone I’m waving at the others to grab their packs. John doesn’t move. He lunges in front of me and grabs my shoulders. “What if they had a home for us?”

Steven saves me the trouble. “Harlan was right, yo, those guys weren’t looking to give us a home.”

John shakes his head. “Not now, but they might’ve—”

“Quit being a fucking moron, bro, seriously.” Steven looks at his brother, almost incredulous. 

John’s eyes narrow. “And what are we doing, Steven? Tell me. Tell me! What are we doing? Are we going to stay on the road our whole life? Pointing guns at everyone that approaches us?” He turns back to me, his finger stabbing into my chest. “You didn’t trust us, remember? And now…”

He kicks dirt on the fire until it is dead and we are plunged into darkness, but not before I see tears tracking down his cheeks. The storm flickers farther off and a scythe of a moon glows yellow-orange on the horizon. I remember how it felt when Stuart took away hope from me, and looking at the hunched figure of John as he slowly packs I wonder what I am doing.





Chapter 16

We walk until morning before stopping to sleep. The night fraught with false sightings and freezing for long moments at every distant sound. We move inside a house, too paranoid now to risk being in the open. There are four bodies upstairs. Heavily decomposed. Putrid. We go to the basement. Everyone is dead on their feet, ready to collapse. 

“We need to start standing guard. One of us, at least, to make sure that no one sneaks up on us.” The group stares back at me, glassy-eyed, too tired to argue or agree. “I’ll take the first. Sleep.” 

I walk across soft, plush carpet and just that softness on my feet makes me drowsy. Upstairs I find a spot by the window with a view of the road. A few minutes later there is a light tread on the stairs and I turn, expecting Beryl, to see John.

“Mind some company?”

I shake my head and he drags a chair over from the kitchen. He leans against the wall, eyes closed, and the silence stretches long enough that I wonder if he has fallen asleep. Then he speaks. “What happened to you and Beryl?”

“Not going to talk about that.”

He sighs. “Okay. I didn’t figure you would want to. I wanted to say that I’m sorry.” He looks up at me. “I am sorry, Harlan.”

I don’t handle things like this well. What do I say? “I’m sorry, too.”

He snorts. “No you’re not, but that’s okay.” He pauses. “Look. Think about the future. Right now everyone is alone, just surviving. But we will try to rebuild. And we can’t do that without finding a way to trust people. To bring them together. Otherwise we will just stay out in the wild, killing each other until all the food is gone.”

“I just want us to survive.”

He nods. “I know, me too.” He stands, holds out a hand. “Wake me up next.” We shake hands and he touches the wall the whole way back down the stairs. 

Perhaps John worries I want death for the sake of death. That I am so angry, or hurt, that I want revenge upon the world. I don’t. I think I simply see things differently than him. Being chained in a small room while a man rapes a woman will give you a new perspective. How fortunate, how rich our lives were before all of this. We were never exposed to death growing up. Not firsthand. People got old, or there was the occasional accident. But not harsh death. Not wanton death done not by evil men but for evil purposes. John hasn’t seen that. 

I look out the window at a sudden movement, hand reaching for my gun, then relax. A cat is hunting in the bushes, stalking something too small to see. I do not think the cat is evil but I still pity the mouse, or rat, or bug. 

But life goes on.

I wake up to a small hand on my shoulder. Beryl is looking at me, worried. Fuck I dozed off. I jolt upright thinking something must be wrong and she waves her hands and shakes her head. She signals to the chair and points at me and to the stairs and I need no further urging. I totter down the steps and grab a pillow from the couch and curl up on the carpet. I am asleep immediately.

I am home. Finally. It is fall. I walk up the driveway and my mother opens the door to greet me. Her face changes to horror and I look down. My hands are stained red, my shirt and pants coated in blood. I look up and her horror has turned to anger. She starts to shut the door. I rush forward but she holds up a hand and speaks to me but the dream world warps and shifts and I find myself sitting inside my friend’s house. I’m playing on my phone, a shooter game in which I find myself sweeping a house for enemies. I mow down one after the other as my friends call for help. “I’ll be right there, I’m almost done.” They groan and I yell again, then I feel a hand on my shoulder. 

“Har.”

Steven leans over me. “Man you was dreaming about something.” I rub my eyes, still stuck in my dream. He smiles. “Was she pretty?” I smile and shake my head, content to pretend that it was an embarrassing sex dream instead of a horrible nightmare in which I let my friends down in yet another way. 

We take the family’s car and drive through the night. There are CDs in a case but we don’t listen to them. Music would seem out of place right now, as if we were pretending at a life we don’t have anymore. Instead the windows are down and we soak up the night air, eyes scanning for debris or cars in the road. 

Or people with guns. 

We are approaching a town called Palmdale. I scanned the map for ways around it, but all end up taking us through it one way or another. So we will just have to get through it fast. I drive, John rides shotgun, Beryl and Steven in the back. We hit the edge of town and I have to slow down to go around a car wreck that blocks a side street. A couple dogs trot out into the road at the sound of the car, wagging their tails and looking at us hopefully. Someone’s been feeding them. 

A lake shimmers in the morning light off to the east. I see a boat out in the middle but I can’t tell if it’s moving or not. I take an exit and start to weave around the eastern edge of town. If Don is looking for us I’m not going to make it easy for him by sticking to the freeway. We cruise through an intersection and I slow as I see a corpse. A man in lingerie and garish makeup is leaned up against the glass of a store. “LIAR” has been spray painted above him. 

We weave through streets dark and silent and slip through Palmdale unscathed. Back on the interstate I hit the gas, anxious to put the town behind us. Steven begins to sketch something in the back seat. John tells a story about a judge’s daughter that makes us laugh. 

Beryl leans over the seat and points. There are shapes scattered across the road. We slow down and I see that they are bodies. Cars are parked haphazardly in the ditches, two of them are police. “What happened here?”

Steven whistles. “What the fuck?”

We all sit in silence and take in the scene, trying to figure out what could have happened on this lonely stretch of desert highway. Eventually John shrugs. “We gotta move them.”

I nod. “I’ll do it.” 

“No, my brother and I can do it. Seems like you always deal with the bodies.” He jumps out of the car and I am touched by his gesture. I look back at Beryl and she gives me a wide-eyed look that borders on comical. Progress.

The brothers wrap shirts around their faces and put on gloves before walking towards the bodies. A hawk soars overhead. I follow its path as it skims above the desert then veers up high, hovering as it scans for prey. Wait… 

I hop out of the car and scan the corpses. Nothing. “There are no birds.”

I start to run after the men. “Stop. Hey!” The brothers turn to look at me. Behind them the bodies on the ground come to life, scrambling to their feet and rushing the brothers. One uses the butt of a rifle to strike Steven in the back of the head, another puts a pistol to John’s temple, his free hand snaking around John’s waist to disarm him. 

Shots ring out. I turn to look at Beryl. She is okay. Air flows out from the tires of our car with a whoosh and a groan. Men drop to their knees and aim rifles while others rush forward towards us. Don’s voice drifts out from behind a line of men. “Put the gun down Harlan or else he dies.” 

There is no way out. I look at Beryl. Her face is pale and drawn, panic rising in her eyes. She looks at me and I shake my head. “I’m sorry. We can’t fight this.” I put my gun down and I see betrayal in her eyes. The men take a step forward and I see her choice being made. I leap forward as she tries to use the gun on herself, wrenching it away from her head before it fires. We begin to struggle for the pistol, her body bent over my arm, and I hear her whisper “no” before something hits me and I know no more. 










I wake up in the back of an SUV, my head resting on the glass of the window. It’s bright, so bright I can’t open my eyes. The car jolts into a pot hole and my head smacks on the window. Pain radiates along the base of my skull, hammers behind my eyes, a torrent so excruciating that I almost puke. This is nothing new.

Slowly my eyes adjust and I’m able to see that we are driving along a road facing hundreds upon hundreds of solar panels. My hands are bound with duct tape. There are two men in the front seat, one in the row next to me, and I can hear the breathing of one directly behind.

Beryl tried to kill herself…

I sit up and look around. Nameless men sit in front of me and behind, no sign of the brothers or Beryl. Is Beryl okay? Please, let her be okay. 

“Is my friend…” Angry glares from the front seat. A voice behind me responds. 

“Just the one friend? I thought you had three.”

“Are they okay?” 

The man laughs. “Doing better than you.” 

I shut my mouth and lean over my knees, mouthing a silent prayer of thanks. I hope Beryl can forgive me. God, what was I thinking? Guilt courses through me. After all we had been through together we had finally been free. Free from rape and torture. And I know I wouldn’t allow myself to return to that if I was Beryl. But I had taken that decision away from her. God, what have I done? What have I doomed her to? Was I wrong to stop her? Please don’t let me be wrong.

The SUV begins to slow and I look outside, trying to see past the glare of the solar panels. Windmills loom in the distance, slowly turning, sentries dotting a land devoid of life. We turn down a short road that opens up into a mass of houses so closely spaced together that it has the appearance of one large, distorted hotel. We drive to the end, take a right and come to a stop next to a park. A green park, lush and verdant. A squat irrigation station sits in the middle. Greenhouses are set up in orderly rows. I see two men walking among them, one carrying a tub full of tomatoes. 

All the men except for the driver get out, one yanks me out of the car and they drag me across the park towards a condo that looms larger than the rest. We walk inside and a blast of cool air greets me. Air conditioning? I stand stunned. Down the hall I see a light is on. Energy hums through the building and I am overcome with emotion. How is this possible? Hope blossoms. Was I wrong? Does civilization carry on? 

A rifle butt prods me in the back. “Come on now.” 

I am lead down an office hallway, bright paintings of stripes overlaid by more stripes overlaid by more stripes of heavy paint adorn the walls. A man’s hand grips my arm and propels me at a fast walk towards a series of steps. We go up, winding our way to the third floor. Down a pristine hallway, each door we pass marked with a number. We finally stop at number twelve. Once the door opens I hear music. Not someone playing music, but that of an old CD. It’s strange to me how profound of a difference there is now.

The men lead me down the hall and knock on a nondescript door. A muffled “come in” and I am pushed into the room. A lean, angular man sits behind a desk. He looks harried, stressed, large bags beneath shadowed eyes. A man who always needs twenty-five hours. But you only see it in his eyes. Everything around the office reflects an organized and precise personality. He wears a nice plaid shirt and nice pants. He is clean-shaven. He looks up as we enter and a smile crosses his face. He walks around, hand already out to shake mine when he notices my duct-taped wrists.

“What is this? Is he a threat?” He looks from one of my captors to the next, not aggressively, just seeking an answer.

“He didn’t seem like he wanted to come.” 

I think we all wince at the words. The man grimaces. “People rarely enjoy having guns pointed at them. Cut him out.” 

The man feels embarrassed but stands his ground. “He had a gun too. Had an attitude. Don said he threatened him.”

“Give me a knife.” The words of a leader. The man passes a knife and the stranger cuts me out himself. “I’m sorry you had to go through this. I am afraid this is my fault. I exhort these men to take all precautions. Sometimes that calls for being extra thorough.” 

I don’t know what to do with my freed hands. Part of me wants to touch my neck, make sure there is nothing there. Part of me wants to attack. I have as little wish as Beryl to return to anything remotely similar to Stuart. Free hands and feet were never an opportunity I was afforded.

“Leave us.” The man waves away my guards and suddenly we are alone.

Even better.

“My name is Jimmy. I am sorry, once again, that you had to go through that.”

“Harlan.”

He looks me over, gauging me. Unlike Don I don’t feel any threat, no ulterior motives. The curiosity of a human meeting another versus the curiosity of a man looking for weaknesses. 

“Please. Have a seat. Can I get you anything? Food? Water?” 

I let the silence linger. It is, after all, all I have at the moment.

“You are probably wondering about your friends. They are showering. Or eating, depending on the speed in which they wash. Or maybe you’re wondering about this place.” He gives me a proud smile. “There are seventeen of us here and most have been here for a couple months, so I forget that this is a novelty. It didn’t used to be.” He stops himself and clears his throat. “I don’t like talking to myself. Let’s chat. Please.”

“What do you want me to say?”

He spreads his hands. “Anything you want. I simply want to get to know you.”

I lean forward. “The girl. She can’t speak. Don’t try to make her, she can’t.” 

He frowns at that. “I wouldn’t dream of forcing her to do anything against her will.”

“Like kidnapping us?”

He walks to the window, a sigh escaping him. He smoothes back his hair, tucks in the back of his shirt, tics from his past life. “Don told me you were… wary. I respect that. Perhaps I should start?” 

He looks at me and I nod. He beckons me and I am not fooled. This whole talk was leading to this. Whether or not he is a good person is still unknown. But he has given this speech before. 

“Are you familiar with Don Quixote? The old man who looks to resurrect chivalry and ends up jousting with windmills?”

He waits until I give a terse nod before continuing.

“Well, I became a partner in Terra-Gen, a little conglomerate that was working to develop wind, solar, and geothermal resources. Renewable energy. I was already thirty-five. Felt a bit like Don Quixote out chasing windmills. I honestly didn’t think that we would be able to accomplish so much. I thought it was a valiant effort that would be recorded for people to see, and to marvel at, not something that would succeed.”

He pauses, chuckling. I see him reliving the moment, shaking his head, and I’m happy for him. He got to have that before everything changed. 

“I wonder if civilization will fail to rise again. I wonder what people will think of the monstrous towers swinging their arms in the middle of the desert. I wonder if some fool will try to fight them.”

This has sobered him, and he goes to a cabinet and takes out two glasses and a bottle of whiskey. He pours one and puts it in front of me without asking if I want it. I do. But I don’t drink it. 

“I was stationed out here, occasionally making trips out to China Lake to check on the thermal boys, but I had the wind and sun right here. Some people need green grass and lush forests to see vitality. I saw sun and wind and I saw so much potential.”

He takes a deep sip of his drink. “The wind didn’t stop blowing when people died. The sun didn’t stop shining. Come.” He moves towards the door. “There is someone I want you to meet.”

The abrupt change in direction catches me off guard, lulled into a trance by his story. He is being honest. 

I follow him out of the room and down an empty hall. We stop next to a large ornate door and Jimmy punches a code into a screen and with a click the door opens. We enter a large suite, tastefully furnished. A large desk is stationed next to the bay windows and a man sits hunched over a pile of papers. He doesn’t bother looking up as we enter. 

“This is Doctor Wong.” He walks over and stands behind the man. “Any progress?” The man looks up, giving me a glance before turning to Jimmy. 

“I have taken the necessary samples, there are still tests to be run.” 

Jimmy hides it well but I catch a flash of disappointment. He gives the doctor a pat on the shoulder before leading me out of the room. We enter his bedroom and I stop in the doorway. Why is he taking me here? He walks towards the far wall to what I assumed was the closet door. There is another digital pad and he hits a button and says, “honey, you have a second? I want to introduce you to someone.” 

The screen comes to life and a little girl takes a step back and stares up at the camera. “Hello Daddy.” 

There are dolls behind her in the middle of the floor, beyond I see a pile of wrappers and cans neatly stacked in a pile. 

“Hey tough girl, how are you today?”

The girl sighs, gives a shrug. “Same as yesterday.” 

Jimmy’s eyebrows are drawn up, this is hard for him. “Hang in there, we are close, very close. I want you to meet a new friend of mine.” 

He gestures me forward and I step into frame. “This is Harlan. Say hi sweetie.”

She says hi to me as she has probably said hi to all the men who live here. Jimmy leans in, “Harlan brought a friend with him. A girl.”

The girl’s eyes light up and she tries to look past her dad. “Where?”

“I’m sorry, she was on the road a long time and she needs some time to clean up and rest. But we will introduce you real soon.” 

The girl is genuinely excited, she squeals and does a little dance. Jimmy looks at me with a sad smile. “Okay, I’ll be back to chat with you soon. Evelyn? Honey, I’ll talk to you later.” The girl waves and goes back to her dolls. 

Jimmy watches for a second before turning off the screen. He leads me out of the room and back into the common area with Doctor Wong. 

“That is the panic room, you just saw. Evelyn used to play in there. It was her hideout when I had meetings or… dates.” He looks at me unashamed. “She was in there when the sickness hit. I locked her in there.” He looks at me, waiting for me to say something. I shrug. 

“That was smart.”

He grimaces. “I hope so. It’s equipped with a bathroom. Running water pumped from a well. Fresh air filtered in from outside. Food for an entire family for two weeks.”

“How do you know that she isn’t immune?”

“Would you take that chance?” he says defensively, eyes locked on mine. “One day that door will have to open. But I’m not risking it all until I’m sure.”

He gets up and walks over to the window. The doctor is listening to the conversation now, leaning forward onto the desk, hands laced together to form a cradle for his chin. 

“I will do anything to save my daughter. I’ve had everyone tested. Every last survivor. We think that whatever this sickness is it attacks the blood. But no other women survived. At least not around here. And now that we have found one, Harlan…” He trails off. 

Doctor Wong turns his impassive gaze to me. “We only have one half of the equation. Your friend might provide the key to saving his daughter.”

I look at the two men. I understand this, and I understand the way that they are telling me this. They are giving me a chance to empathize, to see things from their point of view in the hope that I don’t make them do something that they don’t want to. As gentle as Jimmy seems there is no doubt that if I try to take Beryl away from him he will kill me. 

“How long does she have?”

Jimmy lets out a breath and runs his hands through thinning hair. “One more week of food, maybe more if… If I ask her to eat less.” He swallows, turns away from me to hide the distress he feels. 

“You’re not hurting my friend?” The doctor shakes his head no.

Jimmy turns, “your friend will not be harmed. You have my promise.” 

“And if you find a cure, what happens then? Are we free to go?”

Jimmy gives a terse smile. “Of course. You are free to go right now, should you wish. Everyone but your friend, and only for a short time.”

I am insistent. “After this is done though, she gets to leave? We all get to leave?”

“Of course. I give you my word.”

“Can I see her now?”

Jimmy looks at the doctor who gives a shake of his head. “She indicated to me that she would rather be alone. I suggest giving her a day or two.”

“Indicated? You think you fucking understand her?” I am pissed. This guy thinks he can talk down to me, as if he would know her better than I do. 

“Yes. I asked her if she would like to see you or the others. She shook her head.”

“Bull. Shit.” My voice is ice cold, violence thrumming a discordant tune to the beat of my heart. “I want to see her now. Right fucking now.”

Doctor Wong heaves a heavy sigh and opens his desk. He pulls out a folded piece of paper and hands it to me.

Harlan. I do not trust these men. But I am unchained, even if I’m not free. They cannot harm me without harming a child. There is time, then… Time in which I wish to be alone.

It’s hard to hear her voice in the note, mainly because I have not heard her speak, nor have I been privy to the writing in her traveling journal. Only small notes. 

But the handwriting is hers. The large, swooping letters that have difficulty running in a straight line. 

I don’t know what to make of this. My anger fizzles, sadness stealing in to take its place. She doesn’t want to see me? Me? 

“Did you read it?” I say, looking at Doctor Wong.

“Of course.” 

He arches his eyebrows at me, hand held out to take the note. As if it were an important document that needs to be held onto.

I hand it over, having no desire to hold onto it. Jimmy clears his throat.

“It’s almost dinner time. I’ll walk you down, introduce you to the rest of the group.” 

He guides me from the room. I feel Doctor Wong’s stare following us out. I still want to demand to see her. I want him to show me the door that leads to her. To make sure she is safe. 

But her note is a rebuke that must go heeded. After everything we’ve been through. Agonized through. A trust built on a foundation of suffering side by side…

I don’t want to see my betrayal in her eyes.


Chapter 17




Jimmy and I walk across the grass and across the road. Other men trickle out of the houses or out from greenhouses to join us as we walk. They cut across the sand towards a distant building but Jimmy keeps to the road. A longer walk. Perhaps he doesn’t want to get his shoes dirty. Maybe he just adheres to the old world. I wonder if he still stops at stop signs. 

He pauses in the road. His hand grips my shoulder as he turns and points up the sloping hill. “See the outline of those windmills. The one on the far right? That’s called Evelyn, for my daughter. That’s the first windmill made here. You can always see her at sunset, she’s hard to tell apart during the day.”

I give a nod and he can tell I don’t really care. I should. I wish I did. 

“I’m just… proud of this place. Especially now,” he says, a weary smile on his face. We continue walking. He continues to play tour guide.

“The community in which we live is called Camelot. Not because of any sense of poetry or irony or anything profound. It was named that prior to the… you know.” A large sign sits alongside the road proclaiming “Camelot Golf Course.” The sign is riddled with bullet holes and someone has drawn a crude picture of a woman sucking a man’s cock. Jimmy heaves a sigh as we walk by. 

There is a clubhouse on the far side. A building made to look like an old cabin, large timber beams criss-cross to form a peak, Camelot Golf Club proudly emblazoned at the top. A ramshackle conglomerate of logs and tin. It must have been hideous beforehand. Now it seems to fit. Shorter buildings squat next to it; maintenance supplies and golf carts and a shed that is locked. 

Inside is a rustic setting. Wooden booths and dark red carpeting. Long tables have been pushed together close to the kitchen area. The room is dimly lit by ancient chandeliers. A fancy bar sits in a corner. Bottles of every liquor imaginable line the polished wood countertop. All have been opened.

The men crowd along tables, calling to each other and pushing and shoving seemingly without reason. Don sits at a small table by himself. As soon as Jimmy enters the men quiet, tomfoolery dimming in the face of his authority. 

Jimmy tells me to grab a seat. He goes to Don and sits, the two shaking hands and smiling. Most of the men are staring at me curiously. I look for a place to sit by myself. 

“Har.” 

John and Steven have a spot at the far end. I walk over and join them. “You guys okay?”

Before they can say anything we are interrupted.

“Attention everyone.” Don is ushering a standing Jimmy back into his seat. Jimmy acquiesces, slouching down into his chair. I get the sense he is relieved not to do the public speaking. Don walks to the center of the room, a smile on his face. 

“Attention. This is a small group so I imagine you all know of the recent events.” He beams. “There is new hope for my friend’s daughter.” Jimmy gives a wan smile. Whoops and cheers from the men. Less, I think, for the daughter but for what caused it. 

“I want to thank you all for your hard work, and your continuing hard work in these dark times. You all should be proud.” He gives a genuine smile as he looks at each person individually. 

“We have some guests, possibly new residents.” The focus turns to us. “Some of you have met them. Some have not. Please, friends. Tell us your names.”

I hate this shit. Always have. I hated introducing myself in school or in large groups. But this is even fouler, at least to me. I don’t want to know these men. I don’t want to put names to the faces I will soon be leaving behind. 

John saves the situation by standing up right away. “My name is John. This is my brother Steven, and our friend Harlan. We are very thankful for your hospitality and look forward to getting to know you all.”

Jesus.

Don looks a little disappointed that I didn’t have to stand up and say my name. As if he can sense my discomfort. I wonder what look I have on my face. He gives a nod. “All right. Go shake their hands. Please make them welcome.” He looks me in the eye, gives a little wag of his finger. “Watch out for the tall one. Harlan. He has a temper.”

With that he returns to his seat. Conversation springs back up. Men eye me, sizing me up. Whispers and glares. Laughs that aren’t joyful but instead contain something dark.

Don threw me to the wolves. I keep my head down. Food is produced and Steven fills my plate. I quietly eat, reminding myself to stay out of trouble. Just a day or two for them to run tests on Beryl and then we can go.

A few guys come over and introduce themselves. I don't pay attention to the names and I give nods to the offered hands. There is animosity, of course, towards these men who kidnapped and scared the hell out of us. But I also hate situations like this. I don't mind being the center of attention when I pick the moment. But now…

A feel a hand snake around my shoulders as a man flops down next to me. I shrug it off. 

"Don't."

He smirks and dramatically holds up his hands. 

"Whoa there, easy!" He laughs and looks at me expectantly. Long, curly blonde hair making the grime on his cheek stand out. Is he waiting for an apology? After a few seconds he flashes a look at John and Steven as if to ask them what my problem is. I focus on the food in front of me.

"I was one of the guys who went and fetched ya today. Just wanted to say no hard feelings. Ya get me?"

John says something obsequious and the man laughs. 

"I'm Chris. You guys are awesome. Can I buy you a drink? He gestures grandly to one of his friends who brings over a few beers. Chris pulls out a wad of 100 dollar bills and presses them gently into his friend's hand. "Keep the change," he says solemnly before they both burst out laughing. Apparently it is a running joke.

Chris turns back to us. "We have fun here, you guys like fun? I bet this guy likes fun." He ruffles my hair, intentionally invading my space, and it's all I can do not to hit him or storm out. 

"I didn't have too much fun before this. Granted, there were chicks running around so… Perhaps they were the source of my misery?" He laughs and looks around expectantly. John musters a chuckle and that's good enough to keep him going.

"I like you guys. You ever want to hang out, talk bitches or some shit, you let me know.”

He claps me hard on the shoulder as he walks away. The point of my fork screeches on the plate. I feel my face flushing red as I tremble with impotent rage. 

Why am I so angry? 

I glance at Steven and John, both are staring at me, waiting to see what I am going to do. Do they not understand? Do they not know what he was saying beneath the words? What he was doing with all the little pushes and prods and slaps on the back? I take a deep breath and go back to my food. Maybe I’m reading too much into it. Maybe John is right, I’m too distrustful. 

I glance around the room. I see Richard, he sits by himself and sneaks glances our way. More eyes scan us in between snatches of hushed conversation. 

They’re just being curious. 

I know I’m messed up. Changed. Different now than I was before. Stuart made sure of that. He fucked me up way more than the downfall. And I don’t know if I’ll ever really change back. I don’t know if I should. Not now.

I take another glance around the room.

I think I’ll stick to being distrustful.










This is Camelot.

An engine pieced together with the remains of society. An apparatus that runs efficiently, powered by testosterone and oiled with blood and fear and a giddy hope of a future that belongs to them. 

We are thrust into the machine and I begin to understand how things work. Jimmy is followed because without him there is no energy. Don takes care of everything else. Don assigns work schedules, he leads patrols, and he is the one that settles disputes. He talks often and eloquently. He knows everyone by name and seems to know what he is doing. 

John likes him a lot. 

To the rest of the men Don is a saint. The man who has given them purpose. Corralled the frightened and the desperate and has offered a vision of a future bright and shiny. 

And I can see why. He is charismatic. His words shape these men, pushing them to work harder, to live fuller… To be MEN. To be smarter, tougher, stronger men. Men who hang onto his every word. 

Jimmy is the boss, to be sure. But Don is the boss’s voice. 

There is a pecking order. Don has his group, men who cluster around him and are given power that they desperately want and aren’t afraid to use. They like to throw their weight around, the two most prominent being a muscular black man named Theo and a tall, lanky white boy called Alderman. 

A man named Josey plays guitar and tells stories. He and a couple other guys keep to themselves and do whatever jobs that are asked of them. Rudderless men, content with being a part of something that doesn’t involve death or dying. They are the men that stay quiet.

A small boy and a fat kid named Tommy sit at the bottom. The kid, Gerald, can’t have more than thirteen years to him. He wears a permanently perplexed expression on his face, mouth open and eyebrows straining skyward as he rushes to ingratiate himself to someone. Anyone. He is shoved and knocked around and told to fetch more food. He does it with a smile and laughs along with the others when someone makes a fool out of him. He desperately wants to belong and bullying is far better than being ignored.

Tommy has to be thirty, small traces of grey already appearing in his black hair. Pig-eyes in a face where his features have been gathered together to allow as much space as possible for chin, forehead, and cheeks. He is frightened of everything and it’s plain that he can’t adapt. He sits at the edge of the group and wipes sweat from his chin as he eats his food. 

He regularly asks Jimmy if there is any chance that they will need someone to run a computer. “I don’t know anything else, how am I supposed to learn how to do all these things when I have dedicated my life to programming?” he whines. 

Jimmy is always gentle, but firm, telling him how important it is to learn. He never seems to try, though. He whines and sweats and occasionally cries his way through whatever task has been assigned to him. The men don’t make it easy on him, but it’s hard to find room for pity with a creature unwilling to change himself to survive. 

We too are assigned jobs. Grins flash around the room when Don tells us that we are now the new kitchen detail. Dishes, food preparation and storage, and clean-up. Doesn’t sound that bad. 

Most of the residents are young, teenagers to late twenties. There is only one man older than Jimmy and Don, a small, hard-bitten Hispanic man named David who serves as the cook. He doesn’t smile and he doesn’t respond to English. He always has a knife in his hand even when he’s not cutting vegetables. Nobody fucks with David. 

I like him.

There are seventeen of us total. Each of us gets a small house and is assigned two roommates. I’m with the brothers. 

Thank the gods. 

Running water is shut off in the homes, with the exception of the Doctor’s office. Each month everyone is allotted two, five minute showers. Apparently spots are traded and bet upon and used for the settling of debts. Water, at least in this town, is the new currency.

 Some share their shower time. Most just dunk their heads in a horse trough filled with old, brackish water that sits by a shed near the kitchen.

The brothers were given a shower when we arrived. A benevolent gift. I missed my chance, I guess. And I'm not going to ask Don for one.

Jimmy has a rule: lights out at ten o’clock. 

But lights can stay on all night at the clubhouse. An amendment passed by Don.

At sundown we filter in and David brings out food. Dinner is a quick affair, loud laughter as filthy fingers shove food into mouths that tell filthier jokes. Jimmy eats with the men but leaves shortly after to check on his daughter. That’s when the real fun begins. 

Alcohol appears, bottles of whiskey and rum being passed around, sloshed into cups or taken straight from the bottle by chapped lips in equal proportions. Groups of workers are called forward by Don to share the “gains for the day.” People detail the finds from foraging. Boys show off the tomatoes and zucchinis and carrots that they grew themselves. Foragers showcase canned goods and water or, god forbid, boxes of stale cereal. Each group is raucously lauded or booed on their achievements depending on the people presenting or by the level of intoxication.

John applies himself to making friends. His easy way of telling stories and willingness to work soon has earned him a spot in the group. He is an advocate for order, for rules, for a system. All things that Don can exploit. 

Steven also has found a niche. The first night upon our arrival the men found out he was a tattoo artist. A day later a foraging team comes back with an ink gun, a generator, and supplies. Now drunk kids get bizarre symbols or fearsome creatures or, more often than not, the name of some girl they loved or thought they loved emblazoned across their backs. Steven is creative and good at what he does. And he’s quiet. He stays on the periphery with Josey and the other men who don’t want to draw attention to themselves. 

They don’t know what to think of me. I don’t blame them. I see what I look like in a mirror. My hair has grown into a long shaggy mane that reaches my shoulders. I had a patchy beard that I shaved. The face that stares back at me is lean and gaunt, eyes bright in sockets deep and lined. There is a chunk gone from my lip that scarred in a thick white line that pulls the right side of my mouth up as if I’m about to laugh. Or snarl. My neck is covered in a mottled pink, a cloud of scar tissue that starts on my left and forms a thunderhead on the right. 

I am the man who brought the woman. She is the object of their obsession, the subject of whispers and boasts and hushed talks and ribald jokes. They glance at me and shake their heads and I can’t tell if they are thankful that I brought her or ready to kill me to lay claim to her. 

I clean dishes. I do what I’m assigned. Other than that I do not take part. John has exhorted me to be more social. He tells me the other men say that I think I am better than them. Steven tells me they aren’t all bad. I’ve seen him sitting with Josey’s group, head bobbing along to the strum of a guitar or to a story real or imagined. I’m happy for him, happy that he is beginning to lose the dark edge that traveled with him these last weeks.

But I don’t care to try. I’m only here for Beryl. I believe Jimmy when he says we can leave. I just don’t believe that these other men will allow that to happen. I’m not going to make friends with people I might have to kill later. 

 Is this how I think now?

Some of the younger ones ask about her. Eyes bright from alcohol that they aren’t used to, they stumble over and put a familiar hand around my shoulders and blink up at me. They ask if she’s okay. They ask if she has seen them working from her window. They ask if she’s my girlfriend. I shake my head or ignore them. They totter back to their companions and cast dark looks over their shoulders. Better for me when I leave early.

One day.

Two days.

Three days pass. I’m not allowed to see Beryl. Or, at least, the doctor tells me that she still doesn’t want to see me. It almost came to blows, Jimmy forced to intervene before I stormed into her room to make sure she wasn’t being tortured. Wasn’t dead. Wasn’t chained to a wall and dressed in some little dress…

The waiting is hard on me. Worse, in all ways possible, to have time on your hands. Especially when you shouldn’t. When your whole focus is on fixing a situation. Fixing it so you can leave. 

Five days pass. Five days in which I am told that Beryl does not want to see anyone. Five days in which I do my work, keeping to the shadows, and try not to think about how much time is passing. 

Five days. Gone.

My job is kitchen clean-up. I scour pots and pans, plates and bowls, silverware and knives and cutting boards. It takes me hours. But I get to run water from the tap, hot water, a novelty that takes away the annoyance. 

I am required to do the dishes after dinner at night and after the morning feeding. Seventeen men eat a lot, and there is no rationing of the food, such is their confidence. So I spend a lot of time in the kitchen. There is a comfort in the labor, distasteful as it is. But I have time to think, and to expel physical energy, and above all things, I eat like a king. Finally I start to gain weight back that I had lost. I start to feel less like a specter and more like a person again.

It does not go unremarked upon. David is silent as he goes about his business; slicing, stewing, prepping meat for the hungry beasts that will come howling demands for food later. But he has an assigned helper, an odd fellow who introduces himself as Wing.

“You’re in danger of getting fat, cabron.” And he laughs a high pitched giggle and slaps his own belly. 

He is from Mexico, although his English is fairly well put together. He says he worked in a restaurant before the downfall, and he taught Spanish to a server who in turn taught him English. 

Wing is young, barely eighteen, and I would have guessed younger. He is very short and slight of stature, with such an innocent face that I can tell he has trouble being taken seriously. He tries to compensate for this by growing a black beard, sprinkled with red, that gives him the look of a Hispanic Nostradamus. His hair is thinning already, seemingly his only insecurity. He bounces around the kitchen, helping wherever directed, and he has taken to assisting me with the dishes. 

At first I told him to piss off. I told him I preferred to work alone. Fucker didn’t listen and now, to my chagrin, I look forward to chatting with him every day. I wasn’t as good at being alone as I thought.

Five days… 

“Be patient,” my dad whispers in my ear. So I put my head down and ignore everything. I bring a plate of food up for the doctor to give to Beryl every day. I ask him how the tests are going and he gives me the same answer every day. 

“We’re getting closer.”

And I’m told she doesn’t want to see me. 

I do my best to be patient. For her. But it’s hard. So at night I curl up with a book and a bottle of vodka and I’m always asleep before the lights are shut off.

I rarely see John or Steven. John is working hard to make a name for himself in the community. Steven has sought me out a few times, but we dance around the larger issues and make meaningless conversation that quickly fizzles out. Neither of us mention Beryl, or what will happen when she is allowed to leave. I want to be angry with them. I want to rant and rave and lash out at this community. But the justifiableness has eroded away to expose my own feelings of guilt. My own inadequacies. 

“Be patient.”

I work and eat and sleep and drink, and somehow in between all of that I get to know Wing. His is a dark past that he tells casually and without emotion. When I express shock he simply shrugs his shoulders and says, “it’s the Mexican life.” 

He is the fifteenth son out of sixteen children. His dad brought him to the U.S. when he was ten years old. He lost a brother to the kick of a horse. He lost his mother and three sisters to “cholos” that took over his town. One brother was killed by the cartel and another joined it. His dad died of heart failure. Other brothers disowned him for staying in America. Another died trying to join him. 

He tells me all this with sadness, but also understanding. As if those tragic events were lamentable, but part of life. If it were me I would be much more jaded. I don’t know. Maybe he has the right of it, maybe I’m the one with the skewed perspective.

He hums a lot, and skips around the kitchen with a joy that, against my wishes, raises my spirits. He tempers my own anger, my own sense of self pity at the events that have shaped me over the last few months. The last few years. He shows me the folly of allowing the death of my father to be the lone event to shape who I am. To allow it to drown my future. 

He does this for me.

And I find myself telling him about my home. About Jessica and our child. I tell him of my mother, and her strength, and he laughs and tells me he thinks that perhaps we had the same Madre. 

My body recuperates and for those few hours in the afternoon and at night, my soul also finds respite.

I take refuge in sleep. The labors asked of us are not strenuous. Not to someone who is used to digging irrigation and baling hay. Or hauling a cart full of food up tall hills…

Doing dishes is easy. So if I’m not working, or eating, then I’m in my bed. Perhaps I’m feeling sorry for myself. I try to see it as long overdue rest needed for an overtaxed body. 

I love sleep. But it is a hard country to travel to. I find my heart racing and my teeth grinding. Imagined arguments, or fights, or scenes played in my head in which I bring Stuart down. Bring him to his knees. Make him pay. Twist the knife in his gut. 

Thus the vodka. It speeds the process into sleep. Limits the dreams, too. All in all I’d say I was having a good go of it at Camelot if I wasn’t so angry all the time. 

And full of guilt. 

And afraid. 










The clubhouse is a disaster when we show up the next morning. Food and plates and bottles are scattered everywhere. A pile of puke lies congealed across the better half of a table. 

“Fuck.”

I think that’s the first time I’ve heard John swear. He and I tackle the main room while Steven helps David cook. Breakfast isn’t a big meal. Cut up fruit and vegetables and David makes toast and marmalade, cigarette hanging out of his mouth. The men grumble and say it’s the same as yesterday and most just stuff their pockets and leave. Thank God. It’s going to take hours to do all the dishes.

Wing isn’t here today. It’s odd, him not being here. He is the most reliable person in Camelot, at least as far as not shirking work. I do the dishes by myself while the brothers wash and chop and boil, all directed by David’s knife. 

 We get back to the condo assigned to us when the sun is high in the sky. Steven and I are tired but John is still upbeat. “Isn’t this place great? Everyone working together to keep each other going… And working in the kitchen is all we have to do to stay? Never thought we’d be so lucky.”

Steven is more skeptical. He doesn’t like the way we were taken any more than I do. “I wonder if Beryl is okay.”

“Why wouldn’t she be?” John is quick to jump to the defensive.

Steven rolls a shoulder. “I don’t know, John. Men… The way that guy was eyeing her. Fuck man.”

John scoffs. “They haven’t seen a woman in a long time. I think we can forgive a little staring.” Steven just purses his lips and John gets exasperated. “They’re trying to save a girl. Besides,” he gives a little shrug, “maybe the doctor can fix her, you know? Whatever is messed up inside her. Maybe get her to talk. This is the best place for her.” 

His words hit me, drenching me like a sudden plunge into cold water. Instantly, and horribly, I’m furious. How can he so casually call her broken? 

Easy. 

I find myself standing. Fists clenched. 

Easy. 

I don’t say anything, can’t say anything, my jaw is doing its best to grind my rear molars to dust. 

I leave the building. I have to. There is a logical side of me that sees that there could be a kernel of truth to what he says. It’s that he so easily calls her defective. That he thinks that someone who hasn’t suffered beside her or seen what she has seen, someone like that doctor, could be better at “fixing” her. Fuck that guy. 

I walk blindly, long strides burning off the rage that courses through me. Across grass and up stairs and I’m pounding on the door to the doctor’s office. A minute later he wrenches it open, eyes wide and angry. 

“I said it was open!”

I march past him. “I didn’t hear you. Where is she?”

He shakes his head. “She doesn’t want to see anybody. I told you.”

I round on him. Get right up in his face. “I don’t fucking believe you, and it’s been five fucking days. I want her to tell me.”

Doctor Wong is an educated man. A doctor. Someone who has sacrificed his life to trying to help others. He’s also an asshole. Instead of reasoning with me he gives me what I want. 

We walk down the hall to a nondescript door. A keypad similar to the panic room glows on the wall. Two men lounge in the corner playing cards. Guards to make sure she stays inside. 

“Turn around.” 

“What? Why?”

“Jimmy and I are the only ones who know the code. It keeps her from having to deal with any… unwanted visitors.”

 I turn around, impatient, and he punches a code on the pad. A click. He pushes the door open and stands to the side, one arm holding it as he looks at me expectantly.

I am tense. This is too easy. I have suspected that he is up to no good. They’re all up to no good. She will be dead or be tortured or unconscious. There is no way that she wouldn’t want to see me. Me, who has suffered through so much with her. Witnessed so much together. I palm the knife I hid in my sleeve. 

 The door opens into a lush suite. Sunlight streams in from multiple windows and sky lights. The doctor leads me through a living room filled with oil paintings and blue and white vases towards a small set of stairs. We climb in silence. What is he up to?

 At the top of the landing he gestures to a bedroom door. I knock. There is no response and I chide myself for forgetting that she wouldn’t answer. I push it open. Take a step back. 

Beryl sits on the mattress of a four poster bed. She isn’t chained, or cuffed, but wires run from her wrists and temples to a machine in the corner. She reads a book and music plays from a CD player. 

She looks up and sees me. Her eyes channel into mine. A cold stare. A blankness that is worse than anger or reproach. 

“Your friend demanded to see you. I told you that you weren’t taking visits but…” The doctor speaks from behind me. Smug and nonchalant. “Would you like him to stay?”

A brief moment and then a shake of the head. The doctor closes the door with a small, “I warned you.” 

 That’s it. A closed door. And then we retrace our steps. 

I’m hollow. I feel deserted. I walk faster than he does and blow through the door as if to face a reckoning. I keep walking. My strides long, the tendons in my leg stretched to the max and me enjoying the pain. I kick long steps out into the sand and then drop to my knees and scream silently into the earth. Fists clenched, tendons in my neck straining. 

“Fuck!”

I can’t go home and I can’t leave. I can’t be John’s friend or a part of this community. I can’t help Beryl. I can’t be what everyone fucking needs. 

Yelling. Someone in pain. I sit up, looking around. The setting sun glares off of the solar panels in front of me, flashing and shifting like some alien body of water. The yelling comes from my right. 

I get up and walk, doing my best to follow the sound. Another scream, this time more than one voice. I approach slowly, wishing I had a gun. The ground dips and I find myself trudging through fine sand. The land marbles in front of me, bowls and hills that can’t possibly be natural. 

Oh yeah, this is a fucking golf course. 

Tufts of dead grass still mark areas where the green used to be. My toe catches on something. I bend down and pry a putter up from the sand. Better than nothing.

I find the source of the yelling at the bottom of a sand-trap. Men form a ring at the bottom. Some hold bottles of alcohol and many are without their shirts and all of them united by a primitive form of raw masculinity. They stomp their feet on dead sand and it makes a dull, hollow sort of thump that reminds me, of all things, of the first time I heard the heartbeat of my child.

They form a circle around two combatants. The large teenager who sat by our fire, Ben, has Wing in a headlock. They’re shirtless, sweaty bodies coated in sand and grime. A blood smear runs down the length of Ben’s back. Wing squirms free and rolls away. The crowd gives him an appreciative cheer. 

The whole thing is presided over by Theo who walks the circle, studying the fight. The behemoth is shirtless, a mixture of rippling muscles and tattoos on dark skin. Large eyes with heavy brows that make him seem angry. Or maybe he is. He stops and points things out to random men in the crowd, miming punches and explaining holds. 

Wing hits Ben in the eyes with a flurry of rabbit punches, knocking him backwards. The men start to yell, turning from fans at a spectator sport to a rabid group of hounds baying and howling for death. He continues to circle the larger man, kicking and hitting and avoiding the swings. He is too small though. Eventually he gets too close, Ben grabs him and they slip into a slow, awkward hug that topples to the ground. Ben pins his legs and climbs on top, raises a fist and slams it into Wing’s nose. He is out of breath, his breath ragged as he sits atop his squirming opponent. He raises his other hand and hits him again. Then he slips his hands around Wing’s neck and begins to choke. 

No one does anything. They watch as his face turns purple, and no one puts an end to it. Quiet now, they watch on, silent witnesses to one kid murdering another. Someone steps forward and Theo puts out a beefy forearm to stop him.

Perhaps it’s my anger with John. Or maybe it’s the frustration and guilt of not being able to help Beryl. Or I’m just tired of death. Or maybe I crave it. Wing has been nothing but kind to me, nothing but a balm to my wounded psyche. 

But I know it’s not my place to intervene. 

The next thing I know I’m swinging the putter down onto the back of Ben. He sucks in breath, the pain sharp and unexpected. I hit him three more times and he rolls off the smaller man, trying to crawl away from me. 

Hands grab me, yank me back, throw me to the ground. I try to get up and I am kicked in the ribs. I look up to see the alpha standing above me. “The fuck you doing?” 

I spit, there is blood in my mouth and I don’t know why. “He was killing him.”

The man shrugs. “He was gettin’ him acquainted with death, yeah.” A smile. “I woulda stopped it though.”

I slowly stand. “Didn’t look like it.”

He flashes white teeth at me, slowly approaches. He dwarfs me by three inches and forty pounds. “Check out this nigger. Y’all see this?” He gets close to my face. “I heard about you from Don. Heard you got an attitude. Lose it. I’m only gonna tell you this once.” He turns so everyone can hear. “Everyone earns their keep. Making food. Fixing shit. Finding supplies. And why do we fight here?”

The men roar back. “To survive!”

He raises thick arms and flexes them over his head. “We fight here so we will know how to fight those who wish to take what we have! We fight so we will not be afraid. We fight for our future wives. We fight to settle disputes. And we fight to see who’s in charge. Who’s in charge?”

A roar of “You are!” 

He turns back to me. “Apparently you got a problem with that.” He shrugs his shoulders and rolls his head to loosen his neck and he doesn’t so much as step into the ring as the ring ripples, reforms around the two of us. I survey the eager faces around the circle. This can’t end well.

“I didn’t challenge you.”

He spits at me. “Yeah you did motherfucker. The moment you stepped in and hit my boy over here.”

“I’m not going to fight you.”

He doesn’t say a word. He just steps forward and hits me in the face. I hit the sand like a sack of potatoes. “What…”

I roll over onto all fours, gasping. I touch my lip, it’s split wide open, blood is dribbling down my chin and pattering onto the sand. I stand up. He throws his arms open wide, inviting me to attack. I am afraid. I am outmatched by this man and he knows it. 

“To survive we need to be strong. How do we become strong?”

“We fight!” A chorus of yells, men drooling over the prospect of bloodshed. 

He takes a step towards me. “Well come on then.”

There is no sympathy from the crowd. They bay like hounds for my blood. The man across from me is relaxed, in his element. When the lights go out, men like this rise to power.

We spar, my long arms able to punch him once in the jaw before I’m on my back, wind knocked out of me. He lets me up again. I try to keep him at a distance. He stalks me around the ring of men, letting me punch him in the face, laughing at the small damage I inflict. He feints a tackle and laughs as I scramble backwards. The ring of men closes, men pushing me forward and then we are trading blows. I swing as hard as I can. Then I’m on my back. His shadow blots out the sun and then all I see are his fists. I roll over and he moves his punches to my ribs. 

Dear god let this stop.

He stops. I think it’s over and I try to leave. Sharp stones scrape my knees as I crawl to the edge of the pit. He lets me get halfway out of the sand trap before grabbing my ankles and pulling me back down. He toys with me, dodging punches that lack strength and then laying me down with a well timed punch or kick. 

I try to get up and more blows rain down on me.

Stop. STOP. 

Please stop.

Stuart is screaming as he brings the belt down on my back. Again. And again. I try to get back into my corner. I can’t seem to find my blanket. 

“Please stop. Please.” 

I can’t find where I am in the room. I don’t want to make a mess, don’t want to upset him further. I put a hand up to my neck, my body expecting the electrical current at any moment.

“Please.”

I am in a ball, weeping. 

The onlookers cheer as Theo unzips his pants and releases a stream of urine on my prostrate form. I close my eyes and cover my face, glad that Beryl can’t see this.


Chapter 18

I stare up at a dusky sky, the sun not quite risen over the distant mountains. Mashed cotton clouds move at a leisurely pace. My shirt is sticky with blood and dried piss. I know I should get up. Get cleaned up. But I don’t move. Not yet.

The men left awhile back, the laughter and insults slowly fading away as I lay in the dirt. My head hurts. My ribs hurt. If I had any pride it would be hurting as well. 

There is a shift in the sand beneath me. The earth shrugs its shoulders before returning to stillness with a small sigh. A small stirring in the tectonic plates is if they, too, thought I should get up.

But I don’t. 

It’s nice to be still. I’ve been trying to get better or get home, trying to figure out where I stand in this new world and how I can protect my group… And now all that worry and frustration has been taken away from me. I am not in charge of anything anymore. 

Rock bottom has its perks. 

When I was fourteen I tried out for the football team. I had played in middle school and was pretty good. I had a group of friends who pushed for me to join. They'd slap me on the back and tell me how good I was.

But I wanted to be great. 

Or, at least, I was expected to be great. I had the potential. And I don't know if this was simply pressure put on myself by myself, or if the people around me actually did have high hopes for my future. 

But deep down I hated it. I hated the weight on my shoulders. The way it made me feel sick. The sleepless nights and anxious days. I remember my mom driving me to the tryout and I prayed, hard, that somehow I wouldn't have to do another season of stress and nerves and falling short of success.

And I didn't. 

My ankle snapped thirty minutes into a practice scrimmage. 

And it hurt. A hell of a lot. And it sucked, for a long time, dealing with surgeries and crutches and pain. And the people who I thought were my friends faded away. They had wanted me on the team for my prowess, not for me. And that, once I figured it out, had made sense to me. I had never played for the team to win, I had played for me. I saw that now. And that hurt, too. 

But holy hell it was such a relief. Freedom, for at least awhile, to simply exist. To have an excuse for not succeeding. To do nothing. 

Here I was again. I had tried, right? And it just wasn't in the cards. 

I allow myself to wallow in that same deceptive self-pity, at least for the moment savoring the absence of pressure.

Footsteps in the gravel. Sand crunches as someone kneels down next to me. Wing’s concerned face cuts into my line of sight.

“Are you dead?”

I don’t move, wait for him to go away. He doesn’t. 

“I know you aren’t dead, you’re breathing.”

I don’t want to speak. I don’t wish to acknowledge what happened, or what lies ahead, or how I am now. I want to be nothing. Just for a moment. I want to watch the clouds go by and embrace insignificance. 

“What’s the girl’s name? Since you’re dead I should probably tell her the news.” His voice takes on a serious tone. “Some of the guys are saying, uh, you know, now that you are beat that she is up for grabs.”

All right kid. 

I roll over. “What?”

He grins. Brown skin crinkling at the corner of his almond eyes. “I knew that’d get ya.” He waves frenzied hands in my face. “Don’t worry, they know she is off limits. But the guys like to plan ahead.”

I sit up. Take stock of my ribs and my face. Well shit, I can walk. “What’re you doing here?” I sound old. My voice is raspy, as if I haven’t used it in a long time. He holds out a hand. His grip is tight, eyes meeting where mine should be, as if trying to gauge the depths of my sanity. He pulls me to my feet, one hand holding onto my forearm until I can stand on my own.

"You are gonna have some bruises, chingón. I don't think mine are going to be that bad. I know how to protect my face. Not like you."

He laughs like we're sharing a joke. Hell, maybe we are.

"No one fights Theo anymore. He's a fucking killer."

I don't respond. Not like I haven't found that out firsthand. I take a few steps towards the compound and Wing skips ahead past me.

"Why did you help me?”

I shake my head. I really can't remember why. I was angry. God I was angry. And frustrated, and something John had said to me had burrowed its way into my mind and hatched into something reckless.

"I thought he was killing you."

He laughs. "No one dies in the pits amigo, that's against the rules. But he is gonna be hurting tomorrow!"

I still don't understand why he is so upbeat. Neither of us has had a good time of it today.

"Why were you fighting?"

His face darkens for a second. "He took a picture of mine."

I don't ask any more questions and we are content to make our slow way back in silence. He leads me to the door to Doctor Wong's office and I'm just glad that we don't run into anyone else along the way. He grips my hand before I go in and looks me in the eyes, the smile back on his face.

"Thank you, amigo, even if it was muy estupido. Fucking chingón!"

I have no idea what he means or for what he is thanking me for. He knocks on the door and gives me a pat on the arm before scampering off down the hall.










Wong is callous. He has me strip away my urine soaked clothes and then he ushers me into a small bathroom. Tells me to shower. I haven’t had an actual shower in so long that the moment the hot water hits me I break down and cry again. I cry out of self-pity and thankfulness equally. I cry and wash a body much more scarred since the last time I found myself here. 

I’m lost. Reeling inside and out. When this happened, this death of humanity, I was ripped from my foundations. Tossed into an abyss. Almost destroyed and now… Now I despair that I am something futile. A speck of dust caught in a never ending swirl of wind with no power to escape its sway. 

I take a long time, longer than the five allotted minutes, and am surprised to find the doctor still waiting for me. He examines me, prodding ribs with an ungentle touch and pushing my head around as he examines cuts and bruises. 

“I could tell you that you have a concussion. Chances are you’ve had one for awhile. I could tell you that you have a couple cracked ribs. Doesn’t look new. But what I think you really need to hear…” He looks at me with eyes hardened by too much death. “Things are different now. Different here. You need to know your place. You can’t throw your weight around. Words and actions mean more today than ever before. But maybe you see that?”

I don’t say anything. I am too tired, too broken in spirit to argue or agree or do anything but meekly nod. I feel like an animal. Like the burden that Stuart called me. A dog left off his leash that was disciplined by a sterner hand. Perhaps that’s what happens when society falls. We became animals. And I’m farther down on the food chain than I imagined myself to be. Or should be. I try to think on this but the thought is already gone, an ideation already slipping through the grates of my leaky mind. 

I fall asleep on the cot in his office. I do not dream, or if I do I do not remember. And that’s something for which I’m thankful. 










I wake up, ribs and chest aching, and slowly sit up. Beryl sits across from me on another cot. She saw me waking up and looked away. Her profile is stark against the light from the window, anger and worry warring on her features. Then she looks back at me and her face contorts, emotions rising and falling and slipping beneath the surface until it’s just relief.

Her presence is enough to make me emotional. I heave in a breath, taking in what it means. She is here. I let out a bitter laugh, disregarding the pain in my side. “We have to stop doing this.” I laugh even harder and she grins her lopsided grin. She crosses to me and gives me her gentle hug and I know that if she was angry at me I am forgiven. Or not forgiven, just… In this world one cannot afford to hang onto grievances. More than before. 

“I’m sorry, Beryl. I’m so sorry. It’s your choice—”

She places her fingers over my lips and keeps them there, her eyes staring into mine. She lets the moment linger, letting me know just how angry she was. Then she shakes her head as she exhales a breath I didn’t know she was holding. 

I spend the rest of the day with her. I woke up in a room adjacent to the Doctor’s office but eventually Beryl leads me away from Wong’s hovering presence and to the suite that she calls her own. I follow her up the steps that lead to her bedroom that has a window and the four poster bed with the strange familiarity and we sit on the floor. 

We don’t say anything for hours. 

We don’t eat. Souls as starved as ours make it easy to forget to eat. But she cups my scabbed hand in hers and we read books in simple silence. Wong comes and takes her blood. A process that causes her to go rigid with tension, eyes tightly closed. After that all other knocks on the door are ignored and for some reason they let us get away with it. The shadows lengthen and the day is almost gone and I have yet to say a word. 

But I need to. I want to be rid of the dark thoughts that haunt me and I hope that if I say them out loud, share them with someone else, they will cease to have any sway. 

I tell her about the fight. And I tell her about Stuart and how I feel like his ghost lurks in my subconscious. And suddenly I find myself telling her about our forays out into the beachside houses. What I saw and felt. What I smelled. What I was forced to do. And it pours out of me, culminating to something, some admission that I don’t see coming until it has departed me lips. 

“I’m afraid he was right. Not in what he was doing, but about me. That I’m not someone who can take part in the world. One who can shape it. I’m simply a creature to be pushed and beaten into doing what others think is the right path.” 

Dark eyes appraise me, taking in what I have said. Then she slaps me, hard, pain radiating from a jaw already over-abused. I reel backwards from the unexpected blow, a hand snaking up to cover my face. My lip is bleeding again. I look at her, shocked. She is breathing hard, lips and jaw moving as she struggles with the demon inside her that holds her tongue. 

“You… are wrong.” The words are whispered, smoky and thick with emotion. She tries to say more, hands flitting up to her face and patting at her cheeks as if they can help with the formation of sentences. Tears leak out of her eyes as she strains against the invisible wall inside herself. 

It doesn’t matter. She doesn’t need to say more. Hell, the slap said it all. The time for self-pity is over. Forever. We are here. We have survived and we will keep on surviving. I hug her. I hold her and those three words mean everything to me. 










I sleep on her couch and wake early the next morning. I am stiff and sore, my side one long strip of pain. I hobble upstairs. Beryl is asleep, coiled in the center of the bed. I don’t wake her. I make my way back downstairs and place a hand on the doorknob. Yesterday I dreaded seeing these people again, forced to relive the shame every time I looked into their eyes. IF I could look into their eyes.

Today I will chance it.

Last night did much to restore me. I feel… steady. Clear. Not physically, but emotionally. I’ve been in fights before and I remember this feeling. The same feeling after sex. Or a hug from a loved one. Or a bar fight. Contact with another human. Grounded. Something that connects us not with another but refocuses the world. Perspective, if only for a short time.

Inside me, the nuts and bolts that power my mind are whirring and clicking and snapping into place in a new direction.

I walk outside. Steven has been waiting for me. He gives me a bottle of water and we sit in the grass. “You going to be all right?” I nod my head. My mind is still grappling with this new idea, trying to untangle the threads of my battered brain. We watch the sun rise over distant mountains until someone yells at Steven and he helps me up and we walk across the sand again. The clubhouse looms ahead. 

Fifteen men file inside to fill up on breakfast that is dished up or thrown at or dropped on the floor depending on who is in line. The men grow silent when I enter. Then a laugh. A jeer. A cascade of derision washes over me as I walk with Steven to the far corner. Men laugh and make jokes and some merely look at me like I got what I deserved. A few are quiet, eyes full of pity before they turn away from me.

Breakfast is served but I get none. I didn’t really expect to get any. Steven offers me some off of his plate but I scoot away. No need to get him in trouble. 

John is talking vehemently with Don. He wants Theo punished. He wants a trial. The men talk quietly, pretending not to be listening to the exchange. Theo leans casually on the wall, arms crossed, dark eyes boring into the back of John’s head. Don wears a weary, sad face and keeps shaking his head. “This is the way things are conducted around here. He broke the rules.”

John slips into lawyer mode. “He wasn’t aware of the rules. We weren’t aware that disputes were handled physically.”

Don puts a hand on his shoulder, speaks down to John. “Not all disputes. We aren’t animals. But we have a system that works.”

John gestures to me, the edges of anger finally creeping into his voice. “This is not right.”

Don steps back. “Right? From what I heard he stepped into the circle and beat one of the men. With a golf club. What about that?”

“He was protecting—”

Don interrupts. “Theo is the protector in that circle.”

John points. “He is not in a right state of mind to be asked to adhere to your rules.”

Don is taken aback. Steven looks at me. I almost laugh. Guess he thinks I need a psych test. 

I probably do.

“These are trying times,” Don continues, “and we have to be strong to survive. We make fighters here. We fight here, for everything, do you not see that?”

John’s forehead crinkles in confusion.

“That doesn’t mean it’s right.”

Don is exasperated, he decides to make this a public problem. “Okay. Okay, let’s talk to him.” He calls across to me. “Harlan. Would you like to make this an issue?”

I shake my head. This will do nothing. It’s what Don wants, dammit. He turns to John. “There. You see? Issue solved.” Snickers as John walks back to the bench. I hear someone mutter “fuckin’ pussy” though I don’t know if it’s for me or for John. I appreciate him trying, but civilized behavior will not get us very far here. 

After eating the chores for the day are assigned by the man who fucked me up. He reads directives straight from Don although he adds his own flair. He gives out the favored jobs first. 

“Tech duty to Dan and C.J. Farming to Bry and my nigger Jayson, so long as you stop bringing in so many tomatoes. Nasty shit, dogs. Town duty goes to… aw fuck it, Richard and Pasco. Sorry Pasco.” And so on. The only pause comes when he gets to my name.

“And the newest asshole to this place. Harlan.” He stares at me, eyes blanketing me with scorn. “What kind of name is that? Har-lan. You’re moved to shit pit duty. Fill in the old and dig the new. Four feet deep. You got a problem with that?” He barely pauses. “Didn’t think so.”

He keeps reading. Fuck, I figured I would still be cleaning dishes. I look at the men around me. No one so much as glances in my direction. As if I might rub off on them. Bring them down into the muck and shit, too. Maybe I will, dammit.

They think that beating me, pissing on me, has broken my spirit. It almost did. But they don’t know that I’ve been forced to shit myself while chained to a wall. That I’ve been electrocuted to the point of voiding my bowels while crying out in pain. I’ve slept in a blanket coated in my own blood and shit and piss and begged for more food. For more water. Maybe I don’t have any pride left. Or maybe I have found that there is no such thing to begin with. 

The animal inside me emerges from the shadows. I welcome it with open arms as it prowls around my heart and finds a precipice from which to keep watch in my mind. I am defeated, but I am alive. And the animal reminds me that a lion who was cornered and beaten is still a lion. Still dangerous in its own way. And shame isn’t something a lion holds onto.

My eyes narrow as the world snaps into place. It’s as if my mind and soul were jumbled, pieces of a puzzle scattered together but not in concert. Now a picture has formed. I have spent so much of my life worrying about judgment. Judgment for my actions or lack thereof. Morality. John worried so much about my cavalier attitude towards death that it had me questioning myself. Now I understand. Now I see that I was playing by the rules of a world that no longer exists. You adapt, or you die. I have adapted and it’s as if everything in me has aligned. I run a swollen tongue over cracked lips and grin. These men think me beaten. 

Fools. 

“Har…”

I look up to see John and Steven staring at me with concern. A laugh, or something that might pass as a laugh is still creaking out of me, the grin still plastered across my face. I want to tell them that I’m okay, that I’ve figured things out. But I doubt they would believe me. I want to tell them that I’m not crazy. I don’t know if I’d believe me. 

Wing leads me out into the heat of the desert towards a line in the sand. The makeshift latrine is only two feet deep and near overflowing. Wing gives me a hat and an apologetic glance before darting back towards the kitchen.

The sun beats down on me, conspiring with gravity to force me down into the sand. Jagged mountains behind me stand sentinel over vast amounts of nothingness and the small band of men who have refused to die. 

For awhile I just stand still, breathing in the hot air and letting my bones settle. The roiling sea inside me is smooth, my inner turmoil placid for the first time in what seems like forever. 

I watch small figures hustle around the compound. A truck drives onto the grass and a couple guys unload bags of soil. They take a wheelbarrow and run a load of dirt to a greenhouse, pausing on the way to stand beneath a window. One of the men stands up in the barrow and begins to make loud protestations of love followed by exaggerated hip thrusts. I wonder if Beryl sees it.

I dig. It’s physically exhausting, battered as I am, and emotionally degrading. I dig the hole next to the old one, the newly dug dirt slopping into the old crater. Flies buzz above the soiled toilet paper and defecation and each shovel full of dirt dropped into the shallow chasm is another mouthful of air that makes me retch. 

My hands are blistered from labor I’m unused to. The sun scorches me, the hat Wing gave me barely providing any cover. The cut on my lip throbs and my jaw is so swollen that it hurts when I smile. 

But fuck it I do smile, even as I retch over a hole full of other men’s shit and piss. 

I am reminded of the words given to me by my mother and father in my youth. How I had so much potential. “You can do anything you put your mind to, Harlan.” Yet somehow I never could find something to do with it. 

Now it is plain to me. I was molten metal. Shapeless, formless, without purpose. That’s how I spent my life so far. But the beating they have given me has hammered a crucible into which I can pour the alloy of my being. 

I have a purpose and it is terrifying.

A new strength diffuses through my body. The fears and doubts from before have melted away. Why they were there in the first place is an enigma to me. I have been tested, tried, pushed to the edge of my abilities. I have survived captivity. Torture. I know what I am capable of and I know what I am not. These men no longer hold any power over me. 


Chapter 19

Wing makes trips out to see me at the latrines. Spending an overlong time taking a piss in order to sneak me extra food and water. Sometimes he swings by the condo when he thinks no one is looking. I try to tell him not to get himself in trouble. He laughs. 

“It’s the Mexican life.”

Wing tells me about the fights. He tells me that the pit has had a fight, sometimes more than one, every night for the past three days. He tells me all about them, reenacting every blow while detailing the altercation that lead to the gladiatorial match. Some of the fights are the essence of petty; a stolen magazine or a slight to one’s mother. An accusation of laziness or a drunken argument. Sometimes it has more to do with status than any real beef, someone simply wanting to climb the chain and have a more desirable job. Sometimes it’s simply to prove oneself since there is nothing better to do. 

I wasn’t here beforehand, but judging by the horrified excitement in Wing’s words, things have escalated since Beryl arrived. Since my fight with Theo. As if she now waits, with bated breath, for stories of the fights and the emergence of the most agreeable suitor. As if she has secluded herself so that someone might prove themselves worthy of her attention.

I sleep on Beryl’s couch. We chat, or I chat and occasionally she whispers a word or two. But I don’t last too long before passing out. 

I sleep the deep sleep of the physically exhausted. But I still dream. 

Even with a newfound calmness, a new perspective, my subconscious still manages to find my fears. My regrets. My monsters.

Tonight I walk the open road. Beryl is with me, walking behind me and to the left. I keep slowing to allow her to catch up and walk alongside me but she always slows her gait to keep her distance. There are forms in the road ahead. I know that they are people but I’m slow, too slow in my dreamscape to do anything. I lift my arm and point, as if this will do anything, my hand heavy, moving as if through water. And one of the bodies sits up, slowly staggers to its feet, one bloody hand clutching its abdomen. It’s Stuart, his lips and teeth stained with blood even as he leers at us from twenty feet away. I turn to Beryl and see her bringing a gun up to her head. I lunge towards her, fighting the sluggishness in my arms, but something is holding me back. Something is holding me down onto the pavement. Manacles around my wrists and a weight on my chest driving me into the road—

I awake to a banging on the door. I sit up, still in the grips of the dream, arms up and searching to shelter myself from the attack.

Beryl’s door opens and her silhouette appears at the top.

Another knock, more urgent.

Beryl comes down the stairs, a knife in her hand. I didn’t know she had a knife.

I open the door, just a crack.

“Har, it’s me.”

John’s form takes shape as my eyes adjust. I open the door but he doesn’t come in.

“Har, you have to help. Please. They’re making Steven fight. They are, they said, they…”

It’s the first time I’ve seen words fail John.

“Why is he fighting? Who?”

“Chris. He’s fighting Chris, I don’t know why. We have to go, it will be starting soon.”

And what exactly do you want me to do?

I look at Beryl. She sits on the steps, watching, knife in her hand. She watches me, and she doesn’t make any move to stop me, even if I decide to go to another beating. 

“John. What do you want me to do?”

“I… I don’t know. I didn’t know what else to do.”

It takes me a second to realize that he’s referring to me. Coming to get me was the only thing he could think of to do. I would be flattered if it wasn’t plain that I was a last resort. A stick of dynamite to put out a fire. 

I look him in the eyes. Try to see if he fully grasps what he’s asking me. What he thinks will happen if I show up there and try to put a stop to another fight. 

He does.

And I do, too.

I know it’s futile. But I owe these men. They are family, if I’m being honest. And if that means taking another beating…

So be it.

I give Beryl a grimace and a wave and walk out with John before she can say anything. 

Not that she would.

I’m barefoot. I feel more comfortable this way. As if shoes and even my clothes are hindrances, obstacles that prevent me from knowing the ground, the wind, the change in the air.

“What are they fighting about?”

John continues to hustle forward and ignores me for a second. Then, “I don’t know.”

“Chris say something about Beryl?” 

John heaves a sigh and clears his throat and flaps his hands. 

“I don’t know, Har. I don’t fucking know. Theo said they were fighting about something and needed to go to the pit. That’s all I know.”

I want to tell him how unfair this is. I want to tell him how much of a hypocrite it makes him. To ask for me to do this goes against everything he has chastised me for. 

But I know he knows it. I know that he is casting his morals aside out of love for his brother. Steven is the most important thing in his life. I get it. We don’t want to be monsters. But sometimes, we are willing to be monstrous. 

And we are saved.

Steven meets us in the middle of the sand before we make it to the pit. 

His nose is bloodied. Hair disheveled. Dark marks on his neck and he cradles his right hand. 

He smiles.

“I was just coming to see you guys.”

John loses it. All of his fear and frustration are vented out of him to make room for his relief.

“What were you doing? Why fight? Why fight here? Do you understand what you are doing? That you are undermining what we are trying to build…”

Steven weathers it with a look that belies just how often he has seen this display before. 

“You have to know, brother…” John loses steam. A silence. 

“I just want you to be safe. But don’t…” A glance at me. “I’ll talk to Don. Make sure there aren’t any problems.”

He strides away, Steven too slow to stop him or unwilling. We stand there in the sand, stars visible through clouds for the first time in awhile. 

“You okay?” Steven asks it of me. As if I’m the one hurt.

“I’m fine. You?”

He snorts. “I actually feel pretty good.”

“What was Chris’s problem?” I can’t help myself. I want to know if he threatened Steven. Or Beryl. What that fucker said. What he did.

Steven starts walking back to our house, flexing his swollen wrist of his right hand. His silence is one I can’t figure out. Fury? Hurt? Murder?

“Theo made us. We were arguing… But Theo made us fight.”

Theo.

The name is all anger and fury and hate to me.

And fear.

“Arguing about what?”

He shrugs, holds up his wrist. 

“It’s over with now.”

We walk a bit longer, a silence that is easy between him and I. 

“I’m sorry.”

I say it because it’s true. I haven’t been nice to these guys. I haven’t made it easy for them, at least. When I think on it, I haven’t tried to see it from their side once. Everyone is a friend or an enemy and is treated as such. What about two brothers just trying to survive? Did I put him in this position?

He stops, and for a second I think he’s mad. Mad that I would try to cover all the strife with two little words. But then he hugs me. He hugs me and then we walk back in silence. 

We were so full of words. Before this. So full of bullshit. Or more full, I don’t know. Everything labeled and examined or put on social media. And now. 

Now nothing needs to be said. 










The next couple days creep by. Scabs open and stick to sheets and pillowcases. Bones throb and ache. Bruises transform from purple to black to yellow. Each day I dig out in the hot sun, sweating through heavy layers of clothing in place of suffering a sunburn. I don’t wish to add to my list of maladies.

At night I make two plates of food and go eat with Beryl. Those are moments of respite that go by too quickly. I sleep and I dig and I see Beryl for half an hour. That is my day. Sand and dust and the seldom brush of a misty kiss off of the stoic mountains. 

And always the sun. 

This morning Theo drove a truck up to where I was working. Men filled the cab and lined the back, all wearing grins. Without a word they got out and trotted up to my trench. Ten sets of pants dropped as they pissed and shit in the shallow line in the earth. When they were done Theo walked up and stood next to me. “Ain’t deep enough. Fill it in and start a new one.” 

I do his bidding. For now. Recklessness can come later. For now I am content to skulk in the shadows. Lick my wounds until I regain my strength.

I am patient. 

I remember being a freshman in high school and wandering into the locker room after school. The football team was there. Huge men, athletic and tall, bearded and hairy. They showered and talked about women and shoved each other around and there was a wrestling match as two men, overloaded with hormones and testosterone, fought to prove their dominance. I remember being in awe of these giants. I was but a kid then. Now I’m surrounded by these same children, children who think they are men and understand this world. 

A storm creeps in, a slow dark mass that announces its arrival the day prior before finally drenching Camelot with a heavy downpour. Work grinds to a halt. At least for the rest of them. I still dig dutifully. Part of me knows that I don’t have to continue, that I have an excuse. But rain reminds me of home. Reminds me of Jessica. Reminds me that I’m fucking alive. 

I load a plate of food for Beryl and sit in the corner. As soon as tasks are assigned for the next day I head off to Jimmy’s condo and spend an hour with her. The doctor has run every test he can think of; hair samples, blood, urine. He has written down the color of her eyes and that she is right-handed. He compiles data and makes vials of different colored liquids. 

Jimmy is getting desperate, he hovers over the doctor’s shoulder and demands more tests. I can tell he isn’t sleeping well. Dark bags have taken up residence beneath red-rimmed eyes. He has stopped shaving. He’ll spend hours locked in his office with Evelyn before emerging to march quickly around the camp, pausing to examine things or help repair something miniscule. 

He tells me that Beryl is free to walk around as long as we don’t try to leave. I think he would like her to show herself. Perhaps communicate with the men in her limited fashion. Something to quieten them. They are becoming angry with her. What used to be drunk protestations of love outside her window have turned vulgar and now, in turn, to something darker and more primal.

We stay in her room. Neither of us wants to deal with the men outside. Fuck ‘em.

She notices the change in my demeanor. A change even from before I was knocked down into the sand. Not confidence, per say, just less fear. And she feeds off of it, growing more confident with small sentences. 

We plot to leave soon, regardless of what happens with the little girl. The moment she leaves that room, alive or dead, is the moment in which we will have to tell a community of savages that we are taking the last woman alive away from them. 

The clubhouse is boisterous tonight. Men laughing and telling jokes. Others are arm wrestling and a group of men laugh uproariously as one pushes another against a table and humps him vigorously. A tremor passes through the room, a shaking that doesn’t fit in with the normal turn of the world. A man dives beneath a table, barely making it beneath before the shaking stops. He is berated for being a pussy and a fight breaks out. The men form a ring around them, ale spilled over the table and onto men too drunk to care. They scream at the combatants, advice or insults or just screams primal. The men fight until one bloodies the other and Don yells at them to stop and then the two are dragged apart.

The door opens and a grinning pair of idiots wheel in a dead cow. At least ten bullet holes cover its hide spreading from haunches to belly to neck. They present it as if it were a trophy animal hunted in the Serengeti. 

Everyone loves it. 

The men are getting drunk and out of control. Fast. Jimmy takes his food and leaves the room, a look of disgust on his face. Don sees this and rushes to get the business out of the way. He raises a hand for silence as he stands at the front of the table. He holds up a notebook and makes a show of perusing it. “I need a group to go out with Jimmy to the substation, we are having issues with… Well damned if I understand anything about it.” The men laugh. “But I guess Jimmy needs some hands. Alderman? Ben?” The two men nod and Don goes back to the list. “Latrines?” Laughter as he pretends to scan the room for volunteers. “Alright, Harlan, it’s all you.”

I nod and pick up the plates of food and head for the door before he is done speaking. I’m not out to provoke a conflict. At least that’s what I tell myself. But I am healed, physically, for the most part. Fed. And the beast inside has grown weary of waiting for things to come to a head.

“Hey fucker. Hey! How’s Beryl?”

I turn around. Theo lounges in the corner. Alderman stands behind him shaving his short hair into a mohawk. Theo is casual, arms lightly clasped over his stomach, but violence emanates off of him. How did he know her name? I look at John and he turns guilty eyes to the table. 

“She’s fine.” I turn to go again. 

“Why don’t you bring her down? Introduce us?” The men look from him to me, suddenly excited. 

“Not tonight.”

Theo slams his huge hand down on the table, the man with the razor backing away. “I’m getting real tired of you disrespecting us.” A chorus of agreement. Don takes a step back. He isn’t going to put an end to this. 

I look Theo in the eye, give a shrug. “Don’t worry, I’ll be gone soon enough.”

“Maybe you should leave now.” Theo keeps tilting his head from side to side and shrugging his shoulders as if I wasn’t aware of just how keen he was to fight. 

“Soon enough,” I say again. I know I should be careful here. But part of me, the animal part, is rising to the challenge, anxious to let itself be known again. I’ve been expecting this even though I know it’s foolhardy. Just because I don’t carry the shame from the fight before doesn’t mean I have abandoned my pride. 

“What’s keeping you?” Theo spreads his arms wide, looking around the room as men nod. “We’d all like to know.”

Fuck. “My friend is helping out Jimmy and his situation. After that, we are leaving.”

Theo looks around, eyebrows raised dramatically. “Do you speak for her?”

“I do.”

Theo holds his heart as he feigns being hurt by my words. “She got something against us? Food? Lights? A group of fucking warriors willing to protect her?” The men pound on the table at these words. “Perhaps if she got to know us she would want to stay. I, for one, can tell you that I’d treat her real nice.” 

His last words drip with sexuality. Other men stand up. Add their own voices. “Not unless she sees me, Theo. I’d treat that bitch like a queen.” 

I try to leave as the men begin to bicker back and forth. A beer bottle hits the wall by the door and shatters, covering me with foamy ale and bits of glass and causes me to drop the plate for Beryl. “We ain’t done with you, pussy.”

I turn around. It’s silent now. Theo stands with arms crossed, a grin across his face. The rest of the room stands up, a half circle forming as if in answer to some order long ago given. John rushes into the middle. “Hold on guys, this is not necessary—”

Theo uses one meaty arm to casually toss John out of the ring. I hear him yelling, struggling to get back into the center. The men push him away. I think someone hits him. They want blood tonight. 

“We here are survivors. We are a community. But you are a parasite. You don’t contribute. You don’t talk. And you don’t belong here. So here’s the deal. Pack your shit and leave. Right now. Alone. Or I can give you another taste from my dick you white bitch.”

Logic and the beast war within me. Beryl and I had taken steps to getting out of here. We had made plans about where we would go and what we would need in order to move quickly. And we had talked about where we would meet should we be forced to split up. Maybe I should go now. Hover on the outskirts of Camelot and trust that she would find a way out in the next night or two. 

I step forward and the ring swallows me. 

Part of me is thankful. The moment I feared has now come and all choices have been taken away from me. And deep down I wanted this. A fight in the light rather than slinking away in the dark. Lupine eyes scan the crowd and a feral grin creeps across my busted face. 

I take my shirt off. I hear mutters as more of my scars are revealed; deep bites and lines from belts and chains stand out in contrast to the scars around my neck. My side is still a mottled coat of black and yellow bruises. Theo stands tall and confident in the middle, dwarfing me in height and muscle. They think to punish me for my audacity. Or for my selfishness. Or just to punish something to vent their own frustration with a lonely world.

They don’t understand. We’ve all lost loved ones and seen the ravages of the downfall. We are all new to this bleak landscape. Strangers casting about for something to hold onto. But these are children, Theo merely the biggest bully on the new playground. Bigger than me. 

But I have a new perspective. I have traveled through hell. And I don’t play by the same rules anymore. He wants to fight me to hurt me, to shame me in front of the others. 

I fight to kill.

He cracks knuckles and laughs and then his face morphs into something that he intends to be serious and frightening. The face of man trying to be a fighter. I laugh. I laugh genuinely, hands relaxed at my sides. It must look psychotic. Deranged. God, but this is pathetic. 

My smile fades as my eyes find Steven. He doesn’t look afraid for me. He looks confused, and sad. The face of a man who doesn’t recognize his closest friend. For a moment I forget about the fight and wonder how much I have slipped into madness. 

“Can’t wait to show your girl what a real man looks like.” My attention is brought back to the man in front of me. He grabs his crotch. “She’s probably been so scared that you and them Asians all that’s left in the world.” Even the Asian members of the crowd howl with approval. He brings his fists up, mimes some punches, huge fists cutting through the air. “Soon as I get done with you I’ll take her some dinner. Real romantic-like.” He pumps his groin in the air. The men laugh and animal anger wells up in me. I know I’m growling under my breath. Shoulders hunched. I stalk the edge of the circle. 

The crowd yells for my blood and Theo steps forward to oblige. He takes jabs at me. Damn him he is quick. But I duck and slip away each time. They call me a coward. They call me a pussy. They call me whatever names come to mind. 

Theo is colossal. A force that cannot be avoided for long. And that’s what they expect me to do, shy away from his muscled bulk and try for a haymaker. A wild hit that hopefully connects with his temple or jaw and dazes him enough for me to capitalize. That’s all the hope a rational man would have. I don’t look like a fighter. Mainly because I’m not. 

I’m an animal. 

I throw a jab and hit him next to the eye and slip away before he can catch me. It does no damage except to make him angry. Good. He rushes me, arms wide, prepared to take a hit knowing that as soon as he has me on the ground I am finished. I flow around him, twisting and pushing and leaping to the other side of the circle. 

“C’mon you pussy.” He is tired of toying around now, intent on ending the fight quickly. I slide to the side, as if I’m going to keep avoiding him. He barrels towards me, arms wide to catch me. This time I have no intention of dodging. I leap forward to embrace him, catching him off guard. We spin in a slow circle, legs churning and slipping on the floor. He has both arms around me, a crushing embrace. I have one arm around his back and my hand finds the back of his head. 

Time to let him see madness up close. 

 I smash my forehead into his nose. Again. And again. He tries to rear back and my forehead finds teeth. I’m taking as much damage as he is. My head is woozy. My nose streams blood. This is where someone else would stop. This is where he would stop. I smile and smash my head into his again. And again. He releases me and tries to push away. I follow viper-quick. I climb on top of him and use the flat of my hand to smash his nose. Crimson streams down his face from his nose and mouth and he lets out a gasp, spraying my face with a mist of our mixed blood as he struggles to breathe through the flood of red. Wild eyes briefly meet mine and I feel no empathy. I go to hit him again and hands grab me, drag me away. I am howling, lashing out where I can, inviting more violence. 

Eventually I’m pinned and my strength pools out of me. The roar of voices slowly turns into individual sentences that I can understand. The press of flesh around me now arms and legs of people I can see. Steven is one of the men holding me. God, he looks frightened. 

Of me? Is he scared of me? 

Don is kneeling over Theo, a crowd looming over his shoulder. 

“Let me go,” my voice rasps. They do. They fall back, none looking me in the eye as I climb to my feet. Blood patters the ground at my feet as I stand. I sway for a second, almost falling. I close my eyes and imagine that roots have sprouted from my feet to anchor me to the ground. I hope they hold. My face hurts. 

Don stands and looks at me. He is furious. “That wasn’t necessary.” 

I spit blood at him. “Fuck you. I didn’t start it.”

“You were trying to kill him. We all saw it.” He waves his hands around and men nod. Manipulative bastard. He wants me removed and he doesn’t care if it’s at the hands of one man or a mob.

“I think it was a good fight.” I’ll play the game. You want to create a tribe of savages that worship strength and blood, so be it. You want to pretend at honor, well, two can play that game. 

Theo is crying. Arms held up around his riven face cover the tears but not the shaking of his shoulders. I look around. Theo has been embarrassed. Which means they are embarrassed. I am an outsider who shamed one of them. 

Fuck. I thought about fighting him again. Redemption in my own eyes. I didn’t think about what would happen if I won. Don is shouting for silence. If that man gets a chance to speak then I am dead.

I shoulder my way through the crowd of men. Men who if I don’t play this right will take me outside and lynch me. I kneel in front of Theo. His eyes are darting around at all of the faces, they see me and he quails in fear. His nose gushes blood and his mouth and lips are a swollen mass. I hold out an arm. “What a fight! You are a warrior worth knowing.” 

Fucking drama. The words mean nothing, I’d as soon piss on this man. Like he did to me. And the desire to shame him is almost overwhelming. But it’s my only way out of here in one piece. He slowly sees what I’m doing. His arm comes up and we clasp forearms. I do not look around me. “Come on.” I haul Theo to his feet, a feat similar to uprooting a tree. 

“Let’s get to the doctor. Fix that nose up.” I start walking. At first Theo balks, looking around at the others. He is as confused as they are. Why am I doing this? Why am I helping him? Steven swoops in and loops an arm around Theo from the other side.

“Yo, you bleeding everywhere, let’s go.” Thank you. Theo grunts and we start moving. As we walk out of the door I hear the crowd start to talk, to whisper, to exclaim over the fight. I glance back and see Don watching. If we weren’t enemies before, we are now. 

We stumble into the office that the doctor uses. He has a bottle of wine and is studying some papers. He curses us out as he pulls on latex gloves and brings forth a small medical kit. He cleans and disinfects the cuts first and I send Steven back to the club house to get a bottle of whiskey. When he returns I shove it at Theo. “Drink.” He obeys. The doctor sets his nose and he collapses back onto the bench, one large arm covering eyes that drip tears of pain. He was shamed at being defeated by me and now he is further shamed by this display of pain and terror. 

Good.

The doctor patches me up and tells me to stay with Theo. I’m not supposed to let him sleep in case he has a concussion. I ask him what happens if I have a concussion. All he says is “good” before he leaves. 

John and Steven swing by and sit with me for a bit. Steven had put a plate of food together for Beryl. He leaves and comes back shortly after. I guess Beryl is still being short with the brothers. 

Wing comes by and sits with us. He looks at me with something like worship. He tries to be diplomatic since Theo is in the room, but he can’t stop talking about the fight. He tells me that I’m scary. He says that when he gets in a fight he’s going to head-butt the person first thing. If this bothers Theo we can’t tell. The giant sits with his back to us, a hand held to his nose. 

There is a knock on the door. I share confused glances with the brothers. Who would be visiting? Steven goes to the door. Beryl stands in the shadows outside. She slowly steps into the now crowded room. Her face is impassive, her eyes take in the other men, bloodied and not, before turning to me. She shakes her head. I can’t help but smile. “Worried about me?”

She rolls her eyes and goes and sits by John. Wing has his mouth open. “Eres la chica.” 

She looks at him, confused, and I don’t think he knew he wasn’t speaking English. “I wasn’t around when you came in. I didn’t even know if you were real. But you are.” He sounds like an idiot and he knows it. He clamps his mouth shut. 

Theo has turned around to watch her entrance. His eyes scan her body. I tense, waiting for him to say one word, just one wrong word… And I will finish him. I know that Beryl is no longer as fragile as she once was. Hell, she’s stronger than I am. But she’s gone through enough. 

Theo slowly stands up. Beryl takes him in, her eyes hard. She knows me. She knows why we fought. She has heard the shouts from the men outside. This is the face of the enemy.

“My name is Theo.” It comes out as a nasally whisper. He can’t meet her eyes. He shuffles his feet, turns to me. “You tell her what I said?” He is embarrassed. 

I laugh. In a group these men are dangerous. Two minutes alone and Beryl has turned Theo and Wing into awkward children. 

“I didn’t tell her anything about you.” That makes him flinch. He looks up at Beryl, waiting for her to ask what he said. Her silence is now a weapon, her steady stare offering no escape. The quiet stretches and eventually Theo mutters, “I’m sorry.” I do not know for what he is apologizing. Maybe the weight of her gaze simply inspires remorse. They hungered for so long, fantasized about her to such extremes that they forgot what power some women have. 

Beryl walks to me. I feel her eyes roam over my injuries. My knuckles are swollen and drip blood. Gashes line my face. Theo is in worse shape. We both sit hunched, bodies taxed to their limit in a inane act of violence. And it won’t end. I avoided a lynching tonight but it is only a matter of time before Theo seeks retribution. There is no law here to stop the cycle of blood until one of us is dead. 

“Tell them.”

Beryl is staring at me. The brothers have been startled by the sound of her voice. They look from her to me and back, seeking answers. 

“You talked.” John says it almost as a question, as if he doubts that he truly heard something.

My eyes haven’t left Beryl’s. “Tell them what?” She looks away from me and grimaces, eyes closing as she pulls the words from the sticky pit in which they hide. 

“Tell them… about Stuart.”

“No.” I say it without thinking. I look at her, confused. Why would she want that? Why would she want to dredge that up in front of them? She leans down next to me and holds up one of my bloody hands. She doesn’t say anything more. 

Why would she… I think about last night. The small catharsis sharing brought me. The first words she had spoken. And now, blood on my hands and violence in my soul. Blood begets blood begets death. She wants to end it, scourge the blackness from our hearts and rid ourselves of the demon that dominates our subconscious. Even if it means dragging the monster out to lacerate our souls one last time. 

I look at her and give a nod. Dammit but she has a strength, a will in her that I cannot match. 

I look around the room. The faces of friends and enemies and strangers, the last of the world. “Give me the whiskey.” I take a pull and hand it to Beryl. And I tell them. 

Every last detail. 

I tell them about waking up in the room with Beryl. I tell them about Stuart’s nightly rituals and the times he would take me outside. I tell them about the collars. I tell them about the dresses he made Beryl wear before he raped her. I tell them about Jessica and my child. I leave nothing out. Putting the events to words doesn’t help me, doesn’t lessen the horror. But it cements it as the past. Maybe that’s all I can hope for. 

When it is all done I am very drunk and very tired. No one says a word. Then Theo stands and walks out of the room. I don’t know where he is going. I look around the group and give a small chuckle that contains no warmth. I laugh because I don’t know what else to do. 

“We’re fucked up. But we’re going to be okay. Now will you all leave so I can go to sleep?"

Wing punches my shoulder and the brothers make their peace with Beryl. They leave and I rest my head back against the wall. I’m too tired to change out of my dirty clothes. Hell, I’m too tired to lie down and sleep properly. Beryl slowly settles in next to me and puts her head on my shoulder. We sit like that for what seems like a long time, the echo of the story I just told still ringing in our ears. 

I wake up hours later. It’s a dark blue outside, the sun slowly rising over a cold desert. My arm is tight around Beryl’s shoulder and we lean on one another. Her breathing is slow, small puffs of warm breath on my cheek as she is able to sleep soundly while touching another human being for the first time in years. 


Chapter 20

Wing comes and gets me as I’m digging outside. He says Jimmy wants me. I can tell he is worried, he probably thinks that I’m going to get kicked out for last night’s altercation. We walk back across the grass toward Jimmy’s office and he rambles on about how unfair it is for them to want me to leave just for defending Beryl. “She is so cool, too.” I ask him why he thinks that and he blushes and mutters a disjointed sentence about the way she stared Theo down. 

Jimmy dismisses Wing who puts up a small argument before leaving the office. I think the kid sees himself as my bodyguard. Jimmy gives me a look after the door closes. “You have a fan.” 

I shrug. “I guess.” 

Jimmy takes off his glasses and rubs eyes that haven’t seen sleep in days. “You and Theo.” I nod. “Don told me what happened.” He holds up a hand before I can speak. “Don’t worry, I am aware of his particular bias towards you.”

He sighs heavily. “My family had horses growing up. We’d breed them, train them, and sell them.” He gives me a look as if wondering if maybe he shouldn’t tell this story. He probably hasn’t talked about his past in a long time. 

Okay. 

I sit down. In a lot of ways Jimmy reminds me of my dad. A thorough man who'd never get to the point right away. He’d describe what he knows or what he has been told and talks about memories and does everything he can to get you on the same page before he’ll tell you what he wants. 

“We had this stallion that was just magnificent. Beautiful. People paid top dollar to bring in their broodmare. By the hour. It was ridiculous what people paid.” He rubs his chin, pausing as he reflects on a bygone time. “The horse’s name was Ghengis. My dad’s joke about the prolificness he shared with the general. Anyways, Ghengis was great with people. Anyone could ride him, he’d come let people touch him. Real easy going guy.”

He turns to me. “But he was a terror to the other horses. Couldn’t stand any of ‘em getting more attention. He’d kick. Bite. Couldn’t leave him alone out in the pasture.”

My turn to sigh. “You saying I’m like Ghengis?”

“No. Not at all. I’m saying that eventually we had to get rid of Ghengis for the good of the herd.” He gives me a hard look. “You don’t like people. You don’t trust them. I get it. But if you don’t make some kind of effort…” 

They’ll get rid of me. I know he is just trying to play peacemaker so I nod. 

He opens a desk drawer and pulls out a bottle of scotch. He pours a shot for me and a large glass for himself and takes a big swig. He turns his back to me and walks to the window and inhales deeply through his nose. Something is different. I realize that he is close to crying. 

“Evelyn is going to die soon.”

Barely a whisper but every syllable is engraved in the air. I have no idea what to do or say. Maybe before this all happened I would have been able to mumble words of dismay, maybe go so far as to pat his shoulder. Shit, I might have given him a hug. Now I can’t bear to intrude on his grief with anything disingenuous. 

“I’m sorry.” 

He nods, takes a deep breath, exhaling through his nose. “It’s hard not feeling ‘chosen.’ Do you know what I mean?” 

In that moment he sounds so like Stuart that I almost stop breathing. He keeps going. 

“Everyone dying around you and somehow you live. Easy to think that maybe you were meant for something. I thought I survived because I could rebuild the world. That I was supposed to rebuild the world. I could provide light, and shelter, and… structure. A way to preserve civilization.” Tears start to track down his cheeks. “And I can’t keep my little girl alive.”

He presses his fingers to his eyes in an attempt to stem the flood of tears. His back heaves as he suppresses his grief, just enough escaping the levee that he can avoid a total collapse. Slowly he gathers himself, taking another gulp from his glass. 

“Wong has known for awhile. That… fucker.” 

He swears softly, hesitantly, and if I’m any judge of character I’d guess that was the first time in a long time. 

“He didn’t tell me. I went through his notes. I… As soon as she leaves that room...” He laughs a bitter laugh. “She has Type A blood. That’s the only thing.” He turns to me. “You and I, we are only alive because we have AB blood. Everyone here does. It’s immune.”

I am shocked. I guess a small part of me thought that we were special too. I know I’m cynical. Jaded. A pragmatist. But I still find myself falling into that pit where I believe in some sort of destiny. A fate in which we are all more than pawns moving around on an empty chessboard. And once again the part of me that says everything is pointless nods his smug little head.

“I’d like to show you something.” Jimmy gulps the rest of his scotch and I take a gulp of mine as well. We walk down the hall and he pauses outside the door to his bedroom. He holds up a finger to his lips and slowly pushes the door open. Beryl sits on a stool in front of the panic room screen. Evelyn’s face is large on the monitor as she watches Beryl closely. Beryl is plaiting her hair in a braid that grabs the hair and twines it across her brow and down the left side of her head. 

“Can we do makeup today, too?” Beryl nods and Evelyn laughs. “I’m not supposed to. My dad told me I had to wait until I was thirteen before I could wear makeup but I don’t care.” She keeps talking, mirroring Beryl as they braid hair together. 

“Do you like boys?” Beryl hesitates before giving a small smile and nod. “I like boys. There is this one, Jeremy, I like him a lot.” She talks as if Jeremy is still alive and I wonder what Jimmy has told her about the world outside of this building. 

“Do you like any boys?” Beryl doesn’t respond. Evelyn starts talking about Jeremy again and I glance at Jimmy. He is so focused on this exchange, eyes unblinking, memorizing every detail to hold onto and replay again at a later date. 

“Can I tell you a secret?” Evelyn says loudly in the way of the young who don’t yet know of eavesdropping. Beryl nods and Evelyn leans closer to the screen even though they are alone. “Daddy says that I am going to come out soon.” Evelyn’s lips purse together, an imitation of an adult deep in thought. “I think he is lying to me.” Beryl doesn’t do anything for a moment, then gives a shake of her head. Evelyn purses her lips and gives a very adult nod. “He cried the last time he was here. He is so sad.” 

She goes and grabs a doll before returning to sit in front of the screen. “He says we just have to try to be better every day. Eventually we will become what we are meant to be.” She fingers her braid, “I will be a princess.” 

Beryl’s shoulders hunch. I see one hand clench a fistful of her sweatshirt, twist it back and forth. 

“You… are a princess already.” 

Beryl speaks. Her voice quavers, unsure of itself, a dammed river that has sprung the tiniest of holes. 

Evelyn smiles and nods, her hands darting around her hair to tuck away strays. “I think so too.” Beryl smiles and nods. Evelyn gets out a makeup kit and the two begin to put on blush, Beryl pointing a finger and moving it in a line. She doesn’t speak again. Jimmy touches my shoulder and we return to the front office. 

He pours us more scotch and we sit and drink in silence. We drink and there is no way we can get drunk. 

I wonder how hard it is for Beryl to see Evelyn locked up. I hadn’t realized what a distorted echo Evelyn must be for her. Two women sealed in a room by men proclaiming to love them. Locked up by men saying they will protect them. The only difference being one of the men is grounded in reality and the other was not. I wonder if Evelyn gives Beryl hope. 

What will happen when she dies?

“You should leave.” I’m startled out of my reverie. I think that Jimmy means the office and I get up to go. He holds up a hand, waves me back down into my seat. “I think you should leave Camelot soon. Not because I want you to.” He shakes his head. “I thought I was here to save mankind.” He laughs a bitter laugh. “I don’t know how many of the men outside are worth saving. The moment they find out that the doctor doesn’t need your friend for more tests…” He spreads his hands. “I don’t think I can control them. And I don’t think Don wants to.”

“I don’t know if Beryl will want to leave. Not while Evelyn is alive.”

He is touched by the words even as he recognizes the attempt at sympathy. He still shakes his head. “Convince her. Leave tonight. I’ll clear a path for you.”

“What about the men who make sure she doesn’t leave the building?” 

“I’ll lock her in her room, tell them that they deserve a night off. The code will be Evelyn.”

“Thank you.” It’s all I know to say. That this man, in the midst of grief, can still think of other people is a feat I do not think I could do. 










I enter the dining hall and there is a lull in the noise. Heads turn to me and then to Theo. He is sitting at the edge of a bench, slightly removed from the rest of the men. A pariah in his own kingdom. He doesn’t look up or make any indication that he is aware of my presence. His swollen lips make an O shape as they blow on soup. 

The dull roar of many conversations slowly comes back and Wing comes over and grabs me, a plate of food for me in his hand. We sit down and before I can take a bite he is already showing the tattoo he got on his forearm. A snarling wolf stands tall in the foreground, blood dripping from its teeth, surrounded by hazy figures of men with spears. “Do you like it?”

I shrug and he seems disappointed. “Why did you get it?” 

His turn to shrug. “I don’t know. After yesterday I wanted a reminder.”

I don’t understand what he is talking about but I nod along and give him a smile. Steven and John come over to join us. They bring a few other men, mostly younger, the ones who see an alpha dethroned and are eager to make their faces known to the new king. I want nothing to do with them. They take my silence as the brooding of a man with more important things on his mind. On that they’re right. 

Don issues out tasks for the next day. Wing volunteers for “shit pit” duty, a large smile and speaking in his usual buoyant manner. Don gives him a sour look. I must distance myself from him. Wing will be the one to pay when they find us gone. I cannot ask him to come with us, knowing he would in a heartbeat. He is safer here.

I eat quickly and put together a plate of food for Beryl. Wing wants to come with me and I have to snap at him before he gets the point. I thank him for volunteering to dig the next day and he skips off, happy again. I sigh inwardly as I watch him join a new table. He knows his place with his group and he is happy. He is young, and somehow he has cast aside the burden of witnessing so much death. If anyone makes it in this new world with mind and soul intact it will be someone like him.

Ben punches in the code while I stand with my back to the door. Chris lounges in a chair down the hall, one hand rubbing around a scabbed and bruised chin. He eyes the steaming plates of food in my hands.

“Didn’t bring any for us? Jesus.”

The door opens and Beryl greets me with a smile as I hustle inside, kicking the door shut behind me. A tapping and a click as they lock it behind me. 

Beryl sticks her tongue out at the food I brought. She has taken her braid out and lets her hair hang long and loose. I tell her about Wing as she eats, how he follows me around and tries to help. I describe the tattoo and she rolls her eyes. I wait until she pushes her plate away before getting down to the serious stuff. 

“We are leaving tonight.” She tenses, eyes scanning mine. I take a deep breath. “Jimmy told me that his daughter is not going to…” I trail off as she gets up and starts to pace. “Beryl. We can do nothing. There is nothing. And once Evelyn dies what do you think will happen with you? They will not let you leave.” 

She has known these things, I’m not convincing her so much as reminding her. I see her mind working. Wondering. She might be hoping there is a way we can stay, that maybe these men aren’t monsters like Stuart. In a way that’s true. I don’t believe any one of them, alone, would hurt her. Or demean her. Or cage her. 

I’m afraid the group of them will. 

A knock on the door and I open it to reveal Jimmy and a very happy looking Chris and Ben. Chris tries to peek into the room as Jimmy informs me that visiting times are over for the night. He stands in front of Beryl as I walk past him towards the door.

"I hope you… I hope you sleep well."

He raises a hand in a brief wave before leading me out. He punches a code into the wall, heavy fingers taking extra time with each letter until there is the metallic clink as a lock is activated. Men clomp out after me and race for the clubhouse. 

Chris catches up to me and loops an arm around my shoulders. I shrug it off and walk faster. 

“Hey buddy, I’m just being friendly. Why ya gotta be so angry all the time?”

“I don’t feel like chatting,” I mutter, changing course to head towards my condo. He catches up to me and puts another hand on my shoulder, pulling me to a stop. He takes a dramatic step back as I wheel around. 

“Fuck man, easy! I’m not trying to mess with ya.”

I open my arms. “Then what do you want?”

His face changes, the laughter fading from eyes that I have never seen serious.

“Was gonna try to get to know ya.”

I understand when someone wants to fight me. I can deal with that. I don’t have the brain for politics though. There’s a chance Chris is just being friendly. But there’s a calculation in his constant touching, his oily grin, that sets me on edge.

“Why?”

He shakes his head, “Was wondering that myself.”

He still stands in front of me, eyes staring off towards the mountains. He has something else to say. I wait for him to spit it out.

"Tell Steven I'm sorry."

What?

"Tell him yourself."

He heaves a heavy sigh and finally looks me in the eyes.

"You're a fucking asshole, you know that?"

He walks off in a slow saunter that is most likely meant to convey a vast hurt. I stare after him. I wonder just how much of my distrust of people is real or imagined. It’s a shame if he was being genuine, I guess. But I don’t feel like an ass, even if I behaved as one. Had this conversation taken place a year ago I would have nodded along and did my best to make sure no one got upset. It feels good to respond as I feel, to ditch the social constraints of the past and cease pretending. 

I wander around for a bit, ducking into a greenhouse to smell the fresh plants. I’m procrastinating. I need to get my stuff and part of me hopes that the brothers aren’t in the condo. 

They both are. John is drawing up a report on the men and the amount of resources used versus those being allocated. Steven is reading. I didn't tell Wing that I was departing but I have to tell these two. I owe them that, even if I know what their answer will be.

It goes exactly as I thought it would. I tell them that we are leaving and that they are welcome to come with us. I tell them the reasons behind our departure, I even tell them about Evelyn and what Jimmy told me today. John immediately brings forth his shield of idealism. 

“You can’t be serious. These men wouldn’t hurt Beryl. There is an order to things here, a structure. If one of them did something they would be punished.”

“Jimmy can’t control them. I don’t trust them.”

He changes tactics. “Look, Har, yes they are wild now. But they are looking for more survivors. We have power. It’s only a matter of time before people start showing up. There will be women. There will be hope. They’ll calm down.” 

He gets excited as he talks. Persuasive. I bet he was a good lawyer. 

“Think about it. There is electricity. It’s warm. We are planting. We are irrigating. This is where civilization gets rebuilt. This is the place where historians will say ‘mankind was saved.’”

I shake my head. “Even if that is true we both want to leave.”

He gets angry. “She is protected here. You are safe here. Unless you go out of your way to make enemies like you did with Theo.”

Steven tries to interrupt. “He didn’t try—”

John cuts over him. “Does she even want to go? Or is it just you? You would take her out into god knows what madness and risk her life?”

I don’t say a word. None would matter. Steven won’t leave his brother and John needs this. Order, stability, people. Without them he feels lost. Us leaving is questioning his judgment. Which is too bad. A friendship could be salvaged if he just wished us safe travels, even knowing we’d most likely never meet again. 

I change into dark clothes and grab a small bag. We will have to move quickly, there’s no sense packing a lot. Not that there’s a lot to pack. I have no guns now. I take a canteen, a book, and a knife stolen from the kitchen.

I glance around the condo. Comfy chairs, a long wood table. Tiled floor and large windows that let in a lot of light. A bed seemingly made from a cloud. 

I won’t miss this place at all. 

When I reenter the common room I can tell that Steven and John have been having words. John is breathing heavily, anger and doubt flushing his face a deep red. Steven walks up and gives me a hug. He doesn’t say much other than to wish us well and to tell Beryl goodbye. He gives me the notebook from when we traveled as a group. The pages are heavy with ink, I hadn’t known that he had kept writing in it. 

I walk to John and he holds out a hand. I force a hug on him. I’m relieved when he hugs me back. 

“Neither of us is right or wrong here, John, we are just doing what we think needs to be done.”

He nods. Part of me is thankful that he put up a fight. He has to know how difficult it would be for me here, but he wants us to stay regardless. I grip him by the shoulders. “I don’t trust much anymore, I don’t know if I ever will. But I trust three people in the whole world. I hope you know that.”

I leave the condo and scan the park for anyone. It’s empty. I casually walk across. I think about the brothers, how close we were when we were on the road and how quickly they seemed to become strangers. It doesn’t hurt, but it’s lamentable. It’s like the friendships you make in grade school that gradually drifts apart as the years go by. You find new interests, new hobbies, discover new things about yourself and then you see your friend from a distance. It was inevitable. 

Still sad.

I punch ‘EVELYN’ into the keypad and the door clicks. I press it open and move inside quickly, the feeling of doing something illicit making my heart beat faster.

Beryl is dressed in dark clothes as well, the familiar black sweatshirt drawn up around her. I go to grab her bag and see a note sitting next to it labeled “Evelyn.” I was worried she might want to wake her up to say goodbye. 

I tell her the brothers won’t be coming with us and her mouth pulls to the side in a slow grimace. We both knew they wouldn’t, but it still sucks. 

We take the back exit and skirt around the edge of the buildings until we get to the eastern side of the community. We can no longer see the lights from the clubhouse on the golf course, but someone has found music and the men are singing along to an old eighties song. I send a silent prayer for Jimmy’s daughter and for Jimmy himself. I hope Wing never despairs, never becomes as jaded as I am. I hope John is right about this place and its people. 

We cut south first, down the street that runs parallel to Camelot until we hit Purdy Avenue. This will take us back out to the freeway but we are cautious. I don’t think we will run into anyone but it’s better to not take chances. We cross the road and out across sand. We are in the field of solar panels now. They are gargantuan, far bigger than they appear from the road. They are shaped like enormous troughs left out for some herd of mystic horses that has yet to return, standing on pillars twice as tall as a man. Each row is held together by a long pole with small hands that turn the panels so each face worships the sun as long as it is in the sky. They face upwards now, soaking in the small beams from the waxing moon. A faint glow permeates the air above so that I feel like I’m underwater staring up at the light of day while dark water swirls around us. Beryl and I walk through them, our shadows dancing beneath us as we pass through the ethereal light. 

Behind us looms mountains already heavy with a mist that will come tumbling down into the desert with the morning sun, tendrils of fog that never reach the valley floor before they are burned away by the sun. The windmills in the distance form odd silhouettes in the dark, hundreds of them, some still slowly moving. I’m reminded of my talk with Jimmy. If civilization comes to an end what will the people who populate Earth think of these gigantic things in the years to come? 

Ahead of us is inky darkness punctuated by stars and a swollen moon that illuminates the open road that will take me home. Us, home. Freedom or death, salvation or madness, who knows what lies ahead for us down this path. John’s last words echo back to me. Am I dooming her? Would I be able to part with her if we found a place in which she could be safe? I feel for her shoulder as we near the last solar panel. I pull her into a hug, slowly. She is tense, ill at ease with a touch that she has not prepared for, even from me. I hug her because I need a hug, not because I think she needs it. I feel like a statue made of paper mache. Outside I’m ready for this world. Inside I am empty. 

She breaks the hug and looks up at me. “It’s okay,” she whispers.

The second set of words she has said to me are a balm to my heart. I hug her again, allowing myself this moment before we go back to surviving. Back to the road and caution and worry and hunger.

We cross the mile or so stretch of sand and hop onto the freeway. We need to cover as much ground as possible before the sun comes up. Then we will hide. 

We travel in silence, alone with our thoughts. I think of the men in the community behind us. I think I see people better now. Or maybe people have less to hide behind. It’s as if layers and layers of costumes have been discarded. There were hairstyles and clothing styles or one’s lack of style. There was social media and who you pretended to be or who you thought you were. And we were petty, so fucking petty before all of this. We didn’t have to fight for survival, fight for anything, so we made up reasons to be mad. We picketed on behalf of people we had never met while cursing at a neighbor who drives too fast down our street. We complained about people smoking cigarettes downwind of us. We made up allergies or hopped on diet fads so we could tell our friends how much we are suffering. 

All of that’s gone now. The end of the world is truthful, I’ll give it that.

But what has replaced it? What drives us now? Survival, obviously. But what else? Are we immediately stripped down to animals? Are we manned by our basest instincts? No. If that was the case I’d have chewed an arm off and abandoned Beryl to her fate. It must be fear. Before death swept across the world we had faith that we would be remembered, or seen, or mourned. That we had a purpose. That’s all gone now, and those of us that are left are like ants without a queen. We scramble and clutch and find ways to pretend that the outside isn’t scary. Maybe Beryl and I cling to each other because we are afraid of our survival being pointless. We cling to each other to take some of the fear away. 

Maybe nothing has really changed.

We only make it two more miles before we hear a distant grumble. The rev of engines changing gears as they rumble down dirt roads before transitioning to pavement. 

We freeze, staring down the road behind us, shocked into stillness by the sudden tumult in an otherwise empty night. 

They weren’t supposed to know we were gone until morning. They don’t know where we are. They don’t know where we are going…

Lights glow and then become blinding as they crest a hill. 

Fuck. 

They come for us. 








Chapter 21

Four cars appear behind us as we stand just inside the small city of Mojave. LED lights mounted on a jeep seem to turn the night to day. They slow as they get closer to town, one truck peeling off down a side street.

The rest head towards us. Beryl and I stand, transfixed, as the cars get closer. How did they know? 

How did they know?

We trip over ourselves trying to get off the road, stumbling over parking blocks to crouch behind a car stuck forever in the drive-thru of a McDonalds.

The three remaining vehicles slow down as they get close to town. One car roars ahead, its lights flashing along our hiding spot as it heads to the far side of town. The jeep leads the way, the hard top removed and men piled into the back and standing to hang onto the roll bars. They yell and hoot as if this is a merry chase, an impromptu scavenger hunt with god knows what prize at the end.

And through all the noise, the rumble of engines and the gibbers of men, I hear Don issuing orders. 

“He can’t have taken her far. Head out, guns ready. You know what to do.”

A question, too muffled for me to make out is asked. Something about not finding us.

“Ain’t but one way to flush out big game. Ya gotta get rid of the forest. We got everything we need from here.”

There is laughter and a small cheer, as if his words were a novel idea, one they should have thought of long ago. Men leap down from the jeep and pass out rifles and large cylindrical containers, the laughs dying down as they get serious.

We shuffle backwards, doing our best to blend in with the night. Beryl has her hood up, her hands hidden in her sleeves. I do my best to copy her. We flit from shadow to shadow, dodging around cars and around bushes until we get to a side street. 

Then we run, desperate to put some distance between us.

It’s short-lived. A pair of high-beams light the intersection ahead of us, forcing us to veer off the road and into the small yard of a ramshackle house. We lie on the dead grass and hold still, barely breathing as the car turns down our road and slowly drives by.

We wait for it to turn down another street, wait for the lights to fade. There is a rustling in the bushes in the house next to us. Branches creak and we both tense. A dark shape slinks along the wall and drops down on the other side. I hear the scrabbling of tiny claws in the house behind us.

The town has been reclaimed by creatures large and small. And every sound sets our nerves on end. Every movement could be the end of the chase. As scary as it is to be caught by the beams of light from one of the cars, it’s far more terrifying knowing there are men out in the pitch black of night with guns, just waiting to catch a glimpse of us. 

Of me.

They can’t possibly want to hurt Beryl. For now.

There is a change in the air. A smell. A heavy, acrid odor that settles on us like a blanket.

Smoke.

I sit up. There is a dull orange glow back the way we came. 

“What the fuck?”

I say it, and I cringe, knowing it came out louder than I wanted. Beryl doesn’t so much pull me back to the ground as cuff me upside the head.

How could they…? To catch us they will burn the town down. Even if we weren’t inside of it. But we are. We are and we have to get out.

We crawl back out into the street and slink like animals to the corner. 

All clear.

Or so it seems. And no time to waste waiting to see.

We run across, hustling into the thickest mass of shadows we can find. 

The fire gains traction. The glow behind us spreads horizontally, a new sun on the horizon that, instead of rising, spews twisting black clouds of ash and smoke to cover the stars and instill fear in the hearts of the hunted.

We shuffle along, always too slow, but still far too reckless. The cars move in a pattern, zig-zagging in a moving pattern ahead of us. They’re easy to avoid. 

But there is fire at our backs and the men who set it, and we are running out of town. We have to get ahead of them. Or around them. 

We veer at a diagonal, cutting east. We move with more abandon now. Desperate. Lungs burning from exertion and smoke. 

A car moves ahead of us. We jump a stone wall and huddle behind it, waiting for it to move past. 

It doesn’t. It sits at the edge of town, twin beams pointed west towards the heart of the small city.

There is the sound of a pebble bouncing along the road.

Beryl grabs me, pulling me down as we huddle against our minuscule barrier.

“You hear that?”

A worried voice, one I can’t recognize. Silence as the men freeze. As we freeze. As the world burns around us and different lights hunt the area around us and four statues at the heart of it.

“You’re hearing shit.” 

Another voice, just as worried. I guess it would be frightening for them, also. Too many shadows, too many unknowns. Each of us avoiding the boogeyman. Or, for them, hoping someone else will kill it.

“He hurt her, I’ll kill him myself.”

Two men walk along the side walk, a small clank following one of the men’s steps.

“Like you would. This one?”

“Let’s go farther down.”

“I’m tired of carrying this fuckin’ thing.”

“One every block. It’s the way he wanted it.”

A grumble and the sound of receding footsteps. I peek over the wall after a minute. One of the men is sloshing liquid on a small building, the other scanning the street with his gun.

The car still sits in the intersection, content to shut off this point of escape.

“Back.”

Beryl is pointing back the way we came. Back through the fire and smoke.

“Yup.”

We trot back towards the glow of the fire. Shadows diminish and we find ourselves more out in the open. But no one has stuck around to witness the effects of their arson. Houses share their flame with their neighbor, fire stretching and leaping to engulf whole histories of families. Of families and loners and young adults just barely out on their own. 

Other houses aren’t touched. A weird crossword of light and dark, capricious winds and unknown building materials make a mishmash of the inferno that pulses with the same foul stink.

We walk a sidewalk of untouched houses. On the other side is a row of roaring pyres. The houses gushing smoke and flame, the glass in windows and doors long exploded to litter the streets with reflective shards. 

The heat is unbearable. The smoke is even worse. But at least the crackle of flames, the collapse of stone and brick and wood mask our coughing. 

We trudge on. Faces covered. Eyes slits that sting too much to open. We walk this tightrope with fire because it is a better death than back the other way.

Golden arches. We are almost back to where we started. Beryl points across the main drag towards the railroad tracks. 

Good idea. 

A truck is parked at this end of town, headlights pointing towards the interior. We skirt around it, picking our way through a gas station and around a liquor store. Then we are two shadows crossing the road.

Or so we hope.

There is no sign that we are seen. We wait a minute. 

Two. 

Watching the truck and waiting to see if it moves. Waiting for men to step out. To yell. To point their guns.

Nothing.

We move along the tracks, the air only slightly cooler, moving in the same direction as the voracious fire. 

They weren’t bluffing. The whole town is ablaze. I wonder what will happen when they don’t find us. What will Don say? Something he said earlier floats to the surface.

“He can’t have taken her far.”

What did he tell them?

The tracks follow the same course as the road. North. Until the road splits. Straight ahead is highway 58. The 14 veers to the right. 

We need to be on the 14. 

At least, if we want to go where I need to go.

There is no sign of the men. The fire is behind us now, though no less significant. 

“We need to cross.”

I can’t tell if Beryl nods. I can’t tell if she does anything because suddenly everything is bright. The jeep, sitting dormant, now flares to life just down the street. 

Blinding us. Cornering us. 

A cacophony of sounds as the engine revs and men yell and the fire roars like an apathetic audience in attendance to a private show.

Beryl yanks on my sweatshirt and we run down the side of the road and past the fork where the highway splits. The jeep is joined by the lights of another truck as it pursues us down the road. 

“Fuck. C’mon!”

We ditch the road to head out due east across the sand. There is a yell and the honk of a horn. A roman candle is set off, fireworks exploding in the air above us illuminate the desert. Another firework is set off, reds and blues and yellow sparks swirl in the air above us, a cruel mockery of Independence Day as they signal the sighting of their prey.

I hear the sound of tires as they leave the road, rubber crunching across gravel and detritus, the bucking of shocks as they hit uneven ground. We are slow moving across the sand. Too slow. They’re so close now. 

I stumble as I hit pavement. A thin strip of asphalt stretches ahead of us and we take advantage of it, running at a sprint. I see the outline of an airplane and I pull Beryl towards it. We duck beneath it and hide behind the tires. I glance around. Airplanes are everywhere, haphazardly parked at odd angles. They are surrounded by spare parts; wings and cockpits and landing gear. Fuselages and seats and tires are strewn about, as if we stumbled into the sandbox of some giant and temperamental toddler.

I grab Beryl’s hand and we race among them. 

Headlights hit us and we veer around the nose of a plane. Past barrels and a pair of giant turbines. Car doors slam. We go to run north and a SUV swerves to block the route. 

We crouch behind a small plane. Beryl clutches my arm, her fingernails digging deep as we desperately look for a way out. Oil is everywhere, the smell mixed with the rubber of tires. Headlights flood the area with light, smaller flashlights bobbing around us on all sides, and some few carry makeshift torches. Torches that slowly form a circle. I hear muttered voices, anger and excitement and dark laughs. A gun cocks. Don’s smug voice carries across the pavement. 

“It’s okay Beryl. It’s okay now, we are here for you.”

Beryl and I look at each other, confused. What is he up to? I think of how Don would play this back at the camp. He’d say she was shy, but happy to be safe. He’d say I was jealous, perhaps, and I tried to kidnap her. 

They’re on a rescue mission. 

That motherfucker.

He continues. “Harlan, just give yourself up. There’s no need to hurt anybody.”

I know I should say something. Try to explain myself. Anything I say now will sound guilty, though. I look at Beryl. She is staring at me, dark eyes filled with the resignation of defeat. Whatever we do seems to end up the same way. Are we destined for these roles? Did the universe conspire to make us slaves in this new world? 

“Fuck you.” I say it against my better judgment. I’m a bitter loser. 

I grab Beryl’s arm. “You have to stay strong,” I hiss. “It will not always be like this.”

She is already gone, eyes glazed as she sinks into the dark recesses to hide with her voice. She barely nods. I hear the patter of footsteps as the men spread out. I hear them chuckling as my name is bandied about. They are drunk. 

They want blood. 

Don keeps going with his hero voice. “Just let the girl go, there’s no need to fight anymore.”

“I didn’t think I was fighting in the first place.” 

I don’t know what to do. I feel like I have failed her. Again. I don’t know why they don’t rush in and take us. We don’t have any guns.

“There is no need to hurt the girl, Harlan. Just let her go.” 

Don’t hurt her? I see… He is playing this out to the end. I’m the jealous man who stole the woman against her will. Even now I bet no one here knows that she can’t speak. They think I have a hand over her mouth. They think I’ll kill her to prevent them from having her. If she could say something right now, anything, I might have a chance. 

“Honey, you okay?” That fucker. 

“We will come out.” I don’t look at her. I feel like a coward. I should try to fight. Find a way to break free, sneak to one of the cars and take it. I should do something brave. I’m just trying to find a way in which I don’t die.

“First, I want to know what will happen to us.” Best to make this public. 

I peek around the edge of the tire. Don stands in the center of a group of men. I see him glance at the others, they grin as he shakes his head ruefully. I see Chris is standing next to him, Alderman whispering something in his ear. 

“Well. She will come with us. Her family. You on the other hand,” he spreads his hands, “you attacked one of our members. You have kidnapped the one person who could save the daughter of our leader. You are a threat.”

The fucker knows what he is doing. The men smile and nod and finger their guns. 

“So that means I don’t get to go back. I’m fine with that.” I put a hand on Beryl’s shoulder. I would come back for her and I hope she knows it. I could never leave her alone with this man, let alone the group. But I can do nothing as a corpse.

Don grimaces. “Well, it’s not that simple. My men can’t be looking over their shoulders for the rest of their lives. This is a problem, as my papa used to say, best nipped in the bud.” 

Silence. They wait. I don’t have any choices and they know it. They want me to make a dash, or fight them, anything to make it easier for them to pull the trigger. 

“Come out boy,” Don croons, “we’ll make it quick. No need to cause more hurt than you already have.”

Headlights appear on the road and swerve towards us. The men turn, curious, as a truck crawls down the ditch and towards the group. It stops twenty feet away. I can’t see who gets out but I hear John’s voice. 

“You found them.”

He states a fact. I had wondered, at the back of my mind, if he was the one who gave us away. Could he have told them that we were leaving? Would he? 

I think if he had he would have been in the first group. Besides, Don seems less than pleased to see him. He gives a curt nod. “We did.”

John takes in the scene. “I think we can put the guns down, they are unarmed, right?”

Don shakes his head. “He took her against her will. He’s unstable.”

John laughs. “Yeah, he is unstable. But he didn’t take her.” I hear Wing saying a vehement defense that is hushed by John. I see Steven standing next to his brother. I love these men.

John walks forward and joins Don in center stage. “So what’s the plan?” 

Don is wary. This is not how he wanted this to go. “We are taking her back.”

“And Harlan?”

Don shakes his head. There is silence. Don uses it to make a play. “I understand that he was your friend. Companion. You went through some hardships together. But you embraced us, and he tried to destroy us. You have to see that. We are trying to rebuild civilization and he would tear it down.”

John glances back in the direction of the burning town, then back at Don. No words need to be said. I see his mind working, he has his lawyer face on. “You’re right. We need to rebuild.”

Don’s face creases. He tries to figure out the lawyer’s tactic.

John continues. “Harlan is unstable. We saw the fight the other day. But,” he pauses dramatically, “we don’t know all the facts here. We don’t know why he and Beryl are out here.” 

Muttering from the men. Someone laughs derisively. 

“He deserves a trial,” John continues calmly. “A chance to tell his side of the story.”

Don scoffs, throws his arms open as he kicks the asphalt. “What side of the story? You have almost twenty witnesses,” he splutters. 

John looks him in the face and smiles. “But you said we are rebuilding civilization. It’s not civilized to execute a man. Or…” he looks at me. “To allow a man to kill just because he has a grudge.” 

In the end we step out and Beryl holds my hand and the men are confused by this. They thought they were rescuing her. Don takes Beryl to his car and they sit, idling, as men drag me to a SUV and throw me in the back. They are angrier than before. They came out for violence and are pissed at the anticlimactic ending. Soot blackened faces twisted with anger and unsated blood lust. So they hiss threats and are rough with me and do all they can to provoke me and somehow salvage their evening. 

The drive back is short, the distance we traveled pathetic. Just a quick flash of the fire and then back into the blue-black of the desert night.

We pull into Camelot and I am drug out of the car and across the grass with unshakeable déjà vu. The men confer with Don before he gently guides Beryl back to the condo. I wonder what Jimmy will say. I wonder if he will plead ignorance to our escape. 

Rough arms take me across the street and through the sands towards the clubhouse. I am tossed into a utility shed and chains are drawn across the door. There is a click of a padlock. A crunch of footsteps outside and I hear Wing, his voice high, telling them he needs to talk to me. He is told to fuck off and, eventually, he does. I’m thankful. He probably would ask me why I left without telling him. Without asking him to come with. I don’t have an answer prepared. 

The night is long and though I’m tired I don’t sleep. I pace the small room, fingers outstretched until I find the corners, and try to marshal my thoughts. It’s an impossible task. I sink to the floor and sit with head in hands as each desperate plan hatches a billion rebuttals.

I think of Beryl. Of the brothers and whether or not they’re still accepted by the other men after defending me. I think of my child. I wonder if it will be a boy or a girl, if it will have my hair or hers. God, I was so scared to be a father. As if I had somehow derailed my life, a life I had hitherto done nothing with. How silly that seems now. I was scared that people would judge my parenting, the fact that I didn’t have a job that would provide well for a growing family. Fear held so much sway in my life. And now… I would tell my child that all you can do is your best to smile, to savor your shout into the wind. Fuck what other people think. 

I laugh a bitter laugh. I just want the chance to hold Jessica and my baby.

I am coming back, I swear. I promise you I’m trying. 


Chapter 22

I must have dozed. I bolt upright as the door is ripped open, eyes blinded by the sudden light. Hands grip my arms and I’m jerked from the shed. It’s early morning, a grey pall covering the horizon to the east where the town of Mojave used to be.

Theo is one of the men who escorts me inside the clubhouse. His face is still swollen, one eye squinting abnormally. He doesn’t look at me. 

The tables are all the same except one has been turned sideways to face the rest with Don presiding at its head. There is a chair in front of him that I am thrust into. The rest of the men watch silently. I spot the brothers and Wing and give them a terse smile. They look grim. 

Well fuck. 

There is a murmur from the crowd and I look up to see Jimmy leading Beryl into the room. She doesn’t look at the men. Her eyes seem to look through the wall ahead of her. She sits in the front row, removed by a few spaces from the nearest person. Jimmy takes a chair and sits next to Don.

After motioning for silence Don stands. He looks smug. Bastard has gotten cleaned up for this. Freshly shaved and hair slicked back. He wears a goddamn tie. 

“This shouldn’t take too long. You’ve trusted me with handling matters for awhile now and I hope you trust me still. I’ll say my piece and then if anyone else wants to talk they can. Soon as we are done talking we will vote. Majority rules. Simple as that.”

There is no sound and he takes it as acceptance. He moves to the front of the table and leans against it. He partially obscures Jimmy, something he no doubt intended to do. 

“Here is the situation, boys. The world ended.” Some of the men laugh and he smiles indulgently. “The world ended, it sure did. But we did not. We survived. And we’ve kept surviving. How? Because we are strong. Because we keep each other strong. And because we are willing to do hard things.” His voice gets hard. “The world fucking ended. And we can’t do things like we used to. We can’t be weak.” He raises his hands and gestures to the men. “We can rebuild civilization. And we will. And we, the survivors, will make it right.” 

Men thump on the table at his words. Dammit he is a good showman. 

I sneak a glance at Jimmy. He is listening intently, no expression on his face. He has been so caught up with his daughter that I wonder if this is the first time he is seeing Don in his element. 

He gestures to Jimmy. “This man, this great man, to be sure, brought us hope. We have electricity. We have power. Look around you, we have built so much.” Cheers at this. He drops his voice to a hush. “The burden of rebuilding has fallen on our shoulders and we cannot shirk our duty. It’s going to be hard. We have responsibilities.” He turns to Beryl, gives her a fatherly smile. “We have a responsibility to protect those who need it. To give them a home, to treat them like family.”

He pauses, rubbing the bridge of his nose theatrically, as if he is about to speak of something that pains him. The men hang on his every word. 

“Let us speak openly and plainly. Sometimes, you know, I think maybe the world would still be running smoothly if there had been more of that. So let’s be honest with each other. I have spoken of responsibilities.” He surveys the room, holding eye contact with everyone in turn. “We have a debt to mankind. To rebuild. To not let our species fade away. And we men cannot do that alone. We need our better halves.” 

Twenty sets of eyes dart to Beryl to see her response. She doesn’t move, not even a twitch. Once again I marvel at her poise.

Don holds up placating hands even though no one has spoken. “I’m not talking about forcing anyone to do anything that they don’t want to do. I’m talking about the greater good. I’m talking about giving this place and its people a chance.” 

Heads are nodding. How quickly people find ways to justify evil.

“We have a duty to protect life, to protect everything that is precious. This man,” he gestures to me, “would keep it for himself, even if it meant killing it.”

I didn’t think he would be able to come out and say it. To admit to wanting to keep Beryl there at all costs, even if it meant using force. And he did it in a way that sounded logical. ‘The greater good.’ ‘Responsibilities.’ ‘Protect everything that is precious.’ The men in the room agree. Maybe morally they see that this is wrong but Don has given them an out. Demanded they trust that this is for mankind. For a future that would be far worse without them in it. They are with him and I don’t know if I would stand against him should I have happened to be just another stranger in the room. I hope I would have had the balls.

Don starts listing off my crimes. “He took playful jests and twisted them into a reason to fight, and seriously hurt one of our members. He refuses to work with others. And he kidnapped someone very important to us. She could have died.” He looks at me as he says it, a father scolding a wayward child. I want to yell, to refute all of these claims. But I have to trust that I will get a chance. The moment I let my anger out is the moment they put me down on the spot.

“He is jealous. He considers Beryl his.” He allows a little anger to color his voice as he points a long finger at me. “He would hover at her shoulder day and night, refusing to let her mingle with the rest of us for fear that she might find some happiness without him. Beryl deserves better.” 

I don’t like the way he says her name. I’ve seen drunk men in bars say a woman’s name that way. 

He scans the room, opens his hands. “So what do we do? He can’t stay here. But we can’t just expel him. Do we spend the rest of our lives looking over our shoulders? Waiting for him to come back and get his petty revenge?”

Don starts to get emotional. I am in awe. He believes in what he is saying and I find myself empathizing. He is right. Fuck me. What he is doing is wrong but from his shoes I’d do the same. I’m the guy who believes that his clan is the exception. My clan? Is what is best for Beryl and best for me the detriment of mankind? Possibly. Is it selfish for me to want more for both of us? In this case it’s another yes. 

Fuck ‘em.

They lay cornerstones for buildings right at the top of the foundation, the place that not only holds weight but can be seen for years to come so people can see its importance. This is a cornerstone and maybe this moment saves the human race. For all I know Beryl is one of two women left alive. But I don’t want the rebuilding of civilization to be based around this. If that’s the case then maybe we deserve to die out. 

I feel better thinking that. Maybe we deserve to be wiped out. That’s the dark side of my family coming out. We laughed at funerals. All of us, drunk or not, we laughed. Why not? My family knew the deceased would rather see that than weeping. I know I’m smiling now and I know I’m fucked. 

It’s not hard to see, I played a lot of chess.

What are my moves? I tell them that Beryl is my friend. I tell them we’ve been through a lot together and that I was trying to protect her. She doesn’t speak. I look like the violent and crazed man who has terrified her into silence. 

I tell them that what they are doing is wrong. I tell them that this woman is scarred enough as it is. I tell them that everyone deserves a choice. They see a selfish bastard preventing them from saving mankind. 

I tell them I’ll leave and no one would believe me. If I was them I’d shoot me. It’s the logical conclusion. No wonder John and Steven look so depressed. 

There is silence and I realize a question was directed at me. “Do you wish to say anything in your defense?” 

I wish I had something for Don’s smug face. 

I stand up. I’m getting used to stacking moments, savoring the small things before I die. I got out of the last one. Somehow. It’s not looking good here. I feel a breeze from outside. I can tell it’s going to rain soon. I see the unified creasing of distressed foreheads from the brothers. From Wing. I see that Theo is examining his hands. I smell beer and kerosene and blood. I have calluses on my hands and my mind is clear. 

“Beryl is my friend. She is the strongest person I know. She has gone through enough pain to last a lifetime and I ask that you don’t add to it.” I say the words to the group but I look at her. “I don’t have a defense against what Don said. I think you all know he is wrong. But you’ll let him do it anyways.” Some heads drop, most just glare at me. “We ran because we knew this moment would come. And now it has and this man is simply arguing for a postponed rape. If you think that’s what will save us, save mankind… Then kill me now. I want no part of it.”

Silence follows and I sit down. Wing leaps to his feet. “We can’t do this. He is right! It’s wrong and if you kill him then you’ll—”

He is jerked down into his seat by Steven. John stands up. “I think that we should hold a discussion about Beryl’s role, and her CHOICES, in another discussion. Right now we are deciding whether or not my friend lives or dies.” He is so calm right now. Everyone is so calm. Casually talking about whether or not to kill me. 

What is this? 

“Don mentioned that we cannot let him go. Why not? If we drive him far enough way…”

A cacophony of voices rise to argue. They’ve seen my madness, none of them trust me not to come back here and kill them in their sleep. I wonder if I would do that. Stupid thing to ponder, I should try to think of something more positive before I die. I try to think of home as they argue around me. I think of the green grass in my front yard. Thicker, more earthy and verdant than any other grass. Wholesome. I imagine lying on my back in it, Jessica curled up next to me as our small boy chases ants. 

“I will kill myself before I give any of you a child. I will kill the first man who touches me.” 

Voices slow, everyone turns to Beryl. She isn’t meeting anyone’s eyes, still staring straight ahead at the far wall. Her shoulders are tense and her jaw muscles clench and unclench. One hand is twisted into her sweatshirt at her side, knuckles white with tension.

Don steps towards her and she flinches. He holds out a placating hand. 

“What did you say?”

There is a long silence as her mouth begins to form words and then abandons them. I go and sit next to her, lending what strength I have. She is able to exhale another shaky sentence, barely audible. “I will kill myself before I give any of you a child. I will do my best… to kill the first man…. the first man who touches me.”

Don’s face contorts. This wasn’t part of his plan. Slowly he smoothes his features, hiding the anger and putting on his best paternal concern. “Of course, you need time to become part of the community here. That’s all we are saying. We are here to protect you until that time comes. But that is something that we can discuss at another time.”

“No it is not.” Jimmy speaks from his chair. Relaxed, genuine, he holds the room with his quiet certainty. “We will not force this girl to do anything she does not want to, even if it is for the ‘greater good.’ That will not be the legacy of this place.”

Don starts to argue but Jimmy holds up a hand. “My daughter is going to die. But if she wasn’t I hope that she wouldn’t be held here to serve as a broodmare.” He scans the crowd and men shy away from his eyes. The future despoiling of his daughter has been thought of, at least by a few. He turns to me. “You both are free to leave.”

Don rounds on him, snarling. “You don’t have the power to do that!”

Jimmy leans back, puzzled. “I believe I do. Without me this place shuts down, or have you forgotten?” Don is silent. Jimmy looks out at the men, eyebrows raised. “They will not be hindered, or followed, or further troubled by us. If I find out that anyone harms them, they will be expelled from here. Forever.” He scans the crowd. “Does anyone have anything else to say?” The room is quiet. 

“Then it is settled. Harlan, Beryl, I apologize for this.” He stands up and starts to walk out of the hushed room. He turns, “Beryl, before you go perhaps you could say goodbye to my daughter?” Beryl nods and he leaves the room. Silence before Don storms out after him. 

Wing runs up and slaps me on the back. He doesn’t say much, the shadow of death still hovering too close to allow much joy to seep through. John offers me a gruff handshake, as if he just successfully won a case in court. I barely notice. I don’t feel like this is over. The men haven’t dispersed, instead clumping in small groups and conversing quietly. I see many throw looks at Beryl, sideways glances that reek of anger. She rejected them outright. They don’t know her history, they believe she simply thinks herself as superior. Too precious to waste on them. Too disgusted by them to give them a chance.

We need to leave soon. 

I walk with Beryl and the brothers outside, Wing trailing. “Are you guys going to be okay here? Doubt you’ll be popular with the rest of the guys since you helped send us away.”

Steven shrugs. John ponders it a moment. “I don’t think so. Honestly I don’t think any of these guys wanted to kill you. They wanted to see you shamed, I think, and I think they wanted Beryl to stay. But they wanted her to want to stay, you know?”

I disagree, but I know there won’t be any swaying him. There is a silence now.  A moment in which I look at John and a question I don’t want to ask forms on my lips.

“Did you tell them that we left?”

His face hardens, real pain in the look he gives me. 

“How could you ask that? You are… You both are family to me.”

I nod, reassured, but he steps closer, almost panicked.

“You believe me, right? I would never do that. I have no idea how they found you.”

I believe him. And I feel horrible for having to ask.  But I needed to know for sure.

I put a hand on his shoulder. “I shouldn’t have asked. I’m sorry.”

I give them another round of hugs although I can tell John is still troubled. Trust is no small thing. And in this new world it can be everything.

Is it gone, now?

I hold out a hand to Wing, but he shakes his head and grins. “You can’t sneak away again. I’m coming with.” Beryl raises an eyebrow at me. 

“Okay. We leave in an hour.” 

He runs off and Beryl and I cross the grass to Jimmy’s condo. Beryl grabs my hand and holds it as we walk. She is shaking a little bit and I feel how tense my own shoulders are. We are bonded together by so much pain, it’s a relief that we have each other to share our fear. I squeeze her hand, our fingers entwined, and for the first time I start feeling guilt. There is nothing romantic between us, but there is an indelible link. A bond that I hold dear and would be loath to break. I can only hope Jessica will understand.

I stumble, feet tripping on a clump of grass. I weave as the ground turns to jelly beneath my feet.  What the hell…? Beryl and I break apart as we struggle to maintain our balance, the grass suddenly as treacherous as a ship at sea.  There is a howl, as if from a distant wind, punctuated by creaks and groans and the shouts from men.  

I don’t know what to do.  Beryl and I crouch in the grass, hands grasping at green turf as if holding onto the mane of a wild horse that is desperate to shake us off.  The buildings undulate back and forth and glass explodes from a row of houses.  Metal screeches and wood snaps as a rift appears in the middle of a building.  The howling is louder and I’m tossed onto my side, Beryl’s knee hits me in the shoulder as we are tossed about, dolls in the hands of some child God. 

I hear yelling and I see Chris stumbling across the sand.  His elbow juts out at an odd angle and lacerations criss-cross his face.  He is screaming, eyes wild, and he walks like a drunkard who does not know where to go.  I see a clump of men scrambling towards a car.  They climb in and the driver races away before everyone is inside. He does not go far before the front tires dip into a break in the road. The axle cracks and I see the driver staring blankly at the blood-smeared airbag in front of him.  Behind the car the mountain side lets go of its hold on a cluster of rocks.  Stone and dirt form a wave as they roar and foam down the steep hill and flow out over the far part of the solar panel field.  

Beryl is clutching at my leg and I roll over.  The irrigation unit is cracked and dark water gushes out to soak the grass. The soil is gurgling and water hisses, slurping and gurgling in and out of the ground around us to the beat of some unseen heart.

And then it’s over.  

We sit up and take stock of the land around us as our hearts thrum in our ears and adrenaline pulses through our bodies.  Water seeps from old sprinklers and pools in pocks and craters as the land settles into a new shape.  Dust is in the air and halos the buildings.  The air is deadly still, hotter than I remember it being, cloyed with tension or foul gases or both.  Fissures and gaps mark roads and buildings alike.  

Men stumble out of doorways or stand up from where they took cover and a couple lie still on the ground.  They call to each other and people hunt for their friends.  

Beryl and I head for Jimmy’s condo.  The door is open and we walk up stairs covered with paint chips and dust shook loose from hidden nooks twenty years old.  

Upstairs is a disaster.  Broken glass is everywhere, blasted from windows and pictures and lightbulbs.  Jimmy’s office door is open and I hear him yelling accompanied by a heavy banging.  Oh fuck. We hustle into the bedroom.  The doctor is sitting on the bed, a cloth soaked in blood held to his temple.  He watches Jimmy in a daze, as if trying to comprehend what the man is doing. Jimmy has a hammer and is tearing at the door to the panic room.  It’s not locked anymore, but the frame has been twisted, the heavy door squeezed hard into one corner while a gap has appeared opposite of it.  I can hear Evelyn crying and she calls out for her dad.  She keeps saying please and Jimmy yells “I’m coming” and he hammers harder.

I look around for a tool but I can’t find anything.  I’m about to tell him to give me the hammer so I can come at the door with fresh energy when he starts screaming at Evelyn. 

“Get back get back from the door!”  He covers his mouth and hustles backwards.  I see Evelyn’s teary eye appear at the crack, little fingers at the small hole her father has made.  

“Daddy please.  Please daddy. I can’t breathe.”

Her mouth hovers at the gap for a second and Jimmy watches, hand over his own mouth and tears streaming down his face.  “Get back from the hole, baby.  I’ll get you out.”

She disappears for a second and Jimmy wraps his shirt around his face and resumes beating at the wall, his screams of rage barely muffled.  The wall made to protect his family holds out, most of the damage inflicted done by the earthquake.  Evelyn comes to the hole to breathe more and more.  Eyes bloodshot and swollen from tears slowly darken as the blood inside her body turns to poison. Her crying takes a desperate turn and Jimmy attacks the wall like a fiend. I don’t think he knows that I am there. If I tried to help him, or slow him, I would die. 

Evelyn’s crying ebbs and flows as the disease racks her body. It’s mostly quiet now. Every once in awhile we hear a cough, a shuddered “Daddy,” or simple whimpers. The room is quiet. The doctor is hunched over on the table, mouth open, the blood drying on his temple. Only the occasional twitch of his hand telling us he is still alive. 

Beryl and I stand still, silent witnesses to another death in a world that has seen a surplus. I wonder if we should leave so that Jimmy can have privacy in this moment. I wonder if we should stay so that he might find us if he needs succor. 

Jimmy is frantic, the claw side of the hammer swung into the wall again and again. His shirt is soaked through and I see that his hand is bleeding. But the metal is barely dented and there is only a small gap growing in the wall near the lock. 

He stops and looks through the hole and it’s as if his soul leaves his body. There is a lurch as energy flees his limbs, a puppet whose strings have been cut. “I’m sorry, Ev, I’m sorry I’m sorry God I’m sorry.” 

I don’t know how long we stand there. I glance at Beryl. Her face is stone. She does not grieve, no tears, because how does one grieve for another drop of rain that hits the ground? Her face is simply harder, one more horror story that she takes into her soul. I wonder what my face looks like now. 

Jimmy’s body still shakes even after he runs out of water to fuel his tears. Slowly he stills. I wonder if he is still conscious but then he looks up at us. “Will you help me?” He barely can whisper. 

It takes us hours to take the wall apart. In the end I’m exhausted and bleeding, my hands raw and swollen. Beryl leans on the wall next to me. I see her examine blisters on her palms. We took turns spelling each other. I don’t know how Jimmy is still standing. But he does. He angles himself into that room and takes the limp form of Evelyn in his hands and he carries her outside. 

We follow. The whole land is still. Silent. You never notice the small things; the chirring of insects, the birds, the bark of a dog… Even the power generated by the windmills and solar fields gave a faint hum. Now it’s all gone. 

For the rest of the men this is the lowest it has gone. This is as far into the depths of despair many have traveled. I have been down that path, it’s not hard to see it on their faces. 

Jimmy walks with Evelyn out of Camelot and down the road. I know he is taking her to the windmill he pointed out. The first windmill made here, the one he named after his daughter. 

Two men died and three are pretty messed up. I see the doctor get trotted out towards the road where the wounded are gathered. He does not know where he is or what the men are telling him. But his hands touch their arms, the cuts on their chests and faces with familiarity. We hand him things; ointments, bandages, stitching thread. He discards them or shakes his head, hand waving, until he finds that which he needs. The men hold Chris down as he sets his arm. 

Don is a whirlwind of energy. He checks with every man, excepting Beryl and myself, making sure no one is hurt. He forms groups and assigns jobs. Gather food. Gather the water reserves. Form shelters. Find tents. He warns us of aftershocks. After feeling the magnitude of that quake I find the idea of an aftershock terrifying. 

Jimmy doesn’t come back that night. I am too tired to do much more than fall asleep. Small shakes rattle the ground and interrupt my already restless sleep. Beryl sleeps next to me. Or at least I think she does. Breath in. Breath out. It was the same back in Stuart’s house. But some nights I could see her eyes. 










In the morning Jimmy returns. Eyes red and hands filthy. He was always so put together, hair and clothes and a smile all at the ready. A man who woke up before everyone and went to bed later. No one has seen this ghost. A man aged by grief. Patchy facial hair more grey than black. Covered in blood and tears and eyes unseeing. He trudges up to us and joins the circle of men and I think that’s all that he knows to do right now. 

Don walks to him and gives him a hug. I don’t like the man but I can see that this is what he needs. He almost breaks down again and Don whispers in his ear and I see the friendship that they used to have. 

Vegetables are dispensed for breakfast and Wing and the brothers share with Beryl and I. No one wants to leave the group. I guess there really would be nothing else to do. Eyes look to Don and Jimmy for guidance. 

Don checks on the wounded. He doesn’t look like he slept. I’ll give it to him, the man cares. He finishes taking stock and he steps into the middle of our little camp. 

“What a night.” He scans everyone in the crowd, giving out nods. “A lesser group might have perished. We continue to survive.” He gives out a proud smile. Holds it, lets it linger before his face falls into solemnity. “Let’s have a moment of silence for a girl that we all loved. Evelyn.” He bows his head and the group follows suit. I catch Beryl’s eye before bowing my head. The grief is too near, and too dear to Jimmy. This feels wrong, steps in a play written by Don, but we cannot break out of character for fear of reprisal.

Don goes to Jimmy and gives him another hug. He steps back into the circle, dragging his old friend with him. “We are here. We will continue to survive. Now is the time for strength. Courage… I have to ask a hard question.” He grips Jimmy’s shoulders. “My friend. Jimmy. How bad is the damage? Is Camelot over?”

Jimmy draws in a large breath as he gathers himself, compartmentalizing the death of his daughter into some shadowy attic of the mind. “I think we are fine. The processors themselves shut down with seismic activity. It’s a simple kill switch method in case of an open circuit causing a fire. The lines in the houses will need to be repaired and of course any damage to the machines in the field and then… And then it’s just a matter of turning the power back on.”

Smiles from the group of men. Don nods. “This is excellent news. I believe we can safely handle all of that. Thank you Jimmy, for everything.” He pulls the small gun from his waistband and shoots Jimmy in the head. 





Chapter 23

The group is silent and still. Jimmy still stands, eyes rolled upwards as if he too, like everyone else, is looking at the small hole in his forehead. He brings a hand halfway up to his face. 

“Were you…” 

I don’t know what he was trying to say. He collapses into the dirt, lifeless arms twisted beneath him at odd angles. 

Don takes a deep breath. Everyone stares at him. “I’m sorry, I truly am, that you all had to witness that. But as everyone here can attest, he was leading us down a path detrimental to our future. To any future.” He scans the crowd. “Anyone disagree?”

Blurry eyes stare at the gun. At the three dead bodies and the destruction around them. Minds labor to grasp this new development.

John steps forward. His hands buttoning an imaginary jacket in front of him. Chin up he approaches Don. 

“Not only did you kill an unarmed man. Not only did you kill the one man who knew this place inside and out. But you killed your friend. You could have…”

Don has raised the gun and is examining it. John trails off. I wonder if I could get to Don before he shoots him. I start to rise from my seat. Don idly swings the gun in my direction. 

“Sit.” 

There is silence for a second. He looks at John. 

“Was that it?” 

John doesn’t say anything. Don nods, as if that makes a point for him. 

“You see? This is what people respond to.” He holds the gun up, a prop in another production. “Power. Jimmy didn’t get it. And yes, he was my friend. MY friend. It’s one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. But I did it for the group. I did it now so that I wouldn’t have to watch him die later. Or watch one of you die later.”

He scans the crowd. Perplexed faces stare back at him. No one knows what to think. Some are looking at Don with new eyes. Most don’t look at him at all, doing their best to avoid this next chapter of violence. 

No one does anything. Not that they can, not now. And he’s right, people respond to power. In times like these decisiveness goes a long way. 

“We will rebuild. We will make Camelot better than before. We will create a home.” He turns to Beryl. “Darling girl. We all have sacrifices to make. You will be given time. Time to adjust, to get to know everyone. You will be treated as the savior you are. But you will do your part to save mankind.”

She doesn’t say anything, frozen in place next to me. His glance slides over to me. 

“You. You are a disease to this company.” 

I stand up and he raises the gun. 

“If you shoot him you die.” 

Everyone looks over to see Wing holding a gun. A bag with all of his earthly possessions sits on the ground next to him. Shaky hands aim the pistol at Don. He repeats the statement. “You shoot him and you die.”

Beryl gets in front of me. Steven joins her. Don scans the group. Changes tactics.

“I’m not going to kill him. We have had enough death today. He is, as we all agreed, not allowed to stay.”

John steps forward. “You talked about this, he—”

Don cuts him off. “He will be taken far away. He will be given water and a small amount of food. And he will leave here knowing that if he ever comes back… He. Will. Die.” 

The words hang over the group. They do not care. He is the man in charge. Hell, I get it. I don’t want to make decisions in a world where the importance of every little choice has skyrocketed. 

John makes protests, sotto voce to Don, imploring him to see reason. Wing finally lowers his gun and adds his voice. Don now wears the sad face of a father who understands the anguish of children but metes out the punishment anyways. 

“Theo, Dave, Alderman, take him.”

 The three men approach. I do not fight. I will not give Don the easy way out. They do not roughly grab me, instead I feel a single hand on my shoulder. Theo stands, unreadable, swollen face waiting for me to come with him. I look at Beryl. She is crying. She gives me a little grimace and shakes her head.

“Don’t come back.” She looks me in the eyes as she whispers those three little words. A deep breath. A hard look. “Go home. Make it home. Don’t come back here.”

I look at the three men around me. “Something tells me I won’t.” I regret the words as I say them. She turns from me, face contorting and transforming from the face of one who cries to one who weeps. 

“It will be okay, Beryl.”

She doesn’t look at me, but I see a nod. Good enough. I realize John is speaking to me. He tells me to carry on, to get to my family and make sure they are safe. He tells me he will protect Beryl. I see Steven’s face over his shoulder, his visage more truth than his brother’s words. Then I’m gone. 

Alderman is rough. He is Don’s man through and through. 

“Ya done fucked up now, faggot.”

He places a blindfold over my eyes, tightens it until my temples hurt. My hands are bound behind me. They toss me in the back of a truck and one of them climbs into the back with me. Then we drive. Not the smooth drive of a car over miles of highway. That’s all gone now, courtesy of the earthquake. The truck clambers down ditches and up slopes, through what must be desert terrain, swerving and braking suddenly. It’s all I can do to brace myself so I don’t fly out or bash my head in. 

We stop. They share water and a piss and every moment I expect a bullet to the head. Every scuff of a boot on dirt is the last thing I’ll ever hear. 

Then we keep going. They leave the tailgate down this time. The driver, I don’t know who, starts to swerve and brake and do whatever he can to throw me out. He succeeds. 

I hit my head on the side of the truck bed as we go over a bump and then I’m flying. I smack into the sand and my shoulder makes a popping noise. Dirt fills my mouth. The wind is knocked out of me and hands pull me back into the truck. One yells something about a bet. I try to tap into rage, into something that will help me. It’s fruitless. 

I’m fucked.

They continue with the game, swerving and skidding and sometimes spinning circles in the dirt. I fall out a few more times. Picked back up and put back in. The man in the back, I think it’s Alderman, finds this hilarious. I frantically try to wriggle my hands free from the duct tape around my wrists. It’s impossible to do while sliding around.

 I don’t understand what they are doing. It’s like they are just wasting time. What for I cannot tell. This would scare me more if I wasn’t doing my best not to fly out and break my neck. 

The truck slows, stops. Hands pull me out and push me down onto the ground. The blindfold is ripped off. Alderman stands before me, an evening sun behind him, dark blue of night creeping in already. Dave is leaning against the cab of the truck smoking a cigarette. Theo is behind me. 

“So who wants to do it?” Alderman looks to his cohorts. He is a weasel of a man. He touches people a lot, punches or high fives or pinches or whatever he can to make himself known. The first to laugh at someone else’s joke and the first to condemn that same person should the joke be met with disfavor. But never the first to do anything.

No one responds and he walks to the truck and opens the passenger door, returning with a gun. Unctuous grin at the ready as he proffers the weapon to the others. 

Dave shakes his head. “I’m not doing it.” 

Alderman makes a show of spitting. As if he had the balls. He holds out the gun to Theo. The large man takes it. If anyone had any reason to put me in the ground it’s him. I wonder if I can knock the gun out of his hand. He is so close to me, maybe I can make a run for it. 

Dave exhales some smoke. “Don’t rush. Don wanted us to come back late.”

Alderman gives him a sneer. “Doesn’t mean we can’t do him now. Go get some booze and hang out. I’d rather not look at the fucker.”

Dave shrugs. “Whatever. “

Alderman looks to Theo. “Well. What the fuck are you waiting for?”

Theo examines the gun. Runs large fingers over it as if feeling it for the first time. There is the click as he chambers a bullet. He holds it up to the dying light and looks at it. Alderman gives a little giggle at the display. 

“Fuck man you’re gonna make him shit himself before he goes.” He kneels down next to me. “You brought this on yourself, faggot.” 

I make eye contact with him. Not out of any defiance, but because maybe he’ll see me. Really see me. And if he does kill me he’ll have to remember me for the rest of his life. 

That’s something, right? 

For a moment he just looks at me. Then his nostrils flare and one half of his mouth curls into a grin.

“I want you to picture something for me. Go ahead, close your eyes. Close your fucking eyes!” He whips a hand across my face. I close them and he leans in close, his hot, putrid breath hitting my ear. “Picture all these little kids running around, playing in the grass, or at the beach, or racing cars. Picture these kids. And all of them with my hair and her good looks. You see it? You picturing it?” He roughly grips my cheeks with his hand. “The future of this world. And you’ll be in the guts of some coyote. Fucking done. Nothing.”

I lunge towards him. All I do is topple down into the sand but it startles him. He scrambles backwards before getting to his feet and kicking me in the ribs. He spits on me, little droplets landing on cheek and arm. “Fucking do it Theo. Do it now.”

Theo hesitates, a forlorn expression crossing his face. Alderman walks up to him. “You fucking afraid? I’ll do it if need be. Don’s been worried about you, ya know that? Wondered if you still had the balls to—”

Theo grabs the man by the neck and throws him down on the ground. I look to the truck and see Dave slide a gun behind his back. This must be a test for Theo. To see if he is still Don’s lieutenant or not. If not there are at least two who are willing to fill the position.

Theo looms over Alderman. 

“You forget who you are talkin’ to, motherfucker.”

“Am I?” Alderman is confidant. He knows the score. Maybe he is hoping for two corpses versus one. I wonder if I should yell at Theo. Warn him. See if they’ll fight each other. Or run. Take my chances in the sand that they can’t run me down with a truck. 

Don’t be an idiot.

The giant glances at Dave. He knows. He shrugs. 

“You got me wrong. I don’t want to kill him.” His gaze flicks to me. “Yet.” 

He bares his teeth in a nasty grin as he slides the gun into his waistband. 

“He’s gotta suffer a little first.” 

A huge hand pulls me up by my hair and then a meaty fist crashes into my stomach. Alderman crows with delight. A few more punches and I’m on my back, hands still bound and pinned beneath me. His swollen face looms over mine as he bends down and props me up. With a grunt he hoists me up and onto his shoulder. He gets a little running start and then vaults me through the air into a small patch of cacti. Needles pierce the flesh of my lower back and thighs. I contort and scream and impale myself on others as I try to escape the slivers of agony. 

Alderman is laughing his shrill little laugh. “Never seen anything like that. Jesus.” 

One of my feet is loose. I pull it apart from the duct tape and start to belly crawl away. If I can just get some distance I can run. 

A brutish hand catches the back of my shirt. “You ain’t going nowhere.” He kicks me in the ribs and I roll over onto my back causing stuck needles to burrow deeper into my skin. I try to roll onto my side but Theo stomps on my shoulder. His huge form looms over me. Dammit I don’t want to see it happen. I don’t want to look him in the eyes. Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck. 

I don’t say anything. I don’t think I could. So many things to say and nothing at all. 

I just feel like I failed so many people, myself included. I should have done more with my life. Something with my life. Is it really going to end like this? Tears leak out of me as he lowers the gun to aim it at my forehead. 

“Goodbye fucker.” He yells it. He takes a deep breath and looks down at me. “I’ll take care of her,” he mutters before firing three rounds.

















Chapter 24

I lay as still as I can in the dirt, desperately trying to stop the heaving in my chest and the twitching of my adrenaline pumped limbs. My ears ring, the sounds of voices in the distance muffled. The slam of a car door. Lights wash over me as the truck turns around. 

I lay still. Waiting to make sure that they are actually gone. I hear a bird call. I gasp, not realizing I had been holding my breath. I gulp deep lungfuls of air as I roll over in the gritty sand. 

I am alone.

I pull my bound hands under my legs and up in front of me, wincing in pain as my shoulder twinges. It throbs with a dull ache and hurts to raise up too high so I hunch over my wrists, biting at the duct tape, ripping and pulling and unmindful of blood coursing from a split lip. As soon as my hands are free I touch my neck, my side, my shoulder… Incredulous that there is no blood. The acrid smell of gunpowder clings to my shirt. God dammit he shot so close to me.

I don’t know why Theo did what he did. Maybe he just didn’t have the stomach to kill me but he wanted to preserve his standing in the group. Or does he disagree with Don? What did he mean by “I’ll take care of her?” 

Fuck.

She told me not to come back. God, I wish it was that easy. What if John and Steven and Wing took care of Beryl? Maybe Camelot would become the rebirth of mankind. Other survivors would trickle in and all that I fear in that group of men would dissipate as civilization returned. Don would be seen for what he truly is and phased out of command as reasoned thought found its way back to the town.

And I see myself now, alone, speeding down an interstate for home. Not that I’m hindered by Beryl or the others, or in any way slowed. But the danger would be mine and mine alone. I would be free to be reckless. I wouldn’t worry about them. I wouldn’t have to worry about anything other than getting to Jessica.  To my child. 

Dammit.

I run shaky hands over my lower back and legs and pull cacti needles from my body. It’s probably best that I can’t see them. They feel deep. The skin around them has swelled and is unwilling to relinquish the pins without a struggle. Spit leaps from my mouth as I gasp in pain. When I pull the last one I sit on the ground, huddled in misery, waiting for the pain to fade. 

The mountains loom tall and large right behind me. Jagged and severe, they seem to erupt right out of the desert floor. I trudge after the tire tracks as night falls.

They flow out of the desert and disappear onto a dirt road. I have no idea where to go. I see windmills to the south. I see windmills to the east and to the north, too. Desert stretches ahead of me in the dim light. Stars are making an appearance and a moon has crested the horizon. I hope, vainly, that I’ll see their headlights somewhere off in the distance. 

Nothing. 

It doesn’t matter. 

I have the mountains to my left. All I need to do is walk east until I hit the road from which they took us. I know enough of the area now after our botched escape attempt to get close. And that’s all I need. They are arrogant, and loud, and they do not know what horror crosses the desert night to find them.










I zig-zag along dirt paths until I find a road that runs roughly east and I limp through the night. I pass what looks like a farm although I can’t imagine how hard it would be to grow crops out here. Dead trees line the dirt path that runs up to an ugly red square of a building with a rusted steel roof. It’s a shop, an assortment of cars in various forms of dissection languishing in corners or jacked up in the middle of the large room. I look around for a sharp tool. All I find is an awl. Fuck it, it’ll do for now.

Then I hit pay dirt. A large Culligan water dispenser sits against the wall. The water is stale, brackish. I still down about fifteen of the little paper cups in one sitting before looking around for a container. I find an old coffee mug with a lid. 

Outside is a small mobile home. That’s where the man died. I brave the smell as I look for a gun. I give up after ten minutes. The stench of desiccation is trapped in the small compartment, as raw and putrid as the first bodies I came across. It’s still too much to take, even if the body is nothing but a badly prepared mummy, stretched skin over bones, liquids all escaped to stain the floor. 

A row of cars, all junkers, line the field. I debate trying to take one. 

Nah. 

I’m going to be as stealthy as possible. I just hope that Don is serious about giving Beryl time. 

I keep walking and I don’t pass any other homes. I finish the water and toss the coffee mug off onto the side of the road. I shake my head. I used to be so against littering. Now that everyone is gone everything we have ever made is trash that the world will have to dispose of. Odd that we used to worry so much about where we put it. 

I stumble across a racetrack, the asphalt radiating leftover heat from the day’s sun. It is completely empty, probably hadn’t been used in years. Just a large oval in the middle of the desert. Metal stands sit on both sides with large chain link fences erected in front to prevent stray car parts from killing a spectator. If civilization doesn’t get rebuilt, how long before we lose memory of places like this? Will future archaeologists think this is some gladiator pit? A place where we raced and fought and people died for fame? I sure as hell wouldn’t think it was for cars to go around in circles. 

I walk through the night and when the sun starts to rise I look for a place to hole up. There is a town up ahead. Or at least a lot of houses. I veer off the dirt road and go straight across the sand towards a group of buildings with large green trees. 

I am stopped dead in my tracks when I hear a roar. It sounds like a struggling engine, gunning and idling, followed by groans as if something heavy is being drug across cement. I have no idea what it is. I wonder if the guys from Camelot are out foraging. Maybe there is something large they are trying to move. 

Maybe I can follow them back. 

I creep closer. I wish I hadn’t ditched the road. I sprint the last twenty feet and get closer to the houses. The tenor of the noise has changed the closer that I’ve gotten. More animalistic. The noise isn’t that of an engine, it’s the roar of an animal. There must be a trapped cow or… Something.

I walk into the parking area. There’s a large fenced off area to my left with a pool inside. What the fuck is this place? There is a huffing sound, a blast of air being expelled and it makes me jump. I walk up to the fence. In the shade past the pool by a rock is a tiger. 

A fucking tiger. 

“What the fuck?!”

The tiger slowly gets to its feet and pads away from me over to another gate. It turns and watches me with unblinking eyes. Its fur is patchy, the white parts tinged gray and coated with grime. I can see the outline of its ribs and its hip bones are all hard angles. Flies buzz near its head and it does nothing to deter them, its green eyes fixated on me. 

I walk along the fence of the tiger’s enclosure. Bones lie in the dirt near a shadowed patch of ground. I ease away from the enclosure and the tiger follows me along the fence, giving little stutter steps and emitting a soft growl as I walk away from it.

The courtyard contains other enclosures, each one containing the decomposed body of a large cat. Lynxes, Snow Leopards, something called a Margay… I stop by a cage aswarm with flies. Bits of brown fur are scattered around the remains. The placard outside says it contained a lion.

Not for the first time do I wonder if I’ve simply cracked, finally losing my mind from either all the psychological trauma or the blows to the head. 

I glance back towards the tiger. It still watches me.

I need to sit down for a second.

Near the front of the buildings I find an office. A sign out front reads “Exotic Feline Breeding Compound” and lists the hours for visitation. I laugh. I can’t help it. Of all the strange things I ever thought I’d see I never would have guessed this would be in the middle of the desert in California. 

I stroll through the building and back out towards the enclosure. There are more cats than I even knew existed, there’s even a whole building dedicated to the smaller exotic felines. I walk past different pens all carefully labeled with the breed of cat inside and the cat’s name. Small placards in front of the cages provide information. Leopards, Tigers, Mountain Lions and lynxes. Cats I had no idea existed; Margays, Jaguarundis, something called Geoffrey’s Cat. There’s even little pictures to let you know which one is which. Large, graceful looking cats peer out of the pictures while their bodies rot behind them. 

My best find is a tranquilizer gun with an array of darts labeled with different amounts of dosage. There’s a baton that has a shocker at the end of it. Just knowing that it electrocutes something is enough for me to put it back, a hand subconsciously rubbing my neck.

I still wish I could find a gun. But it might be better not to have the option to kill people. I know I’ll pull the trigger on a dart gun faster than the trigger to a rifle. 

I’m exhausted. I haven’t slept for two days. I find my way to the main office and rummage around until I find a first aid kit. Aspirin swallowed down a dry throat. I go to the bathroom and look at my backside in the mirror. Tiny holes of dried blood with swollen purple circles dot my thighs and lumbar. 

I look like one of the freaking cats.

I feel bad for these animals. It suddenly hits me how many animals are probably dead from being trapped inside a building as the humans they depended upon perished. Cats and dogs inside houses, not to mention other pets. Zoos. Chickens, cows, pigs. Oh God, I think of the horses at Jessica’s family’s ranch. Animals reliant upon their owners not only to feed them but to free them as well. How many waited, day after day, for their owner to return? How many ate each other to survive? How many died in cages? 

Maybe it was being imprisoned myself. Used as an animal. I find myself hurting for these animals in a way that I do not think existed before the end of the world. I laugh a grim laugh. How like humans to take down everyone else with them. 










I slept, fitfully, in a chair in the office, slouched onto a side not riddled with holes, numb arm cradling the dart gun. I dreamt of the room in which I had been caged. I dreamt of Beryl sitting on a bed. I dreamt of Jessica and I dreamt I was on an empty road but I didn’t know which way to go. I dreamt I was a tiger in a cage.

It’s midday and it’s fucking hot. Things have changed in me. I’m not giddy, or crazed, or filled with despair. 

I’m fucking pissed. 

And I’m impatient. I think those combine to equal reckless, right? 

I don’t care.

I see my broken fingernails and the scars around my wrists. I’m tired of seeing this shit. Maybe that’s the wrong way to put it. I’m exasperated. I’m frustrated. I’m done with it. 

I walk over to the tiger’s pen. According to the placard his name is Caesar. He had laid down after I left and he is slow to get back up. There’s a low thrum from his throat, I can’t tell if it’s a purr or a growl or just the anxious sounds of an animal daring to hope. We stare at each other and he breaks eye contact to pace back and forth in front of the door.

I wonder if he had to kill the other tiger. I hope not. 

“I was locked up too, Caesar.”

He doesn’t respond. Not that I thought he would. I wonder how stupid this is, me trying to find common ground with an animal. But I do see something of myself in him, no matter how crazed that sounds. Emaciated and weak, forced to do unspeakable things to survive. But surviving. Holding on after who knows how many days alone. 

I knew from the moment I saw him I would set him free. I can’t tell you how I know he won’t attack me. Eat me. But I know.

His eyes are a reflection of my own. 

“I’m going to let you out. Go. Be free. I’m sorry.”

You’re losing it. 

The keys for the cages were all neatly organized in the office. I raise the tranquilizer gun and step towards the cage. He paces backwards to give me room, perhaps a habit trained into him by his long gone masters. I fit the key into the lock and slowly push the door open just wide enough for him before taking ten quick steps backwards.

He is frozen, eyes on me for a long minute before he gently places one pad forward. Then another. Then aborting to pace along the backside of the cage by the bones. I remember how used to living in chains I had become, how scary it was when we finally broke free. 

“I understand.”

I figure I’ll have to leave before he’ll chance exiting the cage. But abruptly he trots forward, hesitating at the door before slowly flowing out and slinking away into the desert.

 A dog would run in a straight line for freedom. Cats know better. They wait, and assess, and use patience even in desperation. 

I am learning.

I use corners and shade and make my way to the road. It feels odd, in an empty land, to sneak around. I should be proclaiming my survival. I should be standing tall. 

That’s for later.

I stalk towards Camelot and I think about death. In the modern world we were raised to see death as a travesty, something that shouldn’t happen. It was bad. Or it was evil. We saw shows with people on trial for causing it, or accidentally causing it, or for being linked to it at all. 

That was then. That was to preserve order. Keep things civilized. I think about the men in Camelot who might help Don who are just kids, meek souls just trying to stay afloat. Children blown about by the gusts of misfortune now willing to follow the directive of anyone who can provide a respite. I will kill them if need be. This is a new world. An animal world. We kill to protect and we kill to survive. 

I will embrace the darkness for those I love. 

A low smudge of smoke inks into the dreary sky. A fire that feels like an eon ago. A fire meant to drive us out of hiding.  Now it leads me to them.

Perfect.

I stop at random homes along the way and forage for food. I don’t find much. Most everything in the area has been picked over already. I catch a glimpse of orange out of the corner of my eye and smile. Caesar is around. 

It’s at least five hours of walking before I hit the ruin that is the town of Mojave. The stink of burned metal, and plastic, and things that are too unnatural to burn fully permeates the air. I see a gas station I glimpsed out of the window. The car rammed into the light pole. The blackened husk of the McDonalds. The graveyard of airplanes blurred by streams of smoke off in the distance where Beryl and I were taken. I know where I am. I turn and face the mountains. 

I don’t have a plan. I really don’t think it’s logical in this situation to have one. Too many variables. I’ve always been impetuous. Now I’m angry. I can feel my mom shaking her head at me. But I block out the prudent side of me. I can’t take the time to second guess myself. To plot and find holes and remain inactive. So I ride my frustration, let it buoy me as I stride headlong towards god knows what. 

No plan, but I have a goal. Get Beryl out without having to kill them all. Or dying. 

I know one thing. I can’t let Don speak. He knows how to manipulate these men. It’s easy in these times to make people feel insignificant. And he is a master. So keen to read into insecurities or mislead hopes. To prey upon their fears, not only of death or failure… But to make a man think that he will be pointless is another thing entirely. 

I think about him and what he is doing. I mean really think about it. I see his logic. There are so many ‘what ifs’ circling like vultures over mankind. What if we are the last? What if Beryl is the last hope? What if Camelot is more important than our moral misgivings? To argue it is to say fuck the human race. 

I’m fine with that. 

So I walk down the road, not bothering to hide, hands raised up in front of me. Tranq gun stuffed into my waistband at the small of my back.

I wait for gunshots. I figure if Don sees me he will shoot me on sight. I’m hoping that no one else feels the same way. Right now it seems like Don is the only one able to murder. 

Besides me. 

No gunshots. No sounds. I approach the collection of buildings and I don’t see anyone at work out in the solar fields. No one is working in the gardens. I slowly lower my arms. It appears I am alone. 

There is a streak of blood across the grass where Jimmy was shot. Other than that it feels like a ghost town. I check the houses, opening doors one by one. No one is here. A chill goes down my spine. I wonder, again, about my state of mind. Was I out there longer than I thought? What is real?

The blood is real. The blood is real. I repeat the mantra to myself as I cross the road and head towards the clubhouse. Then I see it. A small body lying face down, slightly covered in sand. The back of the shirt is a map of blood. I scan the golf course before dropping down to a knee and rolling him over. It’s Wing. 

NO GOD NO.

His body is still warm. He had been shot in the chest, the bullet going through him and out his back. His face is locked in an expression of surprise. This is because of me. This place, these people, this death happened because of me. All the doubts that I had dismissed come racing back. It all comes down to me. What if I hadn’t been so untrusting? Would we have come here and helped build a city? Would Beryl have come back to herself and maybe found happiness? Wing was a good person. 

The anger throbs harder than the hurt. I leave Wing’s side vowing to come back and say goodbye. 

I trudge towards the faux cabin, tranquilizer gun in my hand. There are more bodies in the entrance. Richard. Chris. Tommy leans against the side of the building next to the door, eyes red and face white but for the dried streaks of blood.

I look for Beryl. I look for John and Steven. For Don. They aren’t outside. 

There is a stillness inside that raises the hairs on my neck. It reeks of gunpowder and spilled alcohol and something foul that I can’t place. What the fuck? Two bodies are slumped on the table with drinks and food in front of them. Bullet casings cover the ground and blood is everywhere.

Theo sits with his back against the wall, eyes closed, hands wrapped around a wound on his side. Dave’s body lies nearby, neck throttled. I take a step and there is the clink of metal casings and Theo’s eyes flutter. I level the gun as he wakes up, eyes slow to focus on me. He doesn’t seem to see the gun in my hands.

“I tried.”

“What did you try?” Right now all I see is Wing’s body. The absence of my friends. Theo had reason to hate us all. Especially me. 

“I tried to protect her.” He grimaces and looks down. There is a sticky rip as his hand peels from his side, blood making slow gasps out of a small hole. 

“Ah, fuck.” 

He breathes heavy breaths, nose flaring as he tries to stifle the pain. 

“What happened?” 

I don’t think he hears me. His breathing slows and it appears that he passed out. Then his eyes open, wild, as if in those five seconds he had time for a nightmare. Maybe he did.

“Don is… He fucked up. He made demands.” He smiles ruefully. “I didn’t agree.” He focuses on me, earnest all of a sudden. “I don’t want my momma mad. I don’t want her to be disappointed in me. I did… I did what I thought she would want.”

I don’t know what he means. But I can put two and two together. The bodies sprawled around him. His wound. Don’s absence. 

“Where did they go? 

He shakes his head. “I don’t know. I don’t know.” 





Chapter 25

I throw him a stray sweatshirt to put over the wound. Best I can do. I run outside. Scan the horizon. I don’t see anything. Shit. Shit. How do I find them? Think, Harlan, think! Where would they go? Where the fuck would they go?

I close my eyes, hands curling into fists around my hair and pull. I rip at my hair as if I can pull the answer out of the top of my head. 

Think. 

Okay. Okay. If they left, if they ran, it’s because they lost. Or else they would stay. So that means John and Steven and whoever else are after them. Which they would only do if Don still had Beryl. 

So they are on the run. How long ago? How far did they go? Where would they go? Where would I go? I look around. Desert and mountains and nothing and nothing and nothing! Fuck! I don’t know. I would go to the mountains. Who knows what Don would do. Maybe he…

I’m lost. I’m alone. I have nothing. Before the downfall, dammit, there was a sense that nothing would go undocumented. That there were consequences for speeding through an intersection, for stealing a loaf of bread, for attacking someone. And though I know the rules have changed, I still can’t comprehend the idea that someone could inflict harm and just… disappear. 

Run away.

I stop pacing and focus on Wing’s body. The wound. The direction his body is pointing. He was running after something. He was chasing Don. I sprint to the body and then past it, following the direction in which he is pointed. Come on. Come on. 

There.

Blood. Dark splatters in the sand. So one of them was hurt. Good. 

Or it’s John’s. Or Steven’s. Or…

I race along the path, second guessing rocks and colors but following it on a winding path through the golf course and out towards the solar fields. 

A gunshot. I sprint towards the sound. I run along the rows of panels, flitting in and out of posts in an effort to catch a glimpse of anyone, anything. 

I near the tower that stands at the center. The sun is high and hot and every few steps brings the temperature up dramatically. Sweat streams into my eyes, eyes already blinded by effulgent light that seems to come from everywhere. I stop, panting, and look up at the tower. An obelisk of mirrors that pierces a clear blue sky, puffs of smoke pop around it and stream towards the ground. I think someone is shooting flares. It takes me a minute to realize that it is birds immolated by the searing heat.

Dammit. It is hot down here. So hot. The solar panels throb with heat, power emanating off of them. The old scar on my neck pulses with the heat, seeming to remember and embrace the fever from long ago. Gunshots and yelling ahead. 

I run.

At the tower I see Alderman and Don and Beryl and blood coats them all. Beryl’s forehead is bleeding and she is crouched on the ground. Don has a gun pressed to the back of her head. Alderman holds a pistol aimed at John. John has his hands up and is approaching the men. Steven and a couple men I don’t know stand in a half circle. Only Steven has a gun, the rest carry knives and hammers and one carries a bloody crowbar. 

John is confident, hands raised up before him and a sad smile on his face. Like Don he knows the power of words. Perhaps he relies on them too much. I am on Don’s left. The men are focused on each other. I hope and pray they don’t see me as I circle around to flank them. 

Don is scolding the men in front of him as if they are wayward children. He talks over John, his voice a little louder, a littler sharper, and a whole lot more passionate. He believes in what he says. In what he does. And I see the allure. I believe in fewer things today than I did before. 

Don raises a hand and points at the men around him. “You are living so small. You are living SO SMALL!” He makes eye contact with the group. No one moves. “We have a chance to do something great and you spit in God’s eye. You get it, right? We take you in, give you a chance to do something great, to go down in HISTORY as the men who gave humankind a second chance. And you fucking do this.” 

He shakes his head. I stop moving, waiting for him to begin speaking again to disguise my footsteps. John takes another step forward. “Don. Please. We still have the capability to do what you speak of. But we have to do it in the right way. We can’t do it like this.”

Don spits. “There is no other way. This is a sacrifice we are all making!”

I don’t understand what he means and apparently no one else does, either. Silence. Alderman is fidgeting, his shirt soaked through with sweat. 

Don coats his voice with disgust. “So how long do you want to stand here in this inferno pointing guns at each other?”

“Just let Beryl go. Let her go and you can walk away.” John speaks the words but I plan on making him a liar. I’m behind Don’s left side now, about twenty feet away. I can’t take a chance on stepping out and having John or the others give me away. As soon as I see a chance to take Don down I will have to sprint. 

“I ain’t letting her go. And if you try to take her, or me, I’ll kill her first. How does that sound?”

John changes tactics. “Where will you go?”

Don shrugs. “It doesn’t matter.”

The men lapse into another silence. They know that there will be no walking away from here, neither side willing to walk away from Beryl. I wonder how many bullets each has left. I wonder if Steven is willing to kill. I know John won’t. 

I see it a split second before Alderman. A tiger hugs the wall as it comes around the corner with a mouthful of feathers. It stops and appraises the group, a silent spectator waiting for bloodshed. 

“The fuck is that?” Alderman swings his gun to point at the tiger, hysteria in his voice. Everyone looks. I take the opportunity. I fly across the sand, hands open, eyes watching the trigger finger of Don’s hand. I hit him hard, crashing into him in a dive, outstretched hands pushing at his arm as we go down. The gun goes off and there is the shattering of glass. The trough above us disintegrates and for a second our little battlefield is filled with shards of light, sunlight bouncing and shimmering and dancing like a trillion jagged fireflies. 

I grapple with Don, one arm pinning the gun to the ground, the other punching at his face. He rolls and does his best to deflect my blows, his face bloody. I swing wildly, my fist bouncing off the top of his head. I’m screaming. Don rolls and I try to push him down, my shoulder spiking in agony as it is twisted. I crumple on top of Don, using my body weight to keep the gun pinned to the ground. I sneak a look at Alderman. He is staring at me in horror, gun still pointed at the tiger, unsure of how to act. He starts to turn to me and another gunshot rings out. Alderman’s shoulder blossoms red and he lets out a tiny gasp. Another shot from Steven goes wide. Alderman starts pulling the trigger, not aiming at anything, just mindlessly shooting as he panics. Steven shoots again and Alderman’s head snaps backwards, blood and sweat spraying into the sky as he topples over. 

I pry the gun away from Don and stand up. The world vibrates around me and I can’t seem to hear anything. All I see is Don. All I feel is the gun in my hand. I point it at his head as he sits up. He looks up and into my eyes as I pull the trigger. 

It clicks. 

One shot. That’s all he had, one last bit of insurance to take Beryl down with him. I strike him across the face with the gun. 

“Harlan. Don’t.”

I turn. John is sitting on the ground, his face white. Blood coats his white button-up and spreads across his chest. Steven is ripping off part of his shirt to staunch the wound. The man is shot and still he only has eyes for the scene in front of him.

“John…” I stare at the wound. Not him, too. I swivel back to Don.

“Harlan. Don’t kill him.”

“Are you kidding me?” I can’t help it, I have to say it. Beryl stalks past me and goes to Alderman’s body. She takes his gun and steps towards Don. 

“Beryl. Harlan. Please. Just wait. Please.” 

He pleads with us, passionately and with conviction, bringing Beryl to a halt. I look at Don. The man is watching us, eyes darting to and fro as he waits to see which executioner steps forward. 

“Please wait.”

John’s words fade into mumbles as he loses consciousness. I think of the man in the field who murdered the man he held responsible for the death of his family. How John thought we should have saved him. God, the man thinks all life is precious. That everything is redeemable. I’m not willing to pay the price to give them the chance. 

I hold out my hand and slowly take the gun from Beryl. She puts a hand on my shoulder and looks me in the eye before giving a nod. We will carry this burden together. Don sees this and starts to scoot backwards. 

“No, no! Don’t!”

I raise the gun.

“You’ll lose him if you do this.” I turn to look at Steven, still crouched over John’s body.

“It needs to be done.” 

He nods. “I know. But not now. Not here. Trust in John.”

He looks me in the eyes and holds my gaze, a silent plea on behalf of his wounded brother. I am angry. And the longer I wait the less this is killing and the more it is murder. Is there a difference? 

In the end I place my need for friends over my bloodlust. For now. I walk Don back towards Camelot with a gun to his head and hope that he tries to run. Steven and the other man carry John between them, Beryl putting pressure on his wound. 

Behind us Caesar approaches Alderman’s body. 










John lives. The bullet went in beneath his clavicle and out his back. His shoulder blade is broken and Doctor Wong worries that there might be bullet fragments left behind. He loses a lot of blood but we take turns donating. Helps that we all have the same type. 

Theo is in worse shape. I help Doctor Wong dig out the bullet in his side. Wong stitches him up and administers medicine and tells me how to bandage the wound, when to give painkillers and when to give antibiotics. Then five horrible days and nights in which we wait to see if he will live.

He does.

Most of the men had left when the violence broke out between Theo and Don, choosing to run rather than pick sides between death or more death. And in the morning the doctor is gone. He fulfilled his Hippocratic oath and then chose to find a life separate from ours. I understand, I guess. We took hope away from him. 

After five more days Theo is lucid enough to witness a small trial. We sit in a circle, a chained Don present as well, and discuss his actions. Theo shares the story of the clubhouse. How he and Alderman and Dave were given guns and told to be ready to shoot those who stood against him. How John tried to start a discussion. How Dave pulled a gun first. How Theo turned on his former friends. How Wing showed up and drove the men away. How Don killed him. 

Don is allowed to say his piece. He defends his actions under the “greater good” pretense but his magic is gone. He is broken, beaten, his arguments lacking vigor. Now he stutters and makes no eye contact. 

We discuss punishment. For the second time in Camelot we discuss an execution. All of Don’t arguments for why I should have been killed are applicable to him. The irony is not lost.

“I believe he must die. I don’t think he will change and I believe if left alive he will seek us out to do harm. I believe that his actions merit this punishment.” 

We vote and even John raises his hand to make it unanimous. I think he knows that I would kill Don regardless. 

I see why he begged to do it this way. It’s civilized. It’s less animalistic. More time to examine the situation from all angles and to understand the ramifications. He is trying to hold on to the civilized part of ourselves. Death would be a bad habit to get into. 

I get it.

But we won’t always have time, or the luxury for this. Next time I won’t go through a trial. I hope there isn’t a next time.

I set up a noose on a tree near where Don shot Jimmy. Bullets are precious. Stuart’s voice whispers in my ear. Damn him. 

And damn this. All this effort to have a trial and be civilized and it will still end the same way. Death begets death begets death. Is this humane?

Steven helps me bring him out. Beryl stands nearby. I don’t know if she wishes to see him die or if it is to support me. Don struggles and shouts and makes a mess of things. This is awkward. He is bound but he still kicks and thrashes and contorts his body. Steven and I look at each other. What do we do? Beat him into submission before killing him? Implore him to face his death with dignity?

I should have put a bullet in his head. 

I poke him with a tranquilizer dart and he goes unconscious. Steven and I stand over his prone body. It’s weird, almost more cruel than anything else. I’d want to be awake if I was going to die. To be able to soak in the last seconds of life, to see the sun or the sky or a bird or a blade of grass. To kill someone when they sleep seems somehow sinister. 

Should I let him wake up? Should I give him another day? 

Fuck that. This is why I should have killed him before. Time has clouded our minds and I feel more a murderer now than out on the sand. 

I fit the noose around his neck and hoist his body up. I tie the rope and stick around long enough to watch his face turn purple, long enough to see his body stop twitching. 

Long enough. 











Chapter 26

I dig Wing’s grave by myself. I talk to him as I work, telling him of how the others are doing and how surprised I was by Theo. I tell him about Montana and Jessica and my child. I tell him thank you.

Then I go and get drunk.

Beryl seeks me out. She isn’t talking much, can’t tell if she has regressed with the recent trauma or if she is just a quiet person. Either way I appreciate both her presence and her silence. I know that anyone else, especially someone like John, would feel the need to analyze and diagnose the shit that has happened. To talk about how killing feels or should feel or to make sure I understand the justice of it all. 

I don’t care about it.

I don’t fucking care. I don’t think about Don and his death at my, or our, hands. Maybe that’s something I should find disturbing. In movies you saw people dealing with the trauma of death, war movies in which they had a breakdown or suffered from an emotional backlash. 

I’m mainly homesick.

I want to leave right now. It’s late summer and already showing the signs of fall. And goddammit I’m so sick of the desert. I’m sick of the heat, the sand, and the miles and miles of simple houses and fences and nothing but brown. I miss water, and green, and trees, and skies that change every five minutes. I miss feeling safe. 

But I can’t leave these guys, not with their injuries. I couldn’t do that to Wing’s memory. And they are my friends. Mostly. Theo is still an enigma. I wonder if he remembers telling me he didn’t want to disappoint his mother. 

The days fall into a routine. I try to stay as busy as I can. I work in the greenhouses. Or I forage for canned food and water. Or I round up guns and ammunition and try to find gas cans. The others see me packing and stockpiling boxes by the cars outside and it makes them nervous. They think I might be gone one morning and it gives me a little spot of joy on my dark heart that I am needed. 

I tell them about the cats. Had they not seen the tiger I know they wouldn’t believe me. Shit, I wouldn’t. But now we go everywhere in pairs. Guns and tranquilizers and padded clothing. I don’t think we will see Caesar anymore. 

I hope. 

Beryl and I work together. John and Theo stay behind and mend. Steven tends to stick with his brother, but occasionally he’ll come along with us. Or he goes with Josey.

Josey is interesting. Short and thin and hairy. He is from Vegas but walks and talks like a cowboy. When we got home after the fight and the surgeries were done and I was finally able to collapse into a chair, he sought me out. He walked up and stuck a hand out and introduced himself. I had met him before but there was more intention in this moment. 

“I’m Josey. I didn’t agree with Don but I also didn’t say anything. That’s on me and I’d like to apologize.” His voice is soft and contrite. Eyes filled with sorrow and a desire to make amends. 

And that was that. I was too tired of being angry to make an issue out of it. And he was one of the guys who helped Theo back at the clubhouse. He had helped John and Steven chase after Don and Alderman. 

What else can I ask him to do?

I don’t trust people but I trust him. He has no duplicity in him, a soul laid bare for the world to read. I mumbled something about how he showed up in the end and he grins and shakes my hand again.

Fucker knows how to make us laugh, too. In the evenings we make a small fire and make dinner and he sings lewd songs on a beat up old guitar. His real talent is to find a movie that none of us have seen, or most of us haven’t seen, and to tell it to us as if it were an original story. 

It helps the time go by. I wonder if there will come a day where people think that these movies are real stories and someone will write a new religious book about how there used to be dragons before the world broke. 

I worry about stupid things.

Steven is giving me a tattoo. Or tattoos. He started on my left wrist, simply grabbing it one night and holding the ink gun out and looking into my eyes until I nodded. 

He is an artist and the body is his canvas. And there is a need to create now, to dispel the demons that follow events such as these. His brother’s near death has taken a toll on him. So he paints permanence on my body and the pain helps me and the art helps him and I would like to think there is something right in that.

He did a thick black band that took a whole day and then added pine trees. Mountains take form in the background. Each night he spends a couple hours adding to his creation. My sleeves take on pieces of Montana as well as themes from our time together in Los Angeles and on the road. He inscribes Wing’s name and I marvel at his balls; he is unafraid of touching on any subject. 

Theo heals quickly once his appetite returns. He tries to help with the cooking but is horrible at it. So he washes the dishes, slowly so as not to strain his side, and rumbles his deep laugh at Josey’s stories. He barely can bring himself to look at Beryl. The man carries his guilt like a gigantic boulder on his shoulders. I’ve never seen a person so humbled.

We don’t talk about what happened in the desert. Or about our fights. I don’t know what we would say, anyways. Theo doesn’t voice an opinion when we discuss the day’s work. He barely speaks, nodding along from behind Josey or Steven. Whatever interest he had in being in charge is apparently gone. 

John’s recovery is stilted, marked by high fevers and a low appetite. He complains that his arm feels cold constantly. It has very little mobility and I doubt he will ever be able to lift much with his left hand anymore. It doesn’t seem to deter his spirits. He seems happy, proud even that we did what we did, as if voting for a thing makes it right. Or more right.

Three weeks in which I’m antsy. My kid will be born in a couple months. I think. November fifth was the due date. But I don’t know what day or even what month it is and I actively avoid finding out. Better for me that way. 

“We should leave soon.” Beryl speaks. A quiet whisper that sneaks into a moment of silence between Josey’s stories. No one really responds, they all look at me. 

“What?” I say. 

John heaves a heavy sigh. “We have to leave soon or else you’ll lose your mind.” 

It’s true but I’m quick to scoff at the words. “We have to wait until you are ready.”

“I’m ready to ride, can’t hike twenty miles.” John looks at Theo. “How about you?”

Theo stares at the ground in front of him, hands twiddling with the fork in his hand. “I have something to say,” he rumbles. 

John is best at this. “Okay,” he says softly, “whenever you’re ready.”

“I know I am not a part of this group. I know I… messed up. But I would like to come with you. I would like to see Montana, and I would like to offer my… I would like to be your…” He struggles with the words.

“Spit it out.”

Three sets of eyes glare at me but Theo just takes a deep breath and looks up at Beryl. “I would like to protect you.” 

He continues to stare at the ground in the silence. No one, least of all Beryl, knows what to make of this. 

“Y’all probably don’t want me along. Least of all him.” He nods his head in my direction. He finally looks up and scans the group, beseeching eyes filled with the beginnings of tears. It’s so freaking odd, this monster of a man laced with muscle. Crying. I almost laugh. 

“I did what I did before because I felt like I belonged to something. It reminded me of… reminded me of football.” He knows that what he is saying makes him sound simple but he plows ahead, uncaring. He is being honest and that’s all that matters to him.

“I liked what we had and I enjoyed being in charge. Before… I used to fight and it was a problem. Here I was, you know, encouraged. And I got carried away. Please.” He slowly stands up and walks to Beryl and drops to a knee, one large hand holding onto his side. “I’d like to make right with you.”

It’s all on Beryl. Whatever decision she makes I’ll adhere to. I don’t show it but I’m all for Theo coming along. Whatever anger I had against him I got out when I bashed my forehead into his face. And he is harder on himself than anything I could bring against him. I still have whispers of doubt about myself, especially late at night, in which I wonder what I would have done had I not met Beryl. 

I look at her now. She still seems shocked by what Theo has said. Shocked, and something else. Anger? He is kneeling in front of her, head down, like some old Teutonic knight begging to receive his queen’s benediction. She sneaks a peek at me and I just raise my eyebrows and smile. 

She looks down at the giant man and I see her mouth open, the struggle to dredge up words still difficult for her.

“I do not need… protection.”

He doesn’t move, absorbing the rejection in silence before slowly standing up and walking away from the circle.

“But.”

She says the word and it freezes him. 

“Still come… come with us.” 

His shoulders twitch and he does not turn around. But I do not need to see his face to know his relief.










We have a map from one of the glove compartments of the cars. Tonight we make a plan. 

There is excitement in the air, everyone is looking forward not only to change but to get away from this place so soaked in bloodshed. We get out a couple bottles of liquor and make toasts to a trip we have yet to complete towards a land filled with who knows what.

I’m elated.

I am a little buzzed and I spend the first fifteen minutes telling everyone about the land and the people and god knows what else. 

“There will be deer and elk to hunt, and we don’t even know how many cows we can corral. We can have farms. My family…”

I look around the circle and realize everyone is smiling. It makes me happy too, knowing they are on board with this trip.

I propose that we take two vehicles. I have two loaded with food and water and extra gas. 

“If we don’t hit any snags I figure we can make it to Utah before we need to look for new cars. We can shoot for Orem, or Salt Lake City even, there should be lots of supplies there.”

Josey is skeptical. “I know you’re in a hurry man, but that’s a lot of desert out there. I lived in Vegas. I’ve driven this route. You don’t want to get caught out in the middle.”

“Fuck, you want us to take another route?” I look at the map, a weird body with blue veins of highways and tumors of mountains.

“Yeah. I think we should.”

His face hardens, his visage stony and distant. He doesn’t speak for a long moment, doing whatever it is he needs to do to keep his emotions in check.

“The power has never gone down in Vegas. Ever. But it eventually did and that city is built on electricity. Fuck man. No AC, no water. It bakes into you until you feel like your bones are dust. And the bodies don’t rot. They looked like mummies, just sitting out there in front of casinos and homes. Just… lost.” He gives a little shake and comes back from his memory. 

“The freeway was packed. That will be hard to get around.”

I nod. I’m convinced but words keep spilling out of him. 

“I just want us to be careful.” 

Then, in a whisper. “I said goodbye to it.”

I feel a kinship with the man. Not with his behavior, but with his reticence and joy about home. And it touches on my own fears. What about my family? What happened up there? If you had no way of knowing if your loved ones lived, but you knew the odds, would you rush there? Or would you find reasons to take it slow? To give yourself time? What if you were almost positive that the love of your life’s blood type was O? And some random doctor painted you a picture of a world that would kill her? Would you still rush back? A brave man would. I want to. I question myself with these people. Do I care for them? Or am I simply putting off heartache?

“No rushing. We will take our time.” I give them a wan smile. “My family is tough. If we two weeks instead of one they’ll be fine.”

Who did I just lie to?










It takes us awhile to escape the spiderweb of cracks and holes and sunken concrete made by the earthquake. I ride with Beryl and Theo. The car behind us is driven by Josey with the brothers. They follow my swerving and backtracking and reckless fording of shallow holes with dwindling patience. 

It’s not lost on me.

I take them out into a desert that, even in the morning, seems intent on cooking us alive. That this place was already an apocalypse is hardly heart lifting. We pass a sign for Death Valley and I make a joke about mankind gathering together there to rebuild civilization. 

“It’s ironic.”

I get nothing from them so I shut my mouth. I think Theo is carsick.

Day fucking one.

We head northeast towards Bakersfield. There we will weave through town and hit the 5 Freeway. Fast travel north up the coast with plenty of small towns. Plenty of green, less desert to be seen. That’s what Josey said.

We drive an old Bronco. Roomy, comfortable. Not going to last long but it was what we had. And it carries a shit ton of supplies. 

Theo sits in the back. He barely looks outside, eyes either on the floor or closed tight. I see him grimace every time I hit a pothole or swerve suddenly. I hope he doesn’t puke. I keep slowing down, only to find my foot pressing hard on the pedal five minutes later. He doesn’t say anything. 

Beryl has a leg hanging out the open window, the pant leg rolled up above the black hiking boots she wears. Sunlight gleams off of the light, silky hairs on her leg. She watches the countryside as we drive, mouth twisted in a small smile. But for the gun in her lap this would have the feel of a casual road trip.

God it feels good to be moving. 

As miles go by we see less and less earthquake damage to the road. The highway is also devoid of cars. A smooth ride empty of traffic or obstacles, the wind blowing fresh air through windows rolled down, small knots of tension slowly easing from in between my shoulders. 

I could almost be happy.

The plan is to drive up to the outskirts of Sacramento. From there we will cut across smaller roads to avoid possible congestion in the city before taking the 80 freeway east past Lake Tahoe. 

Southern California falls into our rearview mirror as we cruise next to the Sierra mountain range. I keep the speed at 55 to conserve gas. It’s not easy for me to do. 

We stop after four hours to limber up and eat some food. Steven changes out his brother’s bandages and I’m surprised to see Beryl helping Theo with his. Or, she hands him an ointment and his bottle of antibiotics. She isn’t willing to touch anyone unless she has to, but this is more than I expected. She smiles as he tells her a story about the first time he came home from school with a bloody knee and his mother thought he was going to die. I feel a pang of jealousy, completely aware of how misguided it is. 

We are making good time. If we keep up this pace we can be past Sacramento before nightfall. I look around. Steven is rubbing John’s arm down by the forearm, a concerned look on his face. John is shaking his head and grimacing. So maybe we’ll be stopping sooner rather than later.

We climb back into vehicles, limbs already tight after four hours of driving. I want to stay behind the wheel even though Theo offers to drive. He and I are still weird. He goes out of his way to defer to what I say, whereas I try to ask very little of him. 

The miles go by and eventually we tire of the howl of the wind and roll up the windows. I think it would be nice to speak but now I don’t know what to say. I hate small-talk, and I hate being fake. But I want to bridge the gulf between myself and the rest of the group. I don’t want to keep being quiet, even if it isn’t a genuine interest.

“So, Theo. You know how to fish?”

He barks a laugh from the back seat that almost startles me. 

“You kidding me man?” He gives another little chortle, a strange sound coming from a big man. “Ah man, that shit is funny. Nah, I ain’t ever fished. Or hunted. You’re gonna have to teach me all that.”

I smile. “I'm not very good at it. Jessica, my girl, she’ll teach you. She'll also teach you how to farm. Maybe she’ll get you on a horse.” 

If she’s alive.

A lump forms in my throat. 

“You and your girl been together a long time?”

It’s weird talking to them about Jessica, but I do. The more I talk the more things I remember. Some good, some bad. Most just remind me of my absence. I lapse into silence, a dark mood stealing over me.

Beryl speaks, her shy, tentative voice dropping into the silence as if from nowhere. 

“Will you take me skiing?”

I shoot a glance at her, I know my face must look incredulous. She looks back at me, cheeks flushed, and raises her chin.

“What? Montana has skiing, right?”

“Yeah,” I say, “of course they have skiing and of course I’ll take you. We’ll have to hike the hill though, I don’t think the chairlifts will be working.”

We share a laugh at that. Theo says he has never even seen snow, a comment that makes me swerve as I turn around to look at him.

“Are you fucking serious?” I say. He nods, looking embarrassed. 

“Never seen it.” 

“Well shit, I need to find an old video recorder to put that moment in history down.” 

I can’t help but think of the time before. Of videos made at home or on our phone or silly shit found on the internet. So many photos and videos documenting happy times, real or pretended, all gone now.

I don’t have a single picture of Jessica.   

“I’ve never skied before. My foster group would get passes, once a year… Mammoth Mountain. I would sled. I…I loved it.”

It’s the most I’ve ever heard Beryl speak at one time. She leans back in her seat with a distant smile on her face. I exchange glances with Theo. He lets loose a little laugh.

“Damn Beryl, you’re talking our ears off.”

She laughs. Thank God. 

She is coming out of her shell. I don’t know if it’s the miles we are putting between us and the hell that we went through, or if it’s just the idea of Montana. A fresh start. A safe place. Either way I hope I’m not leading them to ruin.

We stop a couple hours before sundown at a KOA just off of the 99 highway in a town called Visalia. Abandoned RV’s sit in the parking lot. I wonder if it would be worth it to try to find one that works. 

There is a row of small brown cabins next to the main office and we set up residence there. No bodies but plenty of ants. Beryl, Theo and I walk the perimeter looking for signs of anyone else. But it’s quiet here, nothing but the hiss of grass and creak of trees in the gentle wind.

Dinner is a silent affair, even Josey looks tired. It’s surprising how much driving takes it out of you. 

John and Steven take a cabin to themselves. Josey looks uncomfortable. 

“Would anyone be offended if I took a cabin to myself?”

We all slowly shake our heads. It had never occurred to me to seek out a space apart. I had become so used to having Beryl near. And I think part of me always worried that once alone, I might never find them again. 

Theo finds his own space and I set my stuff down next to the bed that Beryl picks out. 

“I’ll take the first watch. I’ll wake you up next.”

She sticks her tongue out at me as she makes a nest of the blankets on the floor. 

I walk across the grass towards the parking lot and enjoy the subtle change in the climate. A sense that here is just a little less desert. Less sand and more grass. More trees and less cacti. One step closer to home.

I cross to an RV and climb the ladder on its back to get onto the roof. Stars erupt into the sky above me and the moon is large and bright in the sky. A shooting star flashes over the horizon. Then another one, this one slower and thicker than the one before. My mind drifts back to the immolated birds at the solar panel tower. I close my eyes and see the puffs of white smoke against the blue sky, the small trail of grey as the small bodies plummet to earth. What was it that made them fly too close to the heat? Perhaps they were diving and swooping in a headlong rush to discover what mysteries the shiny sea before them held. Or maybe they were simply hurrying home to their families before being caught in the sun’s harsh grip. 

Why must I dwell on this?

 I settle back and do my best to watch the fleeting bits of light make their dash into the cosmos. I don’t want to think about birds. I don’t want to think about the dead cats. Or the dead people. Or Don. Or Stuart. I know that these things have left their mark on me. Defined, in a way, who I am at this moment, and there is no way I can ever forget them. 

But please, don’t let them stop me from seeing the beauty that’s left in this world. Please just let me watch the sky in peace, at least for a minute. 





Chapter 27

We are on the road again. Driving fast yet I feel as if we are moving at a crawl. Hours pass. My mind, as usual, returns to my home. I would be willing to bet my mom is in the garden, harvesting the last of the vegetables before the frost sets in. I wonder if Jessica helps her. They were always quiet around each other. I know they liked each other. But my mom was so formal with Jessica, less relaxed than she was when it was just my sister and I. And Jessica was—

A car honks and it jolts me from my revery. Josey pulls alongside the Bronco, Steven hanging out the passenger side, yelling and pointing wildly. I look where they are pointing. There, flying low over what must be San Francisco, is a helicopter.

“Holy shit.” 

I hit the brakes and Josey pulls over too.

We pile out of the car and watch, mesmerized, excited beyond all reason to see this relic of the past. 

“What is it doing?” Josey is shielding his eyes, following it as it zips in and out of buildings. None of us answer. None of us knows. It hovers for a second before turning and disappearing into the city. 

We stand around, waiting for it to return. Waiting for something. Anything. The wind picks up, a colder breeze than any of us have felt in quite some time. Malevolent clouds have formed off in the distance. 

I shiver and glance around at the others. They scan the horizon with stony faces, wanting to hope but being one too many times bitten.

“Let’s go.” I put an arm around Beryl and we walk back to the car. I feel John’s gaze as he slowly gets into the back seat of the other rig. He doesn’t say anything, he doesn’t have to. He wants to go find the people. But he knows my answer to that. 

We drive along slowly, eyes peeled for movement. It’s more crowded now, cars stacked in rows on the freeway forcing us to take exits and crawl through neighborhoods. A light rain begins to fall. 

“There.” Theo leans into the front and points over a building. 

“I don’t see anything.” 

His face is stony, eyes scanning the horizon. “I’m pretty sure I saw it flying over there.” 

We wait. Josey has stopped behind me, he trudges up to our car, hand shielding his face against the light rain. I don’t think he enjoys precipitation too much. “Theo saw the helicopter, we’re waiting to see what it’s up to.” He nods and trots back to the brothers. 

“Are you sure you saw—” 

Then I see it off to our left. It’s not too far off, cruising low over the freeway. Now that it’s close I can tell it’s a military craft, dark green with a sharply angled cockpit. Large guns sit beneath the small wings. It suddenly veers, changing course to come our way. 

“Get down. Huddle down!”

We squirm into the seats, hands holding guns, and I pray that they didn’t see us. I hope the other car is doing the same. The heavy thuds of blades churning air gets closer and turns deafening as the helicopter sweeps over us. 

The helicopter pauses over us and then moves down the street in the direction we were heading. Abruptly it turns around, sitting sideways as it hovers fifty meters away. A hiss from Beryl and I turn to her. She is staring out the window at the figure of John. He stands in the middle of the street in front of his car waving his hands at the helicopter. 

“Out! Spread out!”

I jump out of the car and I hear the others following. Steven is already out of their vehicle and stands a few paces back from his brother, one hand nervously clutching his gun. 

“Spread out! Get under cover!” I grab John and shove him behind the car. “The fuck are you doing?” I almost hit him. I turn back to the helicopter, waiting for it to make a move. Five seconds. Ten seconds. Fifteen seconds we stare at each other as the rain gets thicker and the wind stronger. Then a slow turn and it arcs away over the building. 

We stay outside, drenched, listening as the sound dwindles into the distance. 

John starts to say something and I snap at him. “Get into your fucking car.” We’ll have plenty to say to each other later. Right now I want to get us to some place hidden from view. 

I weave down small avenues, burrowing into the suburbs of whatever city we find ourselves in. A dumpy motel sits at an intersection and I pull the car under a tree. I storm out of the car and across the road to the motel, fury making me get away from the others. 

The lobby door is open. I grab a bundle of keys behind the desk and march back outside. The rest of the group stands next to the cars in a half ring. I speed back across the street, fully prepared to lay into John. 

He’s already getting it. 

“Did you see the size of those guns? If they had wanted to they could have killed us all in two seconds. But you had to get out of the car and fucking wave. What the hell, man?” Josey’s anger is soft, a venting of frustration. When Steven starts speaking it is volcanic.

“You didn’t ask. You just went. You didn’t think about the rest of us.” He steps closer to his brother. “How would you feel if they had killed someone because of you. Tell me!”

John has his chin raised, a stoic figure taking the abuse. “We can’t live in hiding. That’s not living at all.” He looks at me. “Guys, we have to try.”

I step towards him. God, his attitude pisses me off. “We can’t afford to take that chance, asshole. If you think I’m going to let you…” 

The anger drains out of me. Not because I agree with John in any way. I’m just tired of it all. Tired of battling him over trust. 

I look around the group, the six of us sopping wet standing beneath a tree. Beryl’s arms are wrapped around herself and Josey looks miserable. 

“This is stupid.” I wave my hands around, look to John. “This is so fucking stupid. Look at us. Can’t you see what we are?” I pause. I want this to sink in. “We are the people,  John. Right now we are the ones you keep looking for. We can trust each other. And if you can’t see that then maybe you’re better off on your own.”

I don’t say it with anger. It’s just matter-of-fact. Steven looks taken aback and Beryl looks at me. But I keep my gaze on John, unwavering. He has to hear this. He can’t risk our safety so callously. 

“John, I don’t want you to leave. I don’t. I just can’t keep having this fight with you. And I’m not going to.”

He stares at me and I can’t tell if he’s more angry or hurt. Or maybe just shocked. I am. I feel like an asshole. But I know it had to be done. And I pray to the gods that he doesn’t leave. 

We take the keys and find two rooms each with two beds. John and Steven go into one and the door closes. Theo takes the bed closest to the door and Beryl is already depositing our bags on the far bed. Josey looks at me and I wave him over. “You can bunk with us or find a room of your own. Your call.” 

He shakes his head. “Sleep alone in a dead city or sleep with Theo. Great choices.”

He stays with us.










I eat some cold canned soup and a tomato for dinner. I don’t taste anything, my mind is too busy. I replay the scene. Could I have said something different. My intentions were good. Can’t he see that? Dammit can’t he see what I see? 

I head outside. Beryl is sharpening a pair of knives, one of which she passes to me as she walks by, a sad smile on her face. I stick it in my boot without thinking. Theo catches up with me. 

“What are you thinking?”

I start to unload stuff out of the car. “I’m thinking the way ahead is probably compromised.” 

He starts to help me unload. “The plan?”

“Stick to side roads. Take the long way around the city. Get far away from here in a hurry. Back to the old plan.” 

I look at him, brow furrowed, perplexed. I feel old compared to this man, and Josey, and the brothers. Fuck me but I wonder if Stuart and my captivity didn’t provide me with the mind needed to survive. 

“Why didn’t they land?  Try to talk to us?” 

I don’t answer for a bit. Just us unloading. Finally, “In this world? Two reasons. Either they have no interest, which is weird, or they want to meet on their terms. Meaning not so nice. Get me?”

He nods, but I think that, like the brothers, he doesn’t quite understand my distrust. Or my disdain for trust in general.

I pray they never have to.







I take the watch for the first couple hours of the night. I stand in the shadows by the lobby and watch the parking lot. If I sat down I think I’d probably sleep. Even if the ground is wet and cold. Even with unknown shadows and unknown whispers in the wind.

My legs are tired and sore from driving all day and then standing for hours. I’m cold. The breeze has coated my left side with rain and my clothes soak in the clammy grip of the weather and turn it into chills. I don’t move. I’m being masochistic, I think. Part of me feels like I deserve to be punished. Another part of me wants to throw open the door to John’s room and make him stand watch the whole night.

After a few hours I heave myself off of the wall and take creaking legs back to the room. Theo is snoring loudly and it doesn’t take much to wake Josey. He curses me and Theo under his breath as he pulls on a coat and steps into the rain. I take off my wet clothes and crawl into the bed next to Beryl. I rest my head on the pillow and pull the scratchy blankets to my chin and stare at the ceiling. 

Sleep is an elusive creature, even as exhausted as I am. I toss and turn in the stale motel sheets. I can’t stop thinking about the day. The worry I have for these people. But also guilt. Keeping them away from other contact. I’m like a child who doesn’t want anyone to play with his toys. Am I that petty?

I roll over and try to get comfortable, promising myself that I’ll make amends with John tomorrow. Or should I? He’s the one who should apologize for this shit. He could have gotten us all killed… Dammit! I sit up and rest my head on my knees. I might as well get up and let Josey get some sleep. 

A cold hand worms out from beneath the sheets to grip mine. Shit. “Sorry if I’m keeping you awake.” She doesn’t respond. Her hand grips mine and slowly pulls me back down into the bed until I lay along her back. I’m shocked, my head cocked back at an angle as I stare at the mess of her hair. I see a shoulder shake, a spasm as her body reacts to my touch. I go to pull away and she grips my hand harder. 

I shift in closer, my nose in her wavy dark hair, arm wrapped around her cold body. The closeness. The feel. The two hearts beating, and still beating, and hopefully beating tomorrow. Disquiet is banished from my mind as it is reminded, gently, that we are free. Free, and not alone.

 I breathe her in, the smell of the rain and her sweat mingled, and take solace in the respite she gives me. I don’t know what kind of sacrifice it took for her to break down these walls. But she does it for me. She does it so I can have some peace in a time where another moment of turmoil threatens to push me over the edge into an abyss in which I simply stop feeling everything. 

I hold her. That’s all I can do. The warmth of my body all I can offer in return for her offering my soul shelter in this storm. 

I hold her, and I sleep.










I awake to the sound of the brothers arguing. At least I think they are arguing. Staccato Japanese is rising from whispers to something louder in the light of dawn. I disengage from Beryl and pull on damp clothes. God I’m tired. But if they’re fighting then there’s a problem. I should talk to John, anyways.

I slowly open the door, eyes closed tight against the early morning light. The brothers are standing over by the cars. They stop talking when they see me. I raise a hand and start to walk towards them when an invisible fist punches me in the sternum. I drop to the ground, writhing in pain, unable to breathe. I hear indistinct pops and see Steven fall into the side of the car. He crawls towards the crumpled form of his brother.

Thuds as boots pound the pavement towards us. I am still choking, my chest convulsing as I try to force a breath in. My head is fuzzy, only fragments of action penetrating the fog. The doors to our rooms are kicked in, muffled shouts from inside. Theo’s body is hauled outside trailing wires to a taser. I see hands hogtie him before I’m jolted unconscious by the too familiar sting of electricity coursing through my body. 


Chapter 28

I come to in a dorm room. I think for a second that there is still shooting going on and I jolt upright. Pain resonates out from my chest. The small window is streaked with rain. A storm is raging outside, thunder quaking in the distance. A poster with ten rules for partying covers a wall above a frilly box with flowers on the side. Small polaroid pictures of two young women are taped around the window. Clothes are everywhere. Pants and shorts, bras and t-shirts and a million shoes. The bed I’m on seems to consist of a large purple comforter with feathers sticking out everywhere.

“Kids these days. Can’t clean worth a shit.”

A skinny young man with a shaved head and dressed in army fatigues watches me from the door. 

“Bet she was hot. Hot girls were always the sloppiest when I was in college. Couldn’t believe it, you know, you’d be fucking and there’d be trash and ants and fucking shit all over the place.”

I sit up, try to say something but my chest feels like it’s been crushed. I touch it, waiting to feel the wetness of blood, wondering how I’m still alive.

“Rubber bullets. Sorry about that. We weren’t sure about you.”

“Who are you?” My voice comes out in a rasp.

“Not my job to say. Come with me. I’ll introduce you to the Captain.”

I get up, wiggling my foot in my boot. My knife is gone. 

Well shit.

I follow the man down a long hall that stinks like beer and vomit and death. We exit into a courtyard surrounded by brick buildings. Vehicles ranging from a small truck to a backhoe to a fucking tank make a neat row at the edge of the grass. 

It’s freezing outside. Rain slashes at our arms, tiny pinpricks of cold that makes me turn my head down and to the side. I’m not offered a coat and I don’t ask for one. 

The courtyard is filled with people. Most wear military gear but there are others clothed in heavy black clothing. 

“Har.”

Beryl gives me a small wave. She and Theo and Josey are standing beneath an awning off to the side. Two men with guns stand nearby. My guide leads me to them and then disappears into the fray.

I scan the crowd. The chaos has order. Everyone has a purpose. And it’s not just men, I count at least five women out in the rain. It gives me hope. After Camelot part of me wondered about the survival of women. Worried what kind of world would be left without them. And it’s odd, seeing them now after so long. The crowd moves and reacts and breathes in a completely different way compared to the group of men at the golf course. I try to see why. 

Less anger? 

I don’t know. 

“What?” Josey is concerned.

“Nothing.”

Perhaps I should try to focus on more important matters.

“Where are the brothers?”

Josey shakes his head. “Don’t know. Was hoping you did.”

I shake my head and we sit in silence. I find the captain in the crowd. Or at least I figure it must be him. A man of medium height with a shaved head and a beard walks around telling people what to do. He doesn’t wear a shirt, a sleeve of tattoos running the length of both arms and across his back. He is seemingly impervious to the cold, water matting thick chest hair before dripping down flexed abs. A tall, skinny woman dogs his steps. She is rangy, short shorts emphasizing powerful legs. The man points to the back of a flatbed truck and chats with another man. The woman who follows him drapes herself over sodden shoulders and leans in to bite his ear. An errant hand squeezes his buttocks.

Beryl snorts. The men standing guard over us laugh. I look around our group. Josey and Theo are eying the women working with what I’m sure they think are casual eyes. God dammit. 

I turn my attention back to the commander. He disengages himself from the woman and helps unload a crate from the truck. He points at the driver of a small backhoe and directs him into place. Then he startles us all by hopping up onto the top of the truck and stomping his feet.

“Who are we?!”

It’s a sight. They all stop what they are doing and raise fists to the air.

“Last standing!” They scream it. I get chills even as I try to remain aloof.

They love it. He paces around the courtyard like a feral cat, shaking hands and back slapping and sometimes getting in the face of someone derelict in their duty. They are a well oiled machine. I’ll give them that. A mix of military and who knows what. Maybe just people happy to take orders from someone who seems to know what he is doing. 

The man approaches and Theo steps up to stand a foot past Beryl. I guess he is serious about being her protector. The man pauses and calm blue eyes scan the group. Take in Theo’s bodyguard stance. Beryl’s stony silence. The scars on my face and neck. 

“I think I owe you all an apology.”

Not the words I was expecting.

He jerks a thumb over his shoulder towards the rest of the group. “I tell them not to take any chances.” He pauses, waiting for us to say something. We don’t. “My name is Mickey. I’m Captain here. This is Sheila.” He gives a grin. “She’s been recently promoted.”

“Where are our friends?” I’m not in the mood for chit chat. 

Mickey turns tired eyes to me. He takes out a can of tobacco and slowly slaps it with limp fingers until it’s packed, carefully stuffing it into a lip just recently vacated by a previous dip. “You’re all American, right?”

“Yeah. What does that have to do with anything?” 

He smiles at me, his body relaxed. He strikes me as a man who rarely yells or screams, someone who always talks calmly right up until they punch you in the face. 

“Means a whole lot. Look, I’m just making sure we’re all friends here. Where are you from?”

I should play nice. I know I should. Hell, he’s being nice. But I feel like being obstinate. Maybe because he knocked me out or maybe because he made us wait outside. Maybe because my teeth are chattering and his aren’t. 

“Fuck you.”

Josey steps forward quickly. “We’re Americans, okay? We’re from here.”

Mickey casually spits in the dirt. “Thank you. Was that so hard?”

Josey plays peacekeeper. “Can you tell us why you attacked us? And where our friends are?”

Mickey turns his back to us, scanning the movements of his company. “Your friends are being detained. My men took you down because we thought you were with the enemy.”

All of us are taken aback by his words, we cast looks to each other in confusion. The enemy? Is he crazy?

“What do you mean by the enemy?” 

Mickey’s turn to look confused. “The hell you all come from?” 

I shrug. “Does it matter?”

 He grins. A smile that doesn’t touch his eyes but lights a fire in the girl next to him. A predator sensing blood. My shoulders tense even as I try to maintain the pretense of calm. 

He spits more tobacco in the dirt and then walks up to me. I stand taller than him by five inches at the least. Doesn’t matter. Eyes turn as he walks up. Voices whisper. I get nervous. 

“I apologized to you. I’m asking nicely. But if you keep talking to me like I’m either an idiot or an asshole then we are going to have a problem.” 

Not a sound to be heard but for the rain. 

The girl swats him on the butt.

“You’re scaring them, Mickey, stop it!”

It doesn’t look like she wants him to stop it. 

We stand face to face for a second, my eyes staring into his calm blue ones. And I suppose he is right. But I’ll be damned if I admit it.

He smiles. Almost as if he’s pleased that I didn’t back down. 

“You look cold, so how about we start over, okay?”

A pause. A stillness in the rain in which he takes a moment to look into each of our eyes. And then he pulls a heavy sigh, gestures out to the wide world.

“The reason it matters, shrimp dick, is that we need intel on our border. Who is out there. What is out there. What you know, what you think you know, who you think you know.”

“Why?” 

“Why?” He mocks me. “So I can defend our fucking country.” 

The mood takes a nosedive when he says these words. Feet shift. Faces sharpen. I take it all in. 

What?

I scan the crowd. Hardened faces. United. Purposeful. What is going on?

“From who?”

I say it softly, doing my best to not sound incredulous. To not impart just how crazy he sounds. At least in my ears I fail. There is a silence. He plays it well, glancing from his men to the girl and then back at me.

“You don’t know? Fuck me they don’t know.” He shakes his head as if he can’t comprehend such ignorance. “Come inside. Time to talk.”










He doesn’t go into any details about who, or what, we are fighting. Instead, Mickey takes us inside and interviews us one by one. He wants to hear our stories starting from when all the shit happened. He’s blunt about his reasoning. He wants to know about us, about how the rest of the world is faring, and if we have seen anything about the enemy. He also wants to know if we are spies. In no uncertain terms he makes it clear that if we lie, or he doubts us, he will “put us down.”

Okay then.

He talks to me last. He takes a long time with everyone. I don’t have time to confer with Beryl before I am marched into the room. 

He leans back in a chair and casually hocks brown spit into a cup. 

“Your name is Harlan?”

I nod.

“Where are you from?”

“Montana.”

“And why are you down here?”

“Visiting a friend.”

He gives a heavy sigh. “I ain’t here to fuckin’ bust your nuts, okay? I also don’t have time to sit here as another one of you gives me one word answers. Or nods. Or looks out the fuckin’ window.”

I’m guessing his interview with Beryl wasn’t fun.

“We all went through shit. Still going through shit. I have to do what I have to do to protect my unit. So tell me your fuckin’ story.”

I tell him about being held captive by Stuart in three sentences. It’s not his story to know. The rest is easy. I spare no details and he raises an eyebrow when I tell him about hanging Don. 

“The others said he died. Didn’t say how. I’d’ve shot the fucker earlier.” He leans forward. “Tell me more about John and Steven. They just came wandering up to you?”

“Yeah.”

“It didn’t seem odd, them just showing up?”

I don’t understand his line of questioning. 

“What are you getting at? Where are they?”

He stands up and goes to the door and brings in the rest of the group. We sit and he surveys us, hard eyes making contact with each individual before he speaks.

“I believe y’all when you say you are red-blooded Americans. So here is where we are at. One month ago a Destroyer escorting a cruise ship came into the Bay. Not ours. Chinese. And imagine my surprise when five hundred soldiers and a shit-ton of slant-eyed civvies offload into San Francisco.”

“Are you serious?”

“Deadly.” 

He leans forward, blue eyes clear as winter ice and much, much colder.

“They made it very clear that they were taking this city for their own. They also made it abundantly clear that we were no longer welcome.”

This is bizarre. None of us really know how to respond.

“What… What did you do?”

He dips his head in response, a small grin curling up one side of his mouth.

“We let ‘em know they were trespassing.”

He stands up, paces around the room. 

“They must have been planning this for awhile. And I think they had help. That’s why I have your friends locked up.”

I scoff. “You for real? They’re Japanese.”

“Doesn’t matter. I’m not taking any chances. Look,” he leans on the table, “they’ve gone door to door and taken the whole goddamn city. Cleaned it out. Just like that.” He snaps his fingers. “We put up a fight where we can. Raid them when we can. But we are way too fucking outnumbered. I got twenty-five good ones here with me. We got a pilot, let’s us keep an eye on them as long as we can find gas.”

I raise a hand. “Wait, wait. You are saying we are being invaded?”

He nods. “Yes. Yes we are.” He paces to the window as he repacks his lip. “I was working with whatever soldiers I had to help round people up. Set up a base in which we could provide some sort of help. Food, medical aide… Shit I didn’t know what else to do. Then these guys show up. They start unloading soldiers. Then a bunch of women and children. Hundreds. And yeah, we tried to chat with them about it. They shot at us as soon as they saw us.”

“You’re wrong about Steven and John.”

He leans back. “And I’m just supposed to take your word for it?” He holds up a forestalling hand. “I’m going to talk with them. Ask them a few questions, if they’re cool then they’re free to go with my apologies.” 

He gets up, makes to leave, turns back. “Real quick. The one with the tattoos… He’s got ink on his back with the coordinates of a spot in San Francisco. Just so you know.”










We eat with the soldiers in the cafeteria. They have a barbecue set up and must have slaughtered a couple cows. 

It’s delicious. 

They are loud and boisterous and sexual. The women in the platoon wear tiny shorts and sports bras and sit on the laps of the men they have picked out for the foreseeable future. The men eat food with one greasy hand and cup the buttocks of their girl with the other. 

John and Steven join us later. Both are quiet and subdued and answer any questions we have about the interrogation in monosyllables. Josey can’t help but pry. “What was up with him thinking you had some coordinates on your back? About Frisco?”

Steven glances around the group, I can tell he’s trying to keep his emotions in check. I doubt this was a pleasant experience. I’m sure he wants nothing more than to let it go. 

“When you get trained as a tattoo artist you have to get tattoos. You can tattoo yourself or you can do an exchange, practice on a friend and they practice on you. This dude from here tattooed his home GPS on my back. That’s it.”

And that was it. The way he said it meant the conversation was over. Beryl reaches out, checks herself, then reaches again to rub his shoulder. He leans into it, his eyes appreciative. Josey says he’s sorry and looks to me to help him but I’m not watching them anymore.

The room has gone silent.

The distant sound of a revving engine. The squeal of tires. The room disintegrates into ordered chaos. People grabbing guns and heading for the doors. Civilians clearing tables in the cafeteria. Mickey materializes in a doorway and starts bellowing orders. 

We sit, transfixed and unknowing of what to do. Everyone is leaving their food so we stand and do the same. “What’s happening?” I ask a passing soldier but I’m ignored. We follow the flow of people outside. A man sprints to the tank and slides inside as others make a thin defensive perimeter by the buildings. 

A small car swerves around the corner. It isn’t using it’s lights, I can hear it more than I can see it. It heads straight for the grass of the courtyard, small tires and low bumper scraping on the curb as it wrecks itself at the base of the camp. The car is dented and dirty. No, not dirty. 

Bullet holes. 

It sits still for a second, still idling, then a form bursts from the driver’s door. A thin man, his face and chest coated in blood, stumbles out and pays no attention to the twenty guns aimed at him. 

“They ain’t coming. They ain’t coming.” He yells it over a shoulder as he pulls another form from the car. Mickey says something and five figures run down the road the way the car came. Another group goes and takes the prostrate form from the man and hauls it into the cafeteria. 

Mickey is half-carrying the man from the car into the building. The man is blubbering and swaying and at times fighting to go back to the car. Mickey hits him across the face, not lightly. Once. Twice. The man finally gets angry enough to stop crying and focus on Mickey. 

“Were you followed?” Mickey is calm and direct, his eyes ancient in a young body. “Were you followed?” The man shakes his head. “The others?” Mickey gives him a shake. “Did the others make it out?” The man shakes his head and starts crying again. 

Mickey drops the man into waiting arms and stalks outside, directing orders left and right to whomever he finds nearby. He walks past me, sees the look on my face. “Still don’t believe we’re at war? Get your people together. Now.”

Mickey doesn’t stop to give any sort of explanation, already striding across the room, issuing orders and slapping backs, eyes glittering with intensity. If I didn’t know any better I’d say he was enjoying himself. 

I don’t need to gather my group, only John has really strayed too far away and he is sitting with his brother. 

“Something’s up, get ready to leave.” 

If Mickey is in his element then my voice is grim, the sound of a man being shoved once more into something he wants no part of and isn’t surprised. Maybe we’ve come to accept our roles in this world. I watch the others getting ready and am filled with pride. There is no panic, no questioning, no vacant stares at the chaos around us. Beryl almost looks happy to be up and doing something. She slips a knife into her boot and helps Theo with the bags.

We follow everyone out and load into cars and trucks, directed to whatever vehicle has room. The injured man is loaded into the back of a car by a man and a woman. He is weeping and holding the hand of the man and I see him pry the fingers apart so that he can hop into the front seat.

The brothers are pushed into a different car than us and I know it’s no accident. 

Then we scream away from the college and down a series of roads, flying through the darkening evening with no headlights.

Quiet streets covered with windblown trash and leaves and only the occasional car. Empty houses that still look so neat and orderly, as if the whole neighborhood went on a vacation but will soon return. 

There is a pause outside, gates rattle open and the cars drive through, speeding to a far building on an expansive compound. I catch a name. LIVERMORE LABORATORY.

The night that follows is a conflagration of activity that does nothing but leave us exhausted, burnt trees still standing after a firestorm has passed. 

Mickey took a group of men and left, all heavily armed. No explanation was given. Instead we were stuck in a room with untrained physicians as they tried to keep a man shot in the abdomen alive. 

It took hours. We lent help where we could. Finding cloth to pressure the wound. Building a fire in the room next door to boil water. No ventilation meant huddling around smoke for half an hour before stumbling back into the hall, hands wrapped in blankets as you try to haul a pot full of boiling water and not let the coughing spill it. 

We took turns holding him down. Or talking to him. He asked for his mom and for a woman named Desiree. He cursed and cried and struggled and sometimes was a limp body for an hour at a time. 

They got the bullet out of him and he looked at it and said “it’s so fucking small” before dying. 

We cover his body and mill around in stupors, arms and chests covered in coagulated blood. We should be doing something. Something.

What could we do? 

We finished our meal with bloody hands and slept if we could. Or we pretended to sleep. I tried to go outside, see if I could get a car ready for us to go. I was stopped at the door by the same guy I woke up to. 

 “Mickey said we could go.” 

All the kid did was shake his head and point at the brothers. I didn’t push it. They got attacked after we showed up. Better not try to slink away in the night. 

Fuck.

Mickey returns with his men and they carry three more bodies. The body language is enough to know we need to keep our mouths shut. The man is exhausted but he does a good job pretending not to be. He tells his people what they need to hear, either in small groups or man to man and then he sends everyone outside to clean up. The backhoe bucket has been filled with water and we wash the blood off together, men and women stripping off shirts and pants and scrubbing the red lacquer off into the trough until it takes on the hue of a claret.

Inside people slowly gather. Everyone is exhausted but there is a need for company. A desire to not be alone. A couple candles are lit as we settle into our home for the night. Guns are disassembled and cleaned, cans of food cracked open. Some of the soldiers sleep. My crew sits at a table with a few of the company. Theo lies down on the ground and closes his eyes. Steven has found cigarettes somewhere, he puts one in his mouth but doesn’t light it. John produces a piece of paper and pen and scribbles at something, forehead pinched with tension.

“What did y’all do before this?”

The soldier whispers across the room as he cleans his gun. The other men and women crane their heads. It would be hard not to be inquisitive, I guess. There’s not much else that matters anymore but the people you surround yourself with, who they are and what drives them. 

“Lawyer.” John doesn’t look up. 

“Tattoos.” A whistle of approval at Steven.

“Irrigation.” 

“I never had a job.” Beryl isn’t willing to elaborate and I know the others must think her a spoiled brat. It doesn’t matter.

The man nods to each. “I was in school. Never really had a job either.”

Silence for a second as we think about the time before. 

“Aren’t you happier, now?” I didn’t hear Mickey approach. He looks around. “I don’t know about you guys but I felt like I was going through the motions.” He starts checking off his fingers. “Learn a trade. Get a job. Marry someone. Have a kid or two. Retire. Die. And in between all that was nothing but watching shit on Netflix and playing on the phone.”

“You were married?”

Mickey ignores the question. “Not that everything was that bleak for me, you know, but Jesus, don’t you feel more like yourself now?” He looks around. “All this shit made us become what we needed to be. Everything before was just treading water.”

He paws at his beard. I’m betting he doesn’t talk like this often. The men and women of his company stare at him, listening intently. Sheila especially seems shocked. Mouth slightly open, she has eyes for no one else in the room. 

“We have a choice, you know, in the way we see this. The world ending. One, it’s a tragedy. People died, a way of life died, everything has died. Or, you can see it as a good thing. Something that needed to happen so that we could live more fully. We went through the steps, did what we thought we were supposed to do, plugged into this or that job to support a society that we never really got to see or be a part of. Now we fight to live.” He clenches a fist in front of him and scans the group. “Because we want to live. And we make love and fall in love with desperation. Because we need it, not because it’s another task to check off on our long trek towards death.”

A shake of his head, eyes distant as he thinks about something else. Or someone. He looks around at everyone before cracking a grin. 

“I was gonna be a history teacher after I got out of the Marines. Get some sleep, it’s going to be a long day tomorrow.”

He saunters out of the room with Sheila and everyone filters away, pairs heading off to find rooms to sleep or find solace with each other. The brothers and Josey are gone, presumably off to bed. 

Mickey’s words echo in my head. Is this a good thing? No. But… Theo and Beryl sit with me and it takes me awhile to realize that Beryl is waiting for me to retire and Theo is waiting up for Beryl’s sake. 

“Go get some sleep.” Beryl gives me a weird look. “I gotta talk to Mickey.” They walk down the hall and I get the impression that Beryl is mad at me. 

I ask one of the soldiers where I can find Mickey and he mumbles “seventeen” and points down the hall. I walk slowly down the hall scanning the numbers as I go. Some have names written on marker boards or small chalk boards outside their rooms. Room seventeen has an American flag bandanna pinned to it.

I knock, a few seconds later the door is opened by Sheila. She is topless, a pair of men’s boxers the only thing on her body. 

“Whatya want?”

I don’t know how to respond. “I’m looking for, uh… I’m looking for Mickey.” 

She twists her body to lean out of the doorway. “Ah honey, how long has it been since you’ve seen a pair of tits?” She gives a short laugh that borders on cruel and steps forward, her fingers tracing a line down my chin. “Mickey told me about your travels. Told me what the other guys said, too. You must have been worried that you’d never get laid again.”

I don’t know whether to be angry or embarrassed or both. There’s a grunt and Mickey’s voice comes out of the blackness. “What’s going on?”

Sheila pats my cheek before walking back into the room. “Someone wants to talk to you.” After that is a muffled exchange, whispers between the two of them that slowly get louder. Sheila sounds upset. 

“I slept enough,” I hear Mickey say and then, “you aren’t coming,” before they go back to whispering. Mickey appears in the doorway. To my surprise he walks out of the room almost fully clothed. He is pulling on a dark jacket and is holstering a gun. 

“You wanted to chat?”

“I did… Where are you going?”

He is already walking past me and down the hall.

“Business. Wanna come?”

I don’t. But I walk with him down the hall to, if anything, satisfy my curiosity. Before I can talk he’s doubling back towards his room. “Forgot my chew.” He’s gone for a second and reemerges with a can of Copenhagen. Sheila leans out of the door and catches him around his abdomen, snaking him back for a kiss that is both deep and vulgar. 

“Be fucking careful.” She gives me an angry look before disappearing back into the dorm room.

We cross a courtyard outside and wind our way down a gap between two buildings until we get to a squat, thick building that has no windows. Mickey bangs on a door three times in succession, then twice more slowly. It swings open to reveal an armored soldier behind it. 

“You hanging in there, Nate?”

The man nods and Mickey produces a cigarette that the soldier accepts with a grin. Nate swings the door open and Mickey brings out a flashlight and waves his hand for me to follow. We clomp down steel stairs in the dark, Mickey’s light bouncing around as we travel down five levels. At the bottom Mickey leads me down another hall. 

The flashlight stays on the floor, highlighting a path I assume has been walked many times. In the peripheral glow we pass closed doors that are labelled numerically. There are no names and there is no dust. As we round a corner I see the glare of a light beneath a door. Mickey jiggles the handle loudly before swinging it open. 

“Jesus, Mickey! You scared the shit out of me.”

A short, pudgy woman with dark black hair stands at a table peering down at a large titanium box set on a table. There are wires and cords running from the box to a small device the woman carries in her hand, the dim light illuminating an oval face pocked by years of acne. Heavy bags rest beneath tired eyes and her eyebrows are raised into a permanent expression of worry.

The room is shadowed, lit only by a single large lamp powered by a portable generator set in the corner. It’s cold, and musty, and lonely. Discarded plates of food sit on the table or on the chair. I even see plates on the floor. 

“How’s it looking?” Mickey asks from the doorway. We don’t go inside, I guess this isn’t going to be a prolonged visit.

“I don’t know, Mickey. I don’t have the computer system I need. Give me a week—”

“I need it sooner than that. Tomorrow.”

She turns from the table to put her hands on her hips. “This isn’t my area of expertise. I worked in a completely different department—”

“Jan,” Mickey speaks softly. “I need it tomorrow. And I need to know it’ll work.”

Jan huffs and turns away from him. I think she might be fighting back tears. What is she doing down here? I see a hand wipe beneath her eyes before pinching the bridge of her nose. 

“It will be ready.”

“Thank you.” He pauses. “Need anything?”

She snorts. “A vacation.”

“Thank you, Jan.” He gestures to me and we file back out the way we came. The soldier, Nate, holds the door open for us and we step back out into the night.

“What was—”

He holds up a hand. “Ask me when we get on the road.”

I’m tired, exhausted really, and not in the mood to deal with enigmatic phrases.

“Mickey, stop. Where the fuck are we going now?”

“You in the mood for a little danger?”

The way he says it is soft, mellow, so casual that it almost hides the seriousness and the anger behind the invitation. Not just an invitation, a dare. A question pitched by someone who, although a stranger, appears to know me well. To back down would elicit no physical reaction, but we both know what it would mean mentally. An unwillingness to test the edges. An unwillingness to risk seeing something real.

 Dammit.

It’s hard to refuse a man like this. He appeals to my reckless side. Death has been hovering over my shoulder, courting me like a drunken lecher at a snowed in dive bar for months now. Why not tempt it further? All the anger and frustration that stemmed from constantly feeling like a victim, constantly feeling cornered, overrides my logic.

“Sure.”

He grins. “You don’t care what it is?”

I shake my head. “Seems important.”

He nods, his face grim. “We lost six today. We brought back four. I figure I’ll go get the other two, if I can.”

He resumes walking and, sobered, I follow him. 

We take a small pick-up and cruise out into the city. The soldier on guard duty argued with Mickey, demanding he take more men with him. Mickey calmly told him to go fuck himself and that we’d be back in a couple hours. The fact that the soldier shut up and obeyed so quickly spoke to Mickey’s complete authority. He is loved by his men. Adored. 

We better not die.

We drive with no lights on. Mickey goes slow, occasionally pulling up on the sidewalk to drive around abandoned vehicles. 

“What was that lady building?”

He pulls the truck over and puts it in park.

“We walk from here.”

He hops out of the truck, reaching behind the seat to pull out a M4 rifle. He tosses his pistol to me before gently closing the door. 

“Mickey?”

He shakes his head. “No more talking until it’s done.” He rolls his eyes at my expression. “I’ll be more chatty on the way back, okay?”

We set off down a street, hugging the building and sticking to shadows. How the fuck did I get out here? What are we doing?

We walk in silence for what feels like a long time. But it’s an easy silence. I had approached him with questions. Concerns about my friends, about leaving. But this is simple, and real, and I luxuriate in simply living in the moment even if I’m terrified.

There is a clatter and I swing my gun around towards a cluster of dumpsters. A raccoon crawls to the top, small hands clutching a grey mass that might once have been bread. He freezes when he sees us, then, seemingly unimpressed, he makes his way down the far side and out into the shadows. 

The buildings are all two or three stories and not uniform, an uneven row of teeth each a different color than the last. A Mexican flag hangs inside more than one window. Windows covered with heavy bars that match the grated steel on the doors.

Mickey holds up a hand and we stop. The road ahead of us is empty and doesn’t seem to be any different than any of the other roads we had walked down. 

But there, a window with no glass. Small divots in the brickwork. A black streak on the balustrade and the flat tires of the car parked in front of it.

Two bodies are laid out in the center of the intersection. We wait a long time, Mickey’s eyes scanning the buildings for movement. He holds up a hand telling me to stay where I am as he moves off to my right down an alley way.

I position myself next to a wall of a building where I can still see the intersection. It feels like a long time that I sit there peering at every shadow I can find; this window, that car, that shop… And then back again. But it most likely was only twenty minutes until Mickey filters into the square from the far side and slowly approaches the bodies. 

He is completely exposed, nothing to hide him from the moonlight or an enemy’s bullet. I peer into every shadow, fretting that each second that goes by will be the last before I hear a gunshot.

I hate Mickey for putting me in this position. If he dies then there’s no reason for me to return to the others. They’ll kill us on the spot. 

Mickey checks on and around the bodies, gently lifting an arm and then rolling one of the forms onto its side.

“We’re clear,” his low voice breaks the silence.

I shuffle forward into the street, heart pounding, unsure of how safe we actually are. They could just be waiting.

Mickey is squatting next to the prone forms. A young black man and a middle-aged white woman rest side by side, eyes closed and hands laced together over their chests. The woman was shot just below the eye, a tear-track of blood has dried on the side of her face. I can’t tell what killed the man.

“What happened tonight?”

He heaves in a deep breath. “Nothing much to tell. At least it won’t mean much to you.” He stares off into the distance. “Had teams positioned along the bridges, they were to report back to me if the Chinese crossed them.” 

He goes silent. “And?” I ask. 

He looks at me, that look that asks why I have to be such a blunt instrument. “And they were ambushed. Every one of them. This was their outpost.” He casts a glance towards one of the taller buildings on the block, a white stucco apartment complex we had passed earlier. 

“There’s simply too many of ‘em.” He says it softly, almost as if he is talking to himself. Then he gives a snort and pulls out his can of chew and packs his lip, shaky hands dropping small black bits onto the chest of the dead man at his feet.

“When we were fighting the Taliban, we’d always be pushing forward. That was our thing, always forward, always taking the fight to the enemy.” Mickey looks up at me. “And we’d take hits but we would still drive them out. But they never left a body behind. Never left bullet casings. It was their thing, make it seem like they were ghosts. And it would work, too. Mentally, that shit starts to fuck with you.”

He slowly stands up, eyes roaming over the horizon as he relives a war from another time. “You’d be shooting for hours, watching the dirt in front of you explode, see someone gets hit… And you would be shooting and you’d be fucking positive that you killed one. Two. Three of ‘em. Then … Nothing. They’d just disappear.” 

He bends down over the man and pulls him into a sitting position, pulling one lifeless arm up over his shoulder so he can hoist the man up. 

“And as much as we hated those fuckers, we respected them too. They were warriors, just like us, out there dying while other people were talking and… Sometimes they’d let us go get the bodies of our friends.”

“So this is them showing respect.”

He shakes his head. “Maybe.” He gives a small laugh. 

“What?”

He gives a grunt as he straightens up, the man resting across his shoulders.

“This, us… I was always on the side moving forward no matter what. Always on the side with the superior fire power. Always on the side chasing ghosts. Now I’m on the other side, running and hiding and outnumbered and fighting a losing battle.”

He begins to walk back and I barely hear the words he mutters.

“And we ain’t very good at it.”




 







The walk back is hard. Physically, because of the bodies draped over our shoulders. And mentally, because, well… You walk a mile with a woman’s hair tickling your neck and her wedding ring glinting in the moonlight and you feel, really feel just how much of a waste this death was. 

We get back to the truck and do our best to gently place the bodies in the bed of the pickup. We climb in and slowly turn around and I can’t shake the surreal feeling that hovers over the scene.

“In answer to your earlier question, she’s making me a bomb.”

I don’t think, had he not brought it up, that I would have remembered to ask about the woman in the bowels of that building.

“A bomb?”

He nods. “Yup.”

I don’t have any questions. Maybe, after what I just saw, I don’t care. Maybe I see the logic in having one with an enemy at the gates. 

“Why’d you ask me to come?”

I catch him midway through packing another lip full of chew one-handed and there is a silence as he finishes. Bits of brown cling to his beard and he finishes the process by dragging thick fingers down his chin. 

“You’re leaving soon, right? I guess I wanted to show you what was going on. I guess, to be honest, I’m probably going to die soon. I wanted there to be someone who remembered me. Talked about what we did.”

He says it matter-of-factly, as if the future is already written in stone.

“Why not leave?”

He had started to drive away from the curb and he stomps on the brake and looks over at me, consternation written all over his features.

“And live my whole life, or what’s left of it, knowing that I doomed some other innocent people to deal with this?”

Maybe John has rubbed off on me. Maybe I’m just being mulish, but I don’t let him go with this.

“And who says that you’re dooming someone? Have you talked with them?”

He looks at me with that singular look of someone who really wants to hit something but knows they shouldn’t. He spits, brown phlegm hitting the floor of the truck with a distinct thud. 

“Yeah. We talked.”

The way he said it, the suppressed rage in his shoulders and in the clench of his jaw tells me not to push this any further. But now that it’s started he’s unwilling to leave this conversation unfinished. 

“The world came to an end. You ever ask why? You ever wonder who’s to blame?”

I wondered how it came about, but honestly I hadn’t thought of the downfall as an act of war. That someone had actually done this. 

“And then they show up,” Mickey continues. “And just like that we’re being invaded.”

“Is it an invasion? It’s one ship…”

I trail off at the look on Mickey’s face. The clench of his jaw and the tightening of his hands on the steering wheel. But his voice, when he finally speaks again, isn’t angry. It’s sad.

“One ship isn’t a lot if you’re invading America. And who knows if there’s more. Maybe one for up north, one for D.C., New York. One for Texas. Or maybe this is it.” A heavy sigh, eyes tired by more than sleep deprivation squinting into the darkness ahead. “But one ship is all you need if you’re invading a land of the dead. You could send one ship to every country in the world and I’d think you’d be fine.”










We unload the bodies and place them on sheets of blue canvas next to the other three deceased soldiers. 

I expect Mickey to go back to bed and I start to trudge back towards the dorms.

“Wanna grab a drink?”

He goes to the flatbed truck and rummages around behind the seat, producing a bottle of whiskey. He holds it in the air and looks at me, face expectant. “I ain’t sleeping much these days and I don’t think you’re supposed to drink alone.”

I’m torn between exhaustion and the desire to drink away the memories of this night. 

I nod.

It’s almost daybreak, a small crease of light turning the sky bluish-gray. He climbs onto the back of the flatbed truck and tosses me the whiskey while he shrugs out of his coat. He takes off his shirt and then his pants as well, dropping them in a heap on the ground. He doesn’t acknowledge what he is doing or offer any explanation. I can’t tell if he simply hates clothes or if he can’t bear to wear things so covered in death.

“We need to leave soon, and the brothers—”

He grunts. “Fuck man, how ‘bout a little foreplay before we get down to it.” He stuffs his lip and arches an eyebrow at me. I open the bottle and take a swig and hand it to him. 

We pass the bottle for a few minutes, silent but for his occasional spit. 

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m sorry for this shit and for how I’ve been treating you. You were just being cautious.”

He grins. “Sheila says that you remind her of me. Just taller. Plus she digs scars.”

I don’t know what to say so I just smile. 

“You fucking that Beryl chick?” 

I look over at him, and I must have had a pissed off look on my face because he holds up a placating hand. “Jesus man, not asking for me. Fuck. One of the other girls been giving you the eye, just figured I’d ask.”

I snort. “You playing matchmaker?”

He is serious. “A good leader always knows who his men are fucking. And who they are not.” He lies down on the bed of the truck, one hand scratching his beard as he yawns. “We all might die tomorrow. Changes shit.” He rolls onto his side so he can look at me. “No one gets petty or jealous, you know? Sometimes you gotta get drunk and fuck just to get through the next day.” He wags a finger. “Only rule is to wrap your shit up.”

I stare at him. He seems so calm, so at ease with everything. I guess I secretly figured Beryl and I had seen the worst of it. But maybe not. Maybe there’s no way to quantify the misery or horror people have seen. We’ve only visited different circles of the same hell.

“You okay?”

I ask him and I wait for puzzlement. Or a quick nod and then the subject would change.

He just smiles. 

“Fuck no, man. Fuck no.” He takes a swig from the bottle, some of the whiskey dribbles into his beard and he unconsciously rubs it into the matted brown with his fingers. “But I’m doing better.”

He stops speaking, eyes caught in a memory out over the mountains. When he looks at me it’s the same jaded eyes I see in the mirrors I avoid now. 

Then he smiles.

“It’s hard, that’s for sure. But I like this.”

“Like what?” I don’t understand what he is getting at.

He waves a hand. “This. Everything. The downfall.” He pauses. “And I think you like it, too.”

My knee-jerk reaction is to shake my head. 

“No.” 

“It’s not an insult. Or a bad thing,” he says gently. “Before all of this we were so… constrained. If you make a mistake you immediately come under scrutiny from an endless amount of entitled eyes. Justice was a distorted ideal that never saw the light of day. Now, everything is stripped bare. It’s clean. Even if it’s chaos.”

I listen to these words and feel them resonate with me. Perhaps it had been my best kept secret, even from myself. You aren’t supposed to glory in death and destruction. But it had given me something. Purpose, I guess. And a direction. 

“I didn’t want all of this.”

“Neither did I, but we aren’t running around trying to put everything back exactly the way it was. Because there wasn’t anything for us, before. I swear there were two types of people; those who never raised their head out of the mire of money and materials and cars and fucking shit. And those who wanted a little danger. Those who wanted to need and be needed for more than just another warm body. Something was wrong with the world, man, something was fucking wrong. Then this happened and… I don’t know. I feel at home. I feel like I was born for this. So no, I ain’t walking away.” 

He sees the look on my face and laughs. “Fuck you, I’m drunk and I’m tired.” He gets serious again. “There are people, our people, who have survived. All over the U.S. And they might not know about this, about them fucking Chinese pricks coming over here and trying to invade. And that’s great. I hope they never hear of it.”

I see it so clearly. The charisma. The confidence he has in what he is doing and in himself. The magnetism of someone who is at peace inside themselves. Hell, part of me wants to enlist in his guerrilla army of the last of the Americans. 

The other part of me wants to run away from this man, away from the danger and mayhem he embodies.

“So you have a plan?”

He smacks a hand down on the bed of the truck and gives a little chuckle, but he doesn’t say yes or no to my question. I suppose he doesn’t need to.










Mickey falls asleep on the back of the truck and I leave him to go catch a couple hours myself. I crawl into the small bed in which I woke up and pass out before my head hits the pillow.

I’m woken by a gentle hand shaking my shoulder. A feminine form looms over me, silky hair hanging long and loose brushes my cheek. The sunlight makes a halo behind her head and my breath catches at the beauty.

“Jessica.”

I grab the hand on my shoulder and pull her towards me, my other hand cupping her waist to draw her in. I’m blinded by my need for intimacy and a release from all the darkness that has clouded our days and I don’t notice her body going rigid. 

“I need you.”

Beryl’s hand slams into my chest and she pulls away from me, eyes wild. She wasn’t expecting that. Wasn’t expecting me to pull her down.

Oh no… 

“I’m sorry. Hey, I’m sorry.” 

She takes two steps away and turns her back to me. I see her shiver and I feel sick to my stomach. I caused that. 

I collect myself, piecing what just happened together as my drunken mind tries to wake itself. Oh fuck. 

“I’m so sorry, Beryl.” She shakes her head and stares at the floor, gathering herself. I wait for her to say something. Eventually she waves for me to follow her outside, eyes avoiding mine. I quickly pull on pants and follow her. Dammit, what’s wrong with me?

Wind gusts outside and the ground is wet from a recent downpour. The mounds of dirt that sit next to shallow holes in the ground are nothing but sloppy mud now. The men and women who dug them filthy. 

They stand in a half circle around the graves. Mickey and, to my surprise, Theo stand in the holes. Arms and chests caked with mud, the two men carefully lower the bodies inside. I take a spot next to Josey and bow my head. I don’t want to see how far away Beryl stands from me. 

There is more anger than sadness in this crowd. Dark looks under a dark sky that bely dark thoughts. Exhaustion has been replaced by anger and the desire for revenge on those who murdered their friends. There is no room for grief.

Mickey and Theo climb out and Mickey puts his hands behind his back and stands rigid, eyes straight ahead as he salutes the graves. The company follows suit. 

“We no longer live in a world where we give out medals or flags to the families. Our deeds are not written down and recorded for future generations or for history lessons. But we knew these men and women.” 

He casts fierce eyes around the group. “WE knew them. We knew them for their bravery and their commitment. We know them for their sacrifice. So it is up to us to engrave their history onto our hearts and carry that forward with us as we continue to do battle.”

Silence as the wind whips through the group. I think Mickey is going to say something more but then he grabs a shovel and starts to fill in the holes. Our group stands to the side, unwilling to intrude as the company fills the trenches and tamps down the earth. 

They don’t mark the graves. 

The last bit of dirt is mounded and Mickey tosses down the shovel and runs muddy hands over his head. It has begun to rain and he looks up, taking in the droplets as they mat his beard and soak his shirt. When he looks around the group his blue eyes glimmer like ice, narrowed and purposeful.

“The enemy has made a move to expand their territory. That ain’t gonna happen. You all know your duties, hop to it. We move out tomorrow.” 

There isn’t a cheer so much as there is the silent roar of approval, men and women splitting away to stalk towards their assignments. 

“Why aren’t you marking the graves?” John asks quietly. 

Mickey is brusque. “Ain’t no need.” He begins to stride away but John cuts him off. 

“What are you going to do?” 

“Make ‘em pay. That’s what.”

John steps in front of him again. “How? You’re twenty soldiers. There has to be some way to talk to them. You can’t throw your lives away.”

Mickey looks him in the eyes, beard bristling as a smile curls up his cheeks. “Fuck, you got that little faith in us? You wonder why we’ve been here and not staying on the move? Risking them finding us? We made this our base for the last couple weeks for a reason.”

“What’s here?” Josey asks the question, as confused as the rest of us.

“Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory. Nuclear weapons testing facility.”

My shoulders tense as he turns around, a gleam in his eye. 

“We got ourselves some shit to level the playing field.”





Chapter 29

Mickey takes in the shocked silence with a grim look. He had told me it was a bomb. I didn’t know the word nuclear was attached. Out of my periphery I see the courtyard aswirl with activity. Supplies loaded into trucks, guns being cleaned and packed. We move to the side as men maneuver a large crate into the back of a huge truck. They move very carefully. 

“Holy shit.” Theo captures the feeling perfectly.

“I’d like to ask if any of you all would like to stay and help. We can’t do it alone. This will get to you sooner or later, but fuck I can’t force you to fight.” Mickey speaks softly, calmly. 

Were it not for Jessica, my family, I would be tempted. I would want to stay if it’s true that it will affect my loved ones eventually. But will it? Is it true? And does it matter? Is America at war if America doesn’t exist? 

“What are you going to do?” John sits off to the side. He rubs his arm and slowly rotates his injured shoulder. 

“Were you not listening? Fuck you ask a lot of dumb questions.”

John ignores the last comment. “No, what are you going to do with the nuclear device? It’s just for leverage, right? Scare them into leaving?” 

Mickey shrugs, brushes the question off. “We’ll do whatever we have to.”

John is persistent. “What are you going to do with it?”

Mickey glances around our group, eyebrows raised. “I think I found the Democrat in your group.” He laughs a bitter laugh. I see it now, a sadness behind his eyes. And a commitment to the plan.

“It’s not that fucking fragile, get it in the goddamn truck!” He yells at his men before turning back to us. “Tomorrow morning we are going to smuggle that thing into the heart of San Francisco.” 

“Would you really set it off? Here?” John is almost apoplectic, working himself into a frenzy as he asks the same question over and over again.

Mickey is done with him. He simply shrugs again and John stands up and approaches him. 

“You can’t. You can’t do—”

Mickey grabs John by the shirt, his calm demeanor crumbling in the face of exhaustion. “Don’t tell me what I can and cannot do, motherfucker. I will put you down right here.”

John doesn’t back down but he changes his tone. 

“Think of the damage and… lives lost. The animals and the people and the earth. Everything around the city for miles. We don’t know why they’re here. Maybe they aren’t here to invade. Maybe they…”

Mickey takes a breath in and holds it, eyes locked on John with a sense of profundity. I think he wants to kill him. Exhaustion and death and now a man saying lives have been lost for nothing. That what he is doing is wrong.

John thinks that Mickey is doing this callously, unmindful of the massive change he will make on what’s left of life on the western seaboard. John is unable to see past the cavalier mask that Mickey wears to disguise the sleepless nights, the crushing weight straining the shoulders of an overburdened soul. 

Would that make John feel better about it? If he knew it was a hardship? Or would he still press the issue?

Mickey lets out a puff of breath, eyes hard, before slowly releasing his hold on John. His fingers pull out his chew and he packs it with angry thwaps, slowly and deliberately stuffing a large wad in his mouth before wiping his fingers on his pants. 

“Listen to me fucktard. Death is the order of the day. I don’t know what’s what in the rest of the world. But this is still America, I’m still American, and I will die defending this soil if need be. And if that means I gotta carry that nuke in there and set if off myself, I will.”

John huffs. He looks about him, as if someone will step in and help him talk sense to Mickey. 

“What gives you the right to do this?”

Mickey is genuinely confused. He grabs John by the arm and forcibly marches him up the small hill on which we are perched. We follow. I pray that he doesn’t shoot John in the head. He gets to the top and shoves John forward and points towards the distant skyline that is San Francisco.

“You see that? You see that city? There isn’t anyone in it but the enemy. An enemy that I watched execute two of my men when they tried to approach them with a white flag. An enemy that killed the men we buried this morning. An enemy that has invaded our country and looks like they’re setting up to stay.” 

He takes a deep breath, eyes intense, and I watch him put a stranglehold on his anger. Fingers clench and eyes blink as his will tamps down the flame. Not extinguished, but coals that smolder and glow forever in the background. His is a fury harbored closely, dearly, too precious to vent on someone like John. The fuel that provides him with the energy to continue.

 “So we can destroy the cancer right here, right now,” he continues. “Or we can deal with them for the rest of our lives.”

John doesn’t say a word, he just stares out at the city, a weary frown on his face.

“You ain’t got more to say? Anything about their lives?” 

John remains quiet. Mickey backs away from him, looks out at the city, a brief moment of silence between the two men.

“You think I want to do it? I don’t.” Mickey speaks softly, eyes still out over the distant cityscape. “I just don’t see that we have a choice. Fix this, then we can rebuild the country.”

 Josey steps forward. 

“I’d like to stay. Fight.”

I didn’t see that coming.

Mickey nods approval. “Rah. There we go. Anyone else?”

I shake my head. “Sorry Mickey, I need to get back to my family.”

He nods. He knew I wasn’t staying. “All right, come on Josey, let’s get you equipped to stack some bodies. The rest of you are welcome to share some grub tonight if you want.”

It’s already late in the day and the rain has yet to let up. The group looks at me, hope in their eyes. They don’t want to go back out into the cold silence any more than I do. I nod and I see the relief. We would have to go and find food anyways. 

Another excuse I tell myself.

Mickey strides away without a backward glance, Josey taking a second before trotting after him.

John is still agitated. 

“Let it go, John.”

Steven nods. “Ain’t our call, bro. Not unless you want to stay.”

John looks back and forth at us. Explodes. “How does this not bother you? Some guy, some idiot barely out of his twenties with a nuclear fucking warhead. That he will use! Jesus, how can you be so casual?”

I don’t know how to respond. The world has been exposed as cruel and terrible. But there is no good and evil. Just chaos. And there are choices we all will have to make, hard choices, for good or bad.

“He is doing what he thinks is right. And I… I don’t know if he is wrong.”

“And when he shows up in Montana and nukes you for not giving him what he wants what will you do?” he snarls at me.

“And what if the Chinese show up?” I spread my hands, exasperated. “John I don’t want this either.”

“Really?” He is furious, the words hissing out of his mouth. “You seem pretty content to stand by and watch people kill one another. When will you think it’s enough?”










I sit next to Josey and draw a map of western Montana on a piece of paper. 

“Here is Somers. It’s where we’ll be, in case you decide to get out of here.”

He is thankful. I can tell he has his reservations about leaving a group he knows for a group he doesn’t. 

And the whole going to blow up a city thing.

“There’s only one bar in town. Del’s. I’ll leave a message there for you if we leave or something. I’ll even buy you a drink.”

He laughs. “Just text me, what’s with the note leaving shit?”

He then gives me a hug and an odd little bow to Beryl. He punches Theo in the chest. “Better hit the gym, Teddy, you’re looking a little small.” He winks at us and walks over to join his new band of brothers and sisters. 

I am going to miss him. 

John doesn’t eat with the group, nor does he accept the plate of food Steven brings him. I pull Steven aside and ask him if he thinks John will still come with us. He nods, “Just give him time. He’ll be fine.”

But he seems worried. 

Everything is ready to go in the morning, for us as well as for the soldiers. Bags are packed and guns cleaned and oiled. Nervous anticipation cloys the air with tension. People pick at food with no appetite. Jokes that aren’t funny are laughed at with a panicked eagerness. Some just sit and stare at the floor. 

Josey disappears down the hall, returns twenty minutes later with a guitar. His entrance is heralded with cheers and requests, a wave of relief washing across the room as the blessing of music is offered. Better to lose oneself in song than to dwell on your death. Or causing death. Or wondering how, or if, you should say goodbye to the people around you. 

Josey sings country music and men stamp their feet and Sheila leads Mickey out into the middle of the cafeteria and makes him dance. I don’t know what style you would call it; Sheila more intent on leading, dragging Mickey around the floor in a flurry of sexuality and violence that slightly stresses me out. Mickey finally picks her up and wraps her around himself, swinging her around as he plods an awkward dance step. Hoots and hollers and more people join them on the makeshift dance floor. 

A lithe Latina woman approaches me and holds out her hand and lifts a chin as if daring me to refuse. I don’t. I couldn’t. It would demean what could be their final night on this broken earth. I dance with her and allow myself to lose myself in the movement, the alcohol, and the music.

I grew up swing dancing, courtesy of my mother, and I spin the girl around the floor until she is too dizzy to stand up straight. She drags me to a table and we take shots of tequila and introduce ourselves. Her name is Maria and she doesn’t speak much English. So we shake hands and take another shot and continue to dance.

Theo lumbers out into the middle of everyone and does his best to figure out how to twirl and step with the country music. He knocks over numerous people and eventually is planted in place by a blond with curly hair who dances around him. He gives me a grin and a shrug. “Damn white people music.”

Beryl is approached but shakes her head, a terse smile as she tries to hide her discomfort. Steven sits with her and I’m glad she has company. I feel guilty but I don’t know why, or how I could possibly alleviate it. Fear and doubt, frustration and love, anger and a sense of doom. Tangled threads of thoughts and emotions knot in my brain until I give up on unraveling them. I find another shot of tequila in my hands and I embrace the offered oblivion before rejoining the others on the dance floor. 

Josey slows the music down. He sings “Wagon Wheel” and everyone links arms and sways, those who know the words sing out with him and the group is knit together, those broken and damaged made whole for one song.

He sings “Where were you when the world stopped turning” followed by “Troubadour” and the cafeteria is silent as we sit or stand and pass bottles to each other. Mickey fades to the back of the group, arms crossed and blue eyes remote. 

Josey sings a song that no one knows. Hell, no one has heard it. I smile, I’ve heard him mumbling it in the back seat, composing it as we drive. 

“An empty field and an empty house,

Empty highways and leaves on the ground,

I do not know if you are around,

In the mountains or out of town.

All I can do is try…”

He stops singing and there is a moment of silence. Then he grins his devilish grin and rips into a song about sleeping with an older woman. Dancing resumes and the man who woke me up, I guess his name is Dixon, trots out a polaroid camera. Pictures are taken, in pairs or alone, happy and drunk and sometimes sad. Maria pulls me into a close embrace as our photograph is taken. She rips it from Dixon’s hands before the image has developed. She hovers over it and, pleased with what gradually appears, disappears down the hall. 

I sit down, sweaty and almost carefree. A whiskey bottle is passed to me and I find Mickey next to me. He offers me a chew and I laugh and tell him I’m not man enough for that. Maria reappears and hands me the polaroid. She has scrawled her name on the back. “Maria Velasquez, me recuerdas.”

She mumbles a stream of Spanish and I shake my head. “I didn’t get that.” She looks at Mickey. “She says she wants you to keep it.” He gives a little chuckle. “Told ya you had a fan.”

I look up at her and give her a nod. Maybe she is flirting. Part of me thinks that she needs to do this, leave some physical part of herself so that she can face tomorrow. Another picture is placed in my hands. The pen is handed around and names are scrawled and pictures are gently placed next to me. 

“Don’t you lose this now.”

“Something to remember us by.”

“Tell people what we did, right?”

“If you meet a woman named Emily, and she sees this and knows me… Tell her I’m sorry.”

I hold the pictures in sweaty palms and promise everyone to keep them. It’s odd. My fuzzy mind remembers learning in history class that Native Americans would not allow their pictures to be taken, claiming the photographs stole their souls. Here it’s almost the opposite. As if these small squares of ink have captured the spirit of the person, ensuring that they’ll live forever. Or simply proving that they lived at all. 

I get up and weave my way outside. I don’t feel well. Too much liquor, I think. Or is it that I’m crushed by leaving these men and women to such a dark fate? Am I being selfish wanting to go home instead of fighting? Am I being a coward? Maybe John is right and I have turned into a person with no semblance of a backbone. 

The rain feels good. A slight patter of droplets compared with the storm of the last day and a half. I raise my face and close my eyes and hope it washes me clean. 

Footsteps scuff the sidewalk. Maria’s hand traces a path around my side as she slips around me and pushes her body next to mine. For a second she shelters herself beneath me, arms hunched together and a shiver that has nothing to do with the cold of the rain. Then her arms snake around my neck and she pulls my head down to hers. The kiss is deep and desperate, hands coiled in my long hair as we move into each other in a way both gentle and urgent. 

My body and mind respond with joy to this release of tension and fear. 

For a second. 

I break the embrace, my torpid brain struggling to find words to tell her of why I can’t continue. Reasons that elude me but that I stubbornly cling to. Faith in the survival of Jessica and my child. Faith that though Beryl and I are not together there is still a bond worth keeping unbroken. 

I don’t need to say anything. Maria is weeping, clinging to me now as she sobs, streams of Spanish pouring out of her. I do not know what she says but I hear the fear, the lamentation, the tremulous quest for something to live for. 

I hold her as she breaks down. I hold her and am thankful that we don’t speak the same language and I don’t have to fumble through words of comfort. I hold her and hope someone is doing the same for my family. For Jessica. 

Then she is gone, a shadow in the night. 

I walk back inside and it’s quiet. Josey and a short blonde are disappearing down the hall. Mickey and Sheila are gone, as are most of the soldiers that aren’t passed out on the benches. No sign of Maria.

Theo rests his head on the table next to Beryl, bleary eyes struggling to focus. She sits still, tired and sober, back rigid and eyes unwilling to meet mine. I sit across from them for a second. I want to tell her what happened. Or what didn’t happen. I want to ask her if she is still mad at me. Is she waiting up to talk to me? Or to see if I go to bed with someone? 

I want to tell her how much she means to me.

I’m fucking wasted. 

I get up from the table, almost tripping, and start to totter off to bed. Nothing good can come from me speaking right now.

“I’m sorry.”

I turn, confused by the words. She looks at me, face hard. 

“What?” Apparently that’s all I can muster.

She is rigid, tense. “I’m… You have a child.”

The words floor me. I am too drunk and too unprepared for this. She looks at me now, hard eyes that hide a jumble of emotions.

“You have a child. And… And Jessica. And I am… Broken.”

Her words are whispered, stuttered, forced out of a mouth knotted with tension. “There is no room for me.”

Silence. I look at Theo to see if he is listening and regret it. I shouldn’t worry if someone else hears this. I scramble, desperately trying to pull my wits together to respond appropriately. 

“I’m the one who should be sorry.” And I should be. I had not thought of this, us, asking her to come with me as I look for my other life. Is it my other life? 

“When we were… at Stuart’s…”

I am startled. My head jerking up to look at Beryl as she starts to talk about an unspeakable time. She stares straight ahead, the words coming more easily as they slowly tumble out.

“He took hope away. I didn’t know what was real because I didn’t care.” She pauses, face twisted in remembered pain. “I knew you were there, by the way. I knew. I heard you every day when you spoke to me.” 

She cries as she speaks, but she doesn’t acknowledge the salty water making tracks down her cheeks. She forges on ahead, her will as evident now as it has ever been during these dark days.

“I… recovered… myself… Because of you.” Her red-rimmed eyes lock onto mine. “I love you, Har.” A moment’s pause, and then words tumble out of her mouth in a torrent that leaves me chilled.

“I love you. But I don’t know… if that’s simply because of… what we went through together. I don’t know… if it’s you… or if it’s because I’m messed up and you take care of me.”

“I don’t take care of you, you take—”

She silences me with a hand. “It doesn’t matter. You have your family. And I want to… to help you get there. But I have to…”

She can’t finish the sentence and it hangs there between us. I know what she means. She wants distance. She wants me to have the freedom to find my family without having to make a choice. I know it’s what we should do. I don’t know if it’s what I want, though. God, my mind is too befuddled to think straight. Or maybe I’m just as messed up as she is. With all the death and chaos we’ve been through it’s hard for me to find justification for letting her push me away. 

Except for Jessica. Who may or may not be alive. 

I look back at Beryl and wonder what she thinks about me. What she sees. This is the most she has shown the inner workings of her mind. Does she think that I am merely keeping her as some sort of placeholder? Or keeping her around in case Jessica is dead? 

I don’t know what the right thing to do is. 

“I love you, too.” I don’t go to her, unsure of my own feet and unsure if I could stomach a grimace on her face at my touch. So I stare into her eyes, the same way I used to look at her when we were imprisoned with a madman, willing her to take what strength I have to offer.

“Whatever you need. Just don’t leave me. Please don’t leave me.” 










We are unceremoniously dropped off at our cars before the sun has crested the sky. They gas up our cars but we aren’t given anything else. I wouldn’t have taken it if it was. Theo drank too much beer last night and curls up in the back seat immediately. 

Mickey is nothing but gruff nods and tells us all to get out as fast as we can. Everyone in his group is too focused on their day, their possible last day, to worry about long goodbyes. Maria gives me a quick hug but doesn’t make eye contact. Josey wasn’t awake for this and I’m almost glad. 

This is a hard world to say goodbyes.

 I corner Mickey before we leave and tell him about Montana. It’s awkward, we both know that he is as likely to leave this place as I am to stay. But I feel like I have a bond with this man. Someone who can go through hell and remain somewhat whole. 

I need to make this effort for him. A man that I grew to trust, to feel a brotherhood with in just a couple days. Why?

He made it okay. 

He made it okay to be a monster. To be something, anything, as long as it protects the people you love. And I needed to see that. I didn’t realize how much guilt I had been carrying with John, that every time he questioned me or questioned my actions I felt a part of my soul get stripped away. I felt like an evil person.

Mickey didn’t take that away. He just made me feel less alone for the first time in a long time. A man who isn’t afraid to change when the world changes, and somehow doesn’t become something warped into a lesser version of himself. I doubt we’d have gotten along had we met in the world before. Funny, that.

I tell him he’s invited to come up and cause hell up north and he spits on the ground and says he has no interest in fucking sheep. But he shakes my hand and I know, if there is nothing back home for me, I’ll come back. 

If there is something here when this devil is done with it.

John makes one last attempt to pull him aside and plead his case. Mickey ignores him, striding away towards the cars but John jogs alongside him. “Please, please, think about what you are planning on doing. Think about the longterm effect—”

Mickey grabs John by his shirt and thrusts him into the truck. “Enough.” He leans into John, their faces inches apart. “I have had plenty of time to think about it. I have spent sleepless nights THINKING about it. Enough!” He takes a step forward. “Be on your way and live a long glorious life of peace and serenity, you ungrateful asshole.” 

He says this but doesn’t let go of John. For a second I see the hidden side of Mickey, the part of him that is a burning building only barely contained. The stress of their mission threatens to allow the fire to escape his control and I get between them as Steven pulls his brother to a car and bundles him inside. Mickey takes a deep breath, his eyes hard, and thumps me on the chest.

“You’re a braver man than I. Good luck.”

And with that they’re gone, the truck roaring back towards Livermore. Everyone else is already loaded into their vehicles. I offer to switch with Steven and drive with John. I’m rebuffed. John is in the driver’s seat, waiting for his brother. Steven looks at me, shakes his head and repeats the mantra, “give him time.” 

At least he’s here.

Beryl hesitates, I see her thinking about joining the brothers in their car and my heart aches. I don’t want her to push me away, no matter how good the reasons. In the end she climbs into the passenger side next to me, a different kind of silence between us than there ever was before.

We wind our way through the urban sprawl and back to the interstate. Theo snores in the backseat. I do my best to stay alert, mind clouded by worry and regret and a feeling of guilt I can’t pinpoint. 

I’d kill for coffee.

The interstate is smooth, clear of cars and debris and as the sun crests the distant hills we start to pick up speed. But I do not feel the exuberance, the freedom of the road. I feel heavier, weighed down by everything that has transpired and is soon to transpire. 

I am not a religious person in the sense that I believe in any god. I wasn’t raised in a church and my parents were disenfranchised Catholics. I always joked that I was too smart to believe in organized religion and too dumb to be an atheist. But I do believe in something. I believe that the universe has its own spirit, that we are all in essence the same life force swirling in and out of one existence to another. I don’t know what you would call that. But I pray to it now. I pray for all the division and chaos and anger to one day end. I pray that happiness still exists somewhere in this fractured world.

“Where are they?”

Two hours into the drive and Beryl reaches a hand out to roughly grip my arm. She is looking behind us. 

“What?”

“Where are they?”

I look in the rearview and don’t see John. He had been staying fairly far back for awhile now. I figured he was letting me know just how large of a gulf lay between us. There is nothing but empty road.

I slam on the brakes, waking Theo. 

“What? We okay?”

I don’t say a word as I turn around, worry roiling through my guts. Did they get caught by someone? Run out of gas…? No that’s not possible, Mickey gassed up our cars. Why didn’t I see them? 

Theo asks again what’s going on.

“The brothers aren’t behind us, must’ve had to stop.”

We whip around and speed back the way we came. I curse myself for not paying better attention. A million horrible scenarios play out for me. Ran off the road. Captured. Tortured. Bound in chains to a wall. Fuck me, another death because I have to go home. 

It’s with relief that I see the figure walk out into the road ahead of us. Steven waves his hands in the air, tattooed arms apparent. I roar up next to him, screeching to a halt and jumping out. Something isn’t right. 

“Where’s John?”

Steven rubs a hand through his long hair. He takes a piece of paper out of his shirt and tosses it at me. 

“He said we had a flat tire. I got out and he just left…”

He is trying not to cry. I read the note. John’s hand a lawyer’s, penmanship immaculate.

To you all, I’m sorry. I can’t stand by and let this happen. This world was filled with death and destruction before, it is worse seeing it now. I, we, have the power to stop wanton killing. Unneeded sacrifices. We can’t start to rebuild until we come together. I’m going back to stop them from destroying what little we have left. Do not follow. 

I am stunned. I look to Steven, he has his hands on top of his head and he keeps his back to us. I can’t imagine what he must be feeling. Betrayal? Worry? Anger?

I pass the note to Beryl, Theo reads over her shoulder. 

“What the fuck?” Theo tries to sort out the development through his headache.

“What the fuck?”

I walk to Steven. “What do you want to do?”

He vents some anger. “That fucking idiot! Fuck!” He marches to the car and leans on it. “Guess I have to go get him. Fuck!”

He paces and I stare at the ground and Theo leans against the car with eyes closed. Beryl and I exchange looks. She knows what will happen here. John asked me how long I could stand by and let people die. And now he’s forced me off of the sidelines. Not for him but for Steven. For Mickey and his platoon. 

“Shit.” I pick up a stone and fling it into an empty field. I just want to go home. It’s as if I’m a mote of dust fighting an invisible wind, gusts that keep picking me up and taking me backwards. 

“Why did he drive out here if he knew he was going back?” Theo is still confused, brows furrowed as he stares down at the note.

“He wanted us far enough away. Just in case… He was protecting his brother.” I say the words even as my mind is thinking ahead, trying to find an angle of action. Do not follow. John is relying on my passiveness to keep us out of the conflict. Relying on me to keep Steven away from the city. 

“If I can take the car I can start now.” Steven is all ire, eyes closed as he talks to me and hand held out for the keys dangling in my hand. “I can catch up to him and bring him back. Or… You don’t have to wait. You can keep going and we can catch up later.” He snaps his hand out again. “Please?”

I look down at the keys. All I have to do is give them over to him. And that would be it. Another goodbye. Probably for good. 

And I don’t know how much I want John back. But losing John would be losing Steven. A brother and a friend. 

I look at Beryl, wanting her to shake her head. But there is nothing dismissive in her eyes. Eyes that hold me and make me remember when we first met the brothers. How scared we were. How I told her we had to try. How they stuck with me through my sickness. How John and Steven saved me in Camelot.

“We’re going,” she says, and it’s my turn to nod.

Theo perks up. “What?”

“We’re going.” I start to climb into the car. 

Steven starts to look panicked. “No, no… Look you are going home. I don’t know what will happen back there or what—”

I put my hands on his shoulders and make him stop. “We’re family now. Okay? We are going.”

The relief is palpable in his eyes. 

“How long?”

Steven is confused. “What?”

“How long since he ditched you?”

“Twenty minutes. Half an hour. I don’t know.”

“Let’s go.”

Theo looks around at us. 

“We are seriously going back?”

“You don’t have to, but we are going now. Come on!”

He looks at Beryl. “Are you sure?” 

She rolls her eyes and climbs into the car. Silently the others get in and reluctant fingers turn the keys in the ignition. I take a deep breath as I push the accelerator to the floor and we race back the way we came. Are you sure…?

I try to imagine what we’ll face ahead. A Chinese army? John on the side of the road? A nuclear blast?

What a shit-show.

Steven’s muffled voice comes from the back. “I’m sorry, guys. I’m sorry.”










There is a joy in going fast down an empty freeway. Gas pedal pushed all the way down. The landscape flying by in a blur. The scared looks on everyone’s faces. 

I drive recklessly. Not that I’d have any reason not to, we’ve been down this road before. I wonder how fast John’s car can go. Is there any chance that we can catch him? The fuck was he driving? A Honda. And here we are in a Ford. 

We might be faster.

An hour later and we have to stop and find a new rig after we run out of gas. Twenty minutes wasted in a frantic search. The new car we drive is stuck at about 96 miles per hour. I hope it’s enough. 

I don’t know where to go. John would try to find Mickey, right? I can’t imagine he would to warn the Chinese. But he knows he can’t talk Mickey out of it. And he wouldn’t attack them to stop it. Would he?

“Where would your brother go?”

Steven shakes his head. “Fucked if I know him anymore.”

He is hurt by his brother’s actions. The two have always been different, but still close. And in this world family is beyond important. And that makes his move so much more baffling to me. John had to suspect we would come after him. But maybe we wouldn’t. What a horrible way to say goodbye. 

“I guess our best bet would be to try to track down Mickey. If John is there… Well we can grab him. If not, we can at least warn them.”

“And where is Mickey?”

I don’t answer Theo. I don’t have an answer. Months ago we had our phones and satellites and a security blanket of distractions. It rocks me how easy it is to lose people with no ability to recover them. We are rocks thrown into calm water and only three seconds before you cannot see the ripples anymore. 

We drive in silence, minds churning as we try to cover all the possible moves. 

This is idiocy. We all know it. John is as likely to get shot by both sides before achieving any sort of solution to a problem he shouldn’t be a part of. We will most likely get shot. Hell, I think I might shoot John if I see him. 

We roar down the road hoping we will see John pulled over to the side, time alone allowing logic to set in. 

Nothing.

We come up on Livermore and head back to the laboratory. It’s empty. Hardly a sign soldiers had ever been there. Two muddy streaks in the middle of the grass. That’s it. I haul out our map and we huddle around it. I wish I knew more about San Francisco. 

“He has to try to beat Mickey there. Right?” I look around for someone to say something. I don’t know why I bother. I close the map. No time to debate this madness. “So he’s on the 580 for awhile.” 

Best to sound assertive, right? 

Especially when rushing into madness. 

“Let’s go!”

We charge back to the car and continue our pursuit. We are running low on gas. I can’t afford to slow down. We roar down the one stretch of road John would have to take if he wanted to hurry. We trust that John is heading for the heart of San Francisco and not taking any side roads.

We are trusting a lot.

“What do you think he is planning on doing?”

Steven answers. Probably the only person qualified to guess. “He might try to warn them. Yeah.”

And what the fuck are we supposed to do about that?

The freeway transitions into the 280 as we near the city. We haven’t driven this stretch before. It’s clustered with cars. Doors lie open and there are black and brown rib cages littered next to tires and bumpers and occasionally a skeleton in its entirety propped against a vehicle. Empty eye sockets leer at us as we pass by, skeletal hands still grasping car keys and phones as if they would need them in the afterlife. God how scary would it have been, trapped on a freeway as you seek help only to find yourself surrounded by more death. 

We veer and swerve, crunching on glass and bone and I hit more than one car. I have to slow down. I don’t. I continue forging a suicidal path through small gaps at a high speed as the vast bay swims into view ahead of us. Theo curses in the back seat as his head hits the window. This is a fool’s errand being conducted by a fool. I hope I don’t kill us.

“There!” Steven slams his hand on the dashboard in victory or relief, his other hand pointing at the silver car ahead of us. John has also had to slow down. But he sees us. And there is no stopping, no turning back for him. He forces his car through a narrow division, crunching fenders and ripping the side view mirror off of the passenger side as he picks up speed. 

We follow, arriving at the jam a few minutes behind him. He uses a break in the median to switch to what would be going against traffic. He is in the open, the silver car racing off into the distance as I slam into the cars ahead of us. 

White crests top heavy blue waves to our right, the water and the sky bearing the same dark and foreboding countenance. Lightning flickers and a mist is gathering over the water. The intake of breath before the unleashing of a storm. 

A bridge arcs in front of us, large steel struts supporting two levels of six lane traffic that slowly rises from the water to straddle an island in the center with a large, manmade tumor of concrete attached to it.

The bridge is the only way into the city from where we are. 

John hits an open space and roars up the arc towards the island. Theo curses as I hit another car. 

We are so close. 

We shake the last of the vehicles and follow John’s path up the bridge. The overwhelming feeling of being exposed to the world as we get higher causes me to hunch over the steering wheel. The road lowers itself into the island and transitions into the lower level of the bridge. John disappears into the shadowy interior of the steel beast. We arrive moments after him and I have to slam on the brakes to avoid hitting John’s car. A cement mixing truck sits sideways in the road ahead of him, its contents disgorged from the large mouth at the rear to pool and harden in a large grey puddle that has expanded to capture the tires of nearby cars. 

The door is open and John’s car is still running. 

“He’s running!” Steven yells and takes off down the bridge after his brother. We follow, occasionally catching glimpses of the slim man running ahead, sparse light illuminating John, left arm held awkwardly as he races towards the far side. 

Rain begins to sheet down into the water. Small drops patter down on us from cracks and holes too small to see. Occasionally a gust of wind blows salty droplets inside, cold beads to offset the sweat drenching us. The bridge has a barely noticeable sway, creaks and groans and the rumble as the ocean batters at its pylons. I realize Steven is yelling. I can’t hear a thing. 

We are gaining on him. He looks back more frequently now, panic in his eyes and face red. I don’t know what we’ll do when we catch him. God, what can we do? Do we beat him up? Force him into the trunk of a car and drive? Do we try to rationalize with him? 

Do you kill him?

A hard hand grabs my elbow and shoves me down behind a car. I hit hard, my hand punching a dent into pliable aluminum. I hiss in pain, rolling with my momentum to hit the ground. Theo looms above me, eyes wide as he gestures for me to be quiet. Beryl is behind him, eyes scanning the area ahead of us with worry. She is holding a gun. Steven is crouched three cars up ahead, head peeking around a tire. 

I ease my head down and around the edge of the truck we hide behind. I can’t hear anything. My heart throbs in my ears and I’m gasping for air. My breath mists in front of me, every third exhale stolen by a breeze and whisked into the thick vapor rolling in over the water. The bridge creaks and moans and elicits small shrieks around us like a living thing that swallowed something it shouldn’t have. 

There. 

The cars abruptly vanish from the bridge ahead. Cleared, it would seem, by the men who now stand on the far side. John is alone in the middle of the road. Hands held up before him as soldiers swarm the area around him. Two rush forward and one clubs him in the stomach with his gun and then, as he is bent over drills him in the head with the butt. I see Steven go still. 

Please don’t run out there.

Others rush forward and set up a perimeter at the edge of the cars, scanning the rows of vehicles with weapons out. At a gesture from their leader a group approaches the edge and examines the sides of the bridge, scanning above and below for an enemy. 

Mickey has really got them rattled. 

They bind John, roughly, I can’t hear but rather see the gasp of pain as they wrench his bad arm behind his back, face contorted in pain. They haul him bodily back the way they came, his white shirt disappearing down the tunnel. Slowly the soldiers start to ease forward, guns swinging this way and that as they check in and around vehicles for more interlopers. Fuck. Steven crawls back to us, eyes wide with terror. We crawl underneath a few cars, hands and faces and bodies coated with dirt and filth and rubbing against desiccated flesh of decomposing corpses until we come up behind a huge lifted truck. 

 We crouch, Theo peeking around the side of the tailgate.

“Theo?”

He looks at me and shakes his head. “They’re still coming.”

He sits down with a heavy thump, eyes wide as he turns to look at me. I can feel Beryl swing her focus my way, just as I know without looking that she has taken the knife from her boot. For herself or for the men coming this way, I don’t know. 

I don’t know.

I look at each of them and I can’t think of a thing to say. There is a clatter in the distance, echoes of breaking glass, tense voices uttering a foreign tongue that are only growing closer. 

Steven is frantic. “What do we do? What do we do?”

What do we do?


Chapter 30

We scurry and crawl and do our best to stay in front of the soldiers. They are gaining on us, a flowing tide both thorough and fast moving. It’s only a matter of time before they see us. 

It’s hard not to panic, to break cover and sprint with everything I have back towards the car. We crawl and huddle and don’t dare to sneak peeks back at the men seeking us. We are cornered animals who cannot see the predator that stalks them and that only makes it worse. Are they close? Are they far? Is there a chance they won’t see me if I hide here? Is there a chance I can outrun them? 

We slink backwards, trying to make ourselves smaller as the voices echo and fade and are distorted by the tunnel. The creak and groan of the bridge jolts our senses, the hammering of our hearts in our ears takes over and begins to override reason. Dread crashes into us in time with the waves hundreds of feet below us.

I stand up in a low crouch and risk a glance around the corner. They are fifty yards away now. There are only a few tall cars ahead of them still somewhat obscuring their view. They are being meticulous, soldiers kneeling here and there to check beneath vehicles as a line behind them scans the cars ahead. 

Beryl has slipped her knife free of her boot and clutches it hard to her chest, mouth parted and eyes closed as she wrestles with the idea of captivity. 

Again. 

I know what she’s thinking. 

I stopped her at Camelot. But I won’t take that freedom from her again. As much as that hurts. 

Abruptly her eyes flash open. She stares at me, a resolution like the setting of a sun bringing a twilight to eyes already dark.

And she smiles. 

The knife is gently placed on the ground and she leans in towards me.

“Trust… Trust me.”

And she quickly takes off her boots. Shimmies out of her pants. Takes off her sweatshirt and stuffs them behind the tires of a car.

I’m shocked. Fuck, we all are. Precious seconds are lost as we watch her take off her clothes before I figure out what she’s doing. 

“No.”

I say it, but it lacks conviction. She’s right. She’s fucking right and so wrong.

We have to jump. 

I start taking off my boots, fumbling with the laces as I watch her crawl towards the railing.

“Beryl. What are you doing?” Theo is confused. And frightened. She looks like she’s lost her mind. And as her plan dawns on him he reaches out a hand to stop her. She crawls past him, stopping to rest a pale, frail arm on his dark shoulder and he nods even as a small whimper escapes him. 

An old van sits next to one of the huge struts that holds up the side of the beast. She crawls up behind it before standing. She slips one white leg over the railing before carefully lowering herself to the other side, an eye locked in the direction of the approaching men. A step back. She moves past another barrier I cannot yet see. Straightens. And now, just by the look on her face, I know the next step is into nothingness. 

We are frozen. Mute statues cemented in place. She stands at the balustrade, facing us, wearing nothing but her t-shirt and panties. 

She is so small. So small. The wind whips her dark hair around her and pushes her against the railing and I do not believe it possible for her to go through with this. Beryl is pallid, almost an apparition. I’ve never seen her so ghostly, pale face now an alabaster white. Her knuckles are taut with tension and the tendons on her arms and neck stand out. She shivers. From fear, or cold, or both. Her mouth is open and she is breathing hard. 

But her eyes are calm. They find mine and say a million words and one. 

Then she turns and jumps.

A spell is broken and we move. I crawl towards the van, struggling to lose my pants along the way. I’m knocked aside. Theo scoots past me, still clothed, and I hear small moans leaking from his open mouth. He doesn’t stop at the railing. A dark form takes flight and is gone.

I kick my pants away and shed my shirt and slither to the van. Glass slices into my knee and gouges my belly but I take no notice. 

I climb over the railing and I do not know if Steven follows me. Maybe he shouldn’t. I slither over the railing and then up over the short concrete wall. Goosebumps pull the skin of my arms taut and I am shaking from more than the cold knife edge of wind pressed against me. 

I stand at the very edge of the bridge and there is nothingness. Fuck me. At least a hundred feet. 

At the very fucking least. 

Whiteheads of large waves move slowly in the distance below, crashing silently into the pillars of the bridge beneath us, too far away to be heard. 

I look for Beryl. For Theo. Frantically scan the waves for any sign.

Nothing.

My stomach is gone, replaced by a vacuum of terror and dread that saps the strength from my limbs. The bridge creaks and a strong wind gusts and I slam my body back into the strut. I don’t move. I can’t move. 

I close my eyes and I’m chained in a room. I’m chained to a wall and I remember the feeling of security as the routine instigated by Stuart took over. Knowing how and when I would be fed, watered, taken outside. Hating myself for relying on it but finding comfort in it as well. 

You are free. 

I remember the feeling of walking down the street with Beryl for the first time after our escape and I hold onto it. I focus on it and feed it to the animal inside of me. 

Remember that you are free.

I look down and I take an eternal second. A second in which to think of Jessica, a moment to think that should I die here, she will have no idea what happened to me. No idea how hard I tried to get home.

“Trust me.”

I hold onto the strength of Beryl. The trust that she has not asked of me but has tethered to my soul by the strength of her will. An anchor for a rudderless ship.

“Fuck it.”

I push off from the strut and wonder if those will be my last words and my body tries to puke but the heavy wind sucks the air from my lungs and I’m simply left contorting like some weird amphibian robbed of air, arms spinning around me as I give in to panic. 

Fuck I’m going to die. 

I’m going to die. 

I’m going to die.

I am tossed and tumbled about in the air by strong winds and I lose track of where I am and I know I’m going to hit the concrete pylon at the bottom. 

I don’t want to die like this. 

Wind roars in my ears so loudly it’s almost silence and I find my eyes are closed and I open them and can barely see through the torrent of air. Shaky vision shows me a black ocean rushing up to meet me. I try to haul in a breath of air, air that keeps getting snatched out of my mouth before I hit the water and pain and darkness are all I know. 

I’m too deep. A stygian void envelops me and I scratch and claw with arms that feel blistered and burnt even while surrounded by freezing water. My head throbs, ears aching with the deep pressure. I don’t know which way is up, air bubbles escaping from me into an inky sea too dark to follow. I thrash and kick and don’t do anything reasonable, skull growing more and more painful as air is withheld from a mind that should have thought of a better plan. 

Kick. Kick your feet. 

I reach deep and try to find some reasonable part of myself that doesn’t give into fear. My hand makes contact with something and a heart already terrified starts to chisel a hole out of my chest. I don’t see what it is. I can’t see anything. 

Kick your feet. 

My legs churn, aligning my body and I thrash and grasp and propel myself through the murky gloom. Maybe I’ve already died. Maybe the fall killed me. Air escapes out of lungs too abused to continue and the mounting pressure in my head steals the will to continue out of me.

You deserve this.

I break the surface and gulp in air and exhale moans and gulp in air to scream again. 

“Beryl!” I twist around in the water, searching for her head somewhere in the dark blue wasteland.

“Beryl!”

Just me. Just me and the waves and the salt on my lips. A loud cacophony of water that might as well be silence for the fear and loneliness it exudes.

 A hand appears, clawing the air as Steven’s head bursts from the sea. He is crazed, wild with terror and when he sees me, for a second, I think he will attack. His nose is bleeding and he starts to panic after a wave slaps a hand over his mouth. 

“Har.”

Beryl’s voice.

She’s alive. Wet hair and face twisted in pain. But she’s alive. I’m so relieved I feel dizzy. 

“Har.”

She’s trying to wave me over to her as she struggles to tread water in the heavy waves.

Theo.

“He’s down. He’s down.”

She dives down as I near her and I follow. I still can’t see anything. I surface and gulp air and dive down again, feeling around in the darkness. Four feet down I find him. The weight of his clothes carrying Theo down. Hands limply clawing for a surface that’s disappearing. 

Beryl and I somehow get the giant to the surface, shifting and manhandling him until we find air once again. But he doesn’t respond. There is no gulping of air. There is no coughing, or yelling, or crying. 

I slap Theo’s face. He isn’t conscious. Through the crashing of endless waves I hear yelling and I see Steven waving us towards the island. I thump on Theo’s chest a few times before doing my best to follow.

The waves push us towards the rocky shoreline. They also try to push us under. Beryl and I each support an arm, swimming on our backs and keeping Theo’s face out of the water. As much as we can. 

Steven gets to the island, standing in the shallows and waving his hands as if exhorting us to try harder. It’s so close. The shore is right there. But for leaden limbs it seems to be an insurmountable distance. And for Theo each foot we claw closer is seconds gone without air.

My heel scrapes into rough sand and suddenly Steven’s hands are beneath Theo’s shoulders. We barely get him out of the water, roughly dragging his torso out onto the sand before Steven starts giving Theo CPR. He breathes oxygen and the blood from his nose makes an odd trail of tears down Theo’s cheeks. I’m too spent from the swim, gasping too hard to switch places. But I weakly pump on the muscled chest, rearing up so gravity can bring me back down.

Please don’t die. 

 “Fuck!” I try to scream. It’s a whisper barely audible. “Wake up!” 

He jolts, muscles going stiff then a slow gargle of water from his mouth, his body convulsing as it rids itself of the salty poison. He panics and tries to yell and shoves Steven away from him before rolling onto his side and gasping life back into himself. His body shakes, convulsing from cold or fear or death and I wish I knew what to do to help him.

It takes him twenty minutes before he can speak. 

Beryl kneels next to him as he grunts and shudders, holding his hand between hers as she lets him know that someone is there. 

I don’t know what to say. Or do. I’m exhausted. My fatigued body got me here but I don’t know if I can get up. 

Theo rolls back onto his back. His throat is raspy, torn to shreds by hacking up so much water. “Don’t you know… Black people can’t swim.”

Beryl gives him her rare big smile, even though the worry still crinkles the corner of her eyes.

Steven stands up. “We ready?”

No.

I nod. Look back at Theo. “Can you move?”

He lowers his head and doesn’t respond.

We need to go. Now. For John. We can’t stay here. If we dawdle too long we will die, one way or another.

Beryl says something to him, her whisper too soft for me to hear. He nods, eyes darting up to meet hers as she leans down to help him to his feet. His hand wraps around her forearm as she somehow pulls him up, an impractical vision of a single person erecting a monument to bravery. 

We scale the slope, numb feet slipping on sharp rocks. Clumsy fingers scrabbling to hold onto the thin, twisted trees. We make it to the road, pausing to catch our breaths. A moment to examine the cuts on our knees. To examine arms and legs that radiate with pain.

Four idiots in their underwear, shivering and bruised and running on the dregs of adrenaline. Cold and half dead, whatever clothes we still have on work with the wind to make sure we stay enveloped in the cold of the ocean. 

We’re quite the intimidating rescue party.

We totter up the road. We need to find clothes, soon. Every gust of wind is a knife blade of cold slicing into aching bodies. I shiver as I look back at the rest. Beryl and Steven’s lips are purple, Theo has his head down, numbly following the feet in front of him. 

I just want to sit down. 

We limp and stumble on bare feet down the road. We hope there is a house somewhere close. I hope we get there before we can’t go any farther.

A rooftop looms above us. With grimaces we climb another hill rather than walk the curving road.  We can’t wait that long. Bent over figures that crawl more than walk, hands pulling at tufts of grass and grasping at bushes with more than a little desperation.

 It appears to be Coast Guard housing and we break into the first apartment we find. We are loud and reckless, the danger of enemy soldiers a distant second to getting warm.

We ransack the sleeping quarters, not bothering to find clothes that fit, Beryl simply wrapping herself in a large blanket and curling up in the corner. Theo wobbles on his feet. Steven changes clothes and drops into a chair. His face is lined with exhaustion, eyes tired and grim. He wears the face of a man desperate to keep going but knowing his body can’t. I can only imagine what I look like, my eyes are doing their best to seal shut and I’m losing the battle.

“We wait for the night.”

Steven looks like he is about to cry. “That’s too long. It’s too long.”

I put my hands on his shoulders, look him in the eyes. “Look at us.” Then quieter. “Look at them. We can’t do anything without some rest. We can’t. We just can’t.” I plead with him. If he demands we go I will have to try and I have nothing left to give. 

He composes himself and nods, breaking away from me to find a place to stretch out. I wonder if he’ll be able to sleep. I flop down in a chair with the distant thought of keeping watch. 

I find myself back at the bridge, strong winds whip my hair into my eyes and work to rip me off the edge and out into the abyss. I don’t want to jump again. I try to turn, cold fingers fumbling over metal and rivets as I struggle to pull myself back over the rail and then I’m falling. Falling, but slowly, as if through water not air. I roll over as I fall and Jessica is above me, face contorted with fear and a hand reaching out towards me. What was she doing here? Why is she here? 

Then I fall faster, hurtling away from Jessica to plunge into the water. 

Darkness envelops me again. I try to struggle towards the surface. There is a whoosh as a body plummets past me, white tendrils of air streaming behind it. Whoosh! Another body. And another. They are sinking. My friends are sinking and they aren’t coming back up. Why aren’t they coming back up? I claw the water, twisting and kicking my way after them. 

Beryl is at the murky bottom, hair blossoming into long dark tendrils around her head. Her arms reach towards me, her face desperate. She seems so far away, I can’t seem to close the distance. The harder I work the more I seem to stay still. She is frantic, arms clawing and torso contorting as she tries to escape the bottom. 

Threads of red coil their way up around her, slowly wrapping around her body and encircling her in a crimson nebula. She is panicking, I see her mouth open and she inhales water, desperate eyes pleading with me. I force myself closer and then I see it. The hand around her ankle. Stuart’s decayed face grins up at me, blood pouring from the wounds in his gut and groin to cloud the water. He reaches up another hand and pulls Beryl closer to him. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do. 

I wake to rough fingers jostling me. I spasm, throwing a hand out to ward off the attack.

“It’s time.” Steven is frenetic and doesn’t spare a moment to ask me about my nightmare. It takes me a long moment to disentangle myself from the dream, a sickly feeling still coiled in my gut. 

It’s dark outside. We have slept too long. My blurry eyes find Beryl and Theo sitting up across the room. I do my best to steady myself, calm the beating of my heart. Sore limbs scream in protest as we rouse ourselves, doing our best to move as our stiff bodies rebel. 

We dress in what we can find. An assortment of dark pants and sweatshirts emblazoned with USGC. Theo pulls a woolen hat down over his head. Steven is already in the lobby laying out a variety of weapons he has found. Our good fortune to wash up near a Coast Guard facility. 

Steven is chomping at the bit to be on our way. “We get to their base quick enough we can get to John.” He says it assertively, pocketing a knife and a gun as he speaks. 

“I don’t know if it will be that easy.”

He shrugs me off. “We’ll figure it out when we get there.”

I share a glance with Beryl. She gives me a terse smile that tilts her head as she sticks a new knife into her new boots. I get it, we are committed. Not a lot we can plan for when we know absolutely nothing.

We head down the road, Steven leading, shooting nervous glances at the silhouette of the bridge looming over the buildings. Joints begin to ease with movement. Other than the soreness from hitting the water I feel much better. 

We follow the curve in silence, each of us lost in their own dark thoughts of what could have happened earlier. What should have happened.

Farther down the road Steven pumps a fist. “I fucking knew it!” He jogs to a dock. Boats, large and small, are tied up in a line. 

“Steven…” Theo is trepidatious. I don’t think he wants anything to do with the San Francisco Bay water. I know I don’t. 

“We can’t take a car. They’d see that a mile away. We can’t go near the roads. This is it.”

He looks at me, chin raised defiantly, and I can tell he’s ready to go on his own if need be. And we could let him. We could let him continue on this suicide mission by himself. The folly of this, if not apparent before, is a truth that is cold and naked and exhausted. This is risking too much, if it’s not already too late.

But if Steven goes alone then he’s as good as dead. So is John. 

I nod.

Fuck it. This is a reckless and stupid venture. Maybe we need to be bold. Time is most certainly against us. Steven starts the engine and we clamber inside as quick as we can. Flashlights beam on the bridge, light trying to pierce the heavy curtain of rain and fog. They must have heard us. 

No yells. No gunshots. Confusion, perhaps. Who but them would take a boat out into water so close to their base?

Who would be so stupid?

Theo and I push the boat off the small dock and jump in, the small craft lurching heavily as Theo lands and I see him almost panic. He settles into a corner and forges a death grip with the two small metal bars on the railing.

Steven guides us out into the open waters, the boat bucking at first in the swells. Then he guns it and we skim out and around the island. The city proper looms in front of us, the jagged skyline glowing with a million small lights. Where Los Angeles was an abandoned graveyard San Francisco is the remnants of a bonfire. Small glowing embers making eyes of buildings and occasional sparks of light flashing in buildings shrouded in misty fog. 

“Steve!” He kills the engine as I point towards the middle of the bay. A warship stands confidently in the center, guns facing both the entrance to the bay and the city itself. Steven idles in a large arc away from it as we pray they don’t take notice. 

Our route takes us along the bridge that nearly was our deaths. I see Theo shivering as he stares at the height from which we dropped. I can’t even look. 

We break from the idle and charge towards a long row of piers dotted with a myriad of ships. Beryl stands and points and gives a small yell and Steven swerves, turning just in time to avoid crashing into the bulk of a capsized vessel. He slowly steers around the jetsam, scanning the shoreline ahead of us. A car drives along the shore, lights relegated to thin cylinders etched perfectly in the fog. I feel his impatience to get to his brother, the willingness to be reckless if it will get us a little closer to the goal. I’m getting a taste of my own medicine.

 We move at a snail’s pace, chugging along the coastline looking out for detritus. Derelict shipping and fishing boats crash into huge piers of stone and wood and steel, the rhythmic knocking a metronome of death. Most of the ships are partially submerged by the constant battering. Some cling to life as they ride the swell of the sea, only to lower their shoulders and crash once more into the unmoving wall. 

Lights bob to and fro along the docks. This isn’t going to be easy. I grope around in the floor of the boat and find a small compartment. Inside is what I’m looking for; two long oars. I hold them up for Steven and he nods. We cruise farther north, looking for a break in the piers and there, curling out like some thin arm with a massive fist at the end is a jetty protecting a beach. Steven kills the engine and we sit, adrift, waiting and watching for signs of life. 

It’s peaceful. 

Theo and I row us towards shore, relentless waves hell-bent on pushing us back towards the piers. Theo is stronger than I am, even digging deep and trying to match his rhythm our boat shimmies and wavers off course constantly. 

Suddenly we surge forward and I look up to see we’ve reached the lee of the jetty. Placid water greets us and we glide forward easily. We make small strokes, doing our best to be quiet until we grind up on the sand. 

Only the moon takes any interest in our madness. 

We splash ashore and clamber up steps that lead into a park. A large nautical museum presides over the beach, preserving its history of the sea for a future people to marvel at.

Steven starts to jog up a road that runs parallel to the park. I run after him and grab his arm. “Where are we going?”

He pulls his arm free and continues to walk up the hill. “Mickey said they were downtown. They’d want to stay close to the docks.”

“You know where to go?”

He nods. “Been here a few times.”

Odd that he hadn’t mentioned that before. I share a look with Beryl and Theo. 

“How far?”

“Couple miles.” He barely looks at me now as he speaks. He is solely focused on getting to his brother as soon as possible. We set off at a jog, Steven in the lead and Theo bringing up the rear. The running doesn’t last long. Even if we weren’t exhausted there is no way we could have kept that pace on the hills that undulate before us.

We near the top of a ridge when I hear something. A change in the smack of boots on pavement and labored breathing. A patter much quicker. A clink and shift of fabric rubbing on brick. I grab Steven and pull him to a stop, desperately signaling him to stay quiet. The others freeze behind me as we do our best to keep heaving lungs silent. 

Boots clomp on pavement and there is a murmur of voices, a foreign tongue hissing orders. A group of soldiers crest the hill and march down the road towards us. 

We are out in the open. Theo grabs Beryl’s arm and pulls her back down the street towards a couple cars. We follow, crouching down by a blue pickup truck, peeking underneath to watch the group approach. One of the men raises a hand to signal and I look behind and see more soldiers appearing out of a side street, flashlights sweeping to and fro as they patrol.

Did John tell them about Mickey’s plan? Are they looking for Mickey? Or are they looking for us? 

Either way we’re fucked.

There is no way we won’t be discovered.

We have no time to formulate a plan. I push the others ahead of me off of the road and down an alley away from the soldiers. We sprint, hares flushed from the brush and it’s not long before we hear the baying of the hounds behind us. Our only chance is to find hiding before they get to us. 

We push our tired legs, zig zagging down streets. It’s a small consolation that the hills are hurting them just as much as us. Drops of water start to patter down on us as we run and the sky rumbles. Even with the hiss of rain and the thunder we are too loud, feet slapping the pavement and breathing heavy. 

Please don’t let us slip. Please don’t let us take a wrong turn. 

We turn down a posh street of close-knit apartments and I trip on the strip of metal that guides the trolley. Gun shots ring out and staccato voices bark commands. A flash of lightning illuminates helmeted heads crossing the intersection at the base of the hill. 

Fuck.

As one we turn and run down an alley that divides the townhouses. It’s thin, not enough room for even a single car to drive down. We pass blue and white houses before coming up to a salmon colored shed. An old chain-link fence sits elevated two feet above the ground and surrounds what must be the roof of some underground dwelling. 

Theo sees my mind and helps Beryl over the fence, and then Steven. I scramble over, twisted points of the old fence puncturing the palm of my hand before I drop down beside the others. We run up the old slate and down the other side. A ten foot drop greets us and we skid to a stop. I jump and roll. I have enough adrenaline going through me that I don’t hurt myself. Or I don’t know it yet. 

I hold hands up to catch the torso of Beryl as she lowers herself. Steven and Theo swing down, Theo ripping the edge of the roof off as he drops. He lands awkwardly and the wind is knocked out of him. He heaves in weird reverse hiccups and I cover his mouth, desperate to muffle the sounds as booted feet run down the alley. 

An hour ago I was scared that he would never breathe again, now I’m suffocating him. I try to give him a reassuring smile as he struggles beneath me. 

The boots pass us by, flashlight beams bouncing off windows and reflecting in bursts of light that blind our benighted eyes. Then they’re gone. Theo shoves my hand away from him as he forces himself up. He draws in coarse breaths as we scurry through another small gateway between buildings. The street is empty before us. 

Not for long. 

They know we are close. Soon the whole area will have been surrounded. 

“Move!” I hiss as I run and we dodge around a car and sprint across the street, Theo shielding Beryl ahead of me and Steven already almost across. I expect a bullet at any second. Hunched, head tilted, shoulder raised to take the blow. 

Nothing.

We reach the other side and run up to a fancy brick apartment building painted blue. Large, ornate glass doors stand at the top of steps. 

“Har!” Beryl is pointing down dark stairs adjacent to the building towards a basement entryway. 

We run down the steps, shouldering in as she puts her hand on the door. 

Please be open. Please oh please be open. 

It jiggles. Locked. 

“Let me.” Theo pushes everyone aside and then wraps his hands around the handle. He looks back at us crowded in and we back up the steps to give him room, Steven and I turning to watch the street. He strains at the door, putting his weight into it before relaxing. “I can break it open. It’s gonna be loud.”

Shit.

We look around, Steven runs up the steps to try the main doors. Locked. We are running out of time. Shit shit. A twisted fire bolt strikes a distant part of the city followed by a crash of thunder that escalates, each echoing boom trying to outdo its predecessor.

“Wait for the thunder. We’ll use it to cover.”

He turns and looks back at me. “Do we have time?”

I nod. We can’t risk the sound. I hope I’m right. He tests the door, twisting and pulling it as we wait for the next flash of lightening. 

Come on. Come on. Come on!

There. A spiderweb of light crackles on the horizon and Theo barely waits for the first responding rumble before attacking the door. He pulls with a demonic snarl on his face as the heavens roar their discontent and there is a scream on the far side of the metal door as screws are ripped from their rivets. He creates a gap in the door and works his large fingers in to give him more leverage. 

With a shudder it is wrenched open, so swiftly it knocks Theo back into the wall behind him. We file in and I clap Theo on the shoulder as I pass. He pulls the door shut behind him. It grinds to a halt inches away from being closed, the frame too warped to receive its former companion.

“Leave it!”

We file through a basement hallway until we find the stairs. It’s pitch black in the stairwell and we fumble our way up. A short trip. It’s only two levels. We are spit out in the middle of the building, a dark hallway with a large window at each end. Another flash from the storm outside shows us a couple doors before we are plunged back into darkness.

“See if one is open.”

We feel our way along the walls, jiggling handles as we go until we are on the far side. Everything is locked. I run into the leg of a desk that sits below the window, cursing as something tips over and falls to the carpeted floor. 

I run my hands over the desk and feel more objects. What are these… Potted plants? Or what’s left of them. Outside beams of light flash as a troop of men clears the street. We need to get into one of these rooms. We need to have a door between us and them, even if for a minute.

“Can you open this Theo?”

I don’t hear anything for a second, and then the whisper of his hand as it traces the doorway.

“It’s heavy. Opens inward. I don’t know, I can try.”

“Wait.” Beryl is next to me, a clink and rattle as she does something with the pots on the desk. We stand in silence, only the sounds of Beryl’s scrabbling and our breathing. There is a shout outside. We tense, waiting for the crash in the basement as they come pouring into the building. I don’t want to die here. I don’t want my friends to die here. How do we leave? That’s all I want. I don’t care about rescuing John anymore, I want to get the fuck out of here. I don’t want to die, shackled in this room, a beast tamed by an evil man. I shouldn’t be here-

“Got it!” A gentle exultation from Beryl and then the sound of her fumbling with the door. Metal on wood, metal on metal as she searches for the keyhole.

Click. 

We file into a lofted apartment and I lock the door behind us. There is a door chain and I slide it home as well. Every little bit helps. 

A small hallway leads into an open room with an adjacent kitchen. Stairs go halfway up a level to the bathroom and then continue to a small bedroom. 

The place is a shoebox. 

Balcony doors on the far side of the room face a courtyard away from the street, dim light filtering in from a moon I cannot see. I can hear the shouts of Chinese soldiers outside. It sounds like an argument. 

This is surreal. Hours ago I went from driving home to jumping off of a bridge to being hunted in the streets of San Francisco by a foreign enemy. Perhaps I’m still trapped in Stuart’s prison, a permanent smile on my face, glazed eyes staring at nothing as I live inside an impossible dream. Perhaps none of this is real.

Keep it together.

The apartment is musty, windows closed and locked, months of dead plants and spoiled food fouling the air. No bodies. I guess it can always be worse. 

We do a quick ransack of kitchen cabinets, faces covered, thankfully coming away with three bottles of water and a couple Snickers bars. We file up the stairs, away from the door and the stench, and collapse on and around a queen size bed covered in carefully made dark blue satin sheets. A large window sits up high in the lofted ceiling, the moon finally peeking in through the clouds to cast a pale light over the room. Theo lies back with a large forearm covering his eyes. Beryl sits in the spot next to him. She shivers, arms wrapped around herself, her runny nose causing her to make sniffling noises every few seconds that she does her best to muffle. She looks exhausted. 

Steven sits on the ground in the corner. He stares at the floor, a defeated look on his face. “What do we do?”

All I want to do is lay my head down somewhere away from everything. A dark place hidden from a world gone mad. I want time. Time away from all of this. Time outside of time so that I can rest and recover and not lose another day to a universe gone sideways. 

Instead I go to the large chestnut dresser and start pulling out clothes. “Get warm.” I toss a hooded sweatshirt at Beryl and one at Theo. I empty out the rest of the drawer and toss the neatly folded clothes into a pile in the corner. I grab the dresser and start to pull it across the room. “We make an escape route,” I say to the confused looks. They watch, too tired to offer help as I maneuver it beneath the window. I climb up, my waist now even with the bottom of the window. I undo the latch and slowly slide it open. Cold air flows into the room, flooding it with the smell of old rain. I pop the screen and stick my head outside. A white roof with a patchwork design of caulking and decay, small dips and divots making pools of brackish water. Across the way the other window stares at me, shades drawn. And to my left lies the neighboring rooftop.

At least we can make a run for it.

I climb back down and sit down on the floor next to the bed. “If need be we can hide out there. You hear anything we go out.” Beryl nods. I think she is the only one listening. 

“What do we do?” Steven repeats. 

“Rest. Wait for the search to die down.” I can feel his grimace. “We can’t keep going like this. Even if we could go outside.”

His voice is tired, hoarse with exhaustion and fear. “Can we go out the window?”

“We could. It’s not far to the next roof. In an hour though, okay? We try now we are just going to get caught or fall off of the edge. We aren’t any help to John dead.”

He lets out a bitter laugh. “Not sure we are any help to him anyways. Fucker is probably already dead. And we will be too, because of him.”

No one says anything, too tired to try to comfort or refute what he said. It’s the truth, lying to him would be an insult. 










We pass around the bottles of water, putting one aside for later. I hope that’s smart. Might be better to drink it now than put our hopes in a future that looks so bleak. I split a Snickers with Beryl and we sit in silence for awhile. Theo sleeps, gently snoring. Beryl also dozes, one hand draped over the bed to clasp mine. 

I squeeze it periodically. A reminder that it’s there and to let her know that I’m here. How quickly we moved on from yesterday’s conversation. Here we are, trapped in a room together, again. All we have is each other. All we have is living in the moment. If this is our destiny then I will hold onto whatever succor I am offered. 

I nod off, jerking awake as I my head lolls to the side. I reposition, trying not to groan. The ache in my muscles is only outdone by the sting on my arms and my feet. 

Moonlight glints off of Steven’s eyes. “Try to sleep, man.” 

He looks at me, almost says something, then just shakes his head as tears threaten to fall. I get it. I couldn’t sleep if my sister was facing god knows what. 

“Why didn’t you say you had been here before?” I ask softly. 

He gives me a weird look. “Didn’t think I had to tell everyone all the cities I’d been in.” 

“Just thought that maybe with Mickey and… Figured it would have come up.”

He snorts. “I had other things on my mind.”

He is touchy about it. I let it go. Minutes pass in silence and I begin to drift off again, even with a mind preoccupied with finding a way through tomorrow. Thoughts driven by fear start to worm their way into my exhausted brain. What if we just sleep? Wait for the soldiers to leave? Sneak out of here? Sneak out of the city… We can’t possibly save John, can we? Steven will eventually understand, right? 

A whisper from across the room, barely audible. I open my eyes, wondering if I dreamt it.

“What did you say?”

He gives a heavy sigh. Silence for a long minute. 

 “I’m gay.” 

Quiet reigns again, a little deeper than before. I had no idea. And at the moment, with everything happening, this admission catches me off guard. 

“I used to come up here and… party. My parents thought I was seeing a girl. My brother was the only one who knew. And it was hard, before. Ya know? Even with all the pride shit and all that. Part of you still feels like a freak. Like something is wrong inside of you.”

He pauses for a second. I wish I knew something to say. I suck in these situations.

“And before all this you worry about acceptance. Like I couldn’t even tell my own parents. Man… How much worse when the world ends? Ya get me? What purpose can a gay man possibly have when mankind is dying out? I’m a freak, and worse I’m a useless freak.” He shakes his head. “I was so afraid to tell you guys. What if you wanted me to leave? What would I do?” He raises a forestalling hand. “I know you wouldn’t have. I know that now.”

He wipes at his face as he looks me in the eyes for the first time. “At Camelot, you know, I was so scared I would get found out. They might kill me. But then part of me was kind of hoping…” He pauses as his composure breaks, he sniffles and the sound of his snot and breath is loud, for a moment bringing me back to where we are. 

“I know it’s bad. I know… But I hoped that no women had survived, ya know, so that everyone else could kind of see what it’s like to be so alone.”

Now that he has started speaking the flood gates have opened, and he pours out all the thoughts and concerns and fears that have haunted him.

“And when all this went down and people started dying I was alone. John was gone and I thought for sure he had died too. And I was going to kill myself. I was gonna… And then my brother gets home and he… stops me. And all of this shit that he’s doing. All of the ‘every life is precious shit,’ that’s because of me. That’s because he thinks I don’t have any hope. But I do.”

Slivers of moonlight stream down his cheeks and drip onto the carpet. 

“We will find your brother.” It’s all I can muster, and it falls far short of what’s necessary. He needs to hear something else. Something, anything. I don’t care that he’s gay, for fuck’s sake I’m just glad he turned out to be a good person.

“I think you’re an idiot.” 

I mean to continue the sentence, some variation of telling him that he is stupid for believing we would exile him for something so trivial. But he laughs. He laughs and I think he gets it and for once, maybe, I might have said the right thing. Behind me there is no change in the breathing of the two sleepers, but Beryl gives my hand the tiniest of squeezes.


Chapter 31

I had a lot of potential growing up. So I was told. And I thought that if I could just figure out what I wanted to do, I would be fine. I thought you had to do something. Something. But as I sit here, holding my child and staring at Beryl… Jessica… I know it doesn’t matter.

“Har.”

I know that it doesn’t matter if I do something. I am who I am. I survived and my soul mostly did, too. Mostly. Enough to still give love if not receive it. I take her hand and stare down at our child-

“Har!”

I’m jolted awake from my dream. Steven hovers over me. As soon as my eyes focus on him he’s up and moving to the bed to wake Theo. 

Boots thump on the floor below us and a door is kicked in. A sign of how exhausted we are that we slept through them coming into the building. Or the building next door. Or the first fucking floor. 

I roll over onto my knees and reach up to wake up Beryl. She’s sleeping on the edge of the bed, curled into a ball. She looks at peace. Face unpinched by worry or distress, sleep unbroken by dreams of Stuart. 

“Beryl. Time to move your ass,” I whisper.

She sits upright like an alarm went off. I guide her to the dresser and get her climbing. Steven follows her up. Feet pound down the hall and rifle butts hammer on the handle of our door. Steven is out the window and I clamber up after him. They are battering on the door. It seems to be giving them trouble. 

The chain on the door. 

I turn, stare down at Theo, he understands it at the same moment that I do. With the chain in place then someone must be inside. And there are no dead bodies in here, impossible for the previous owners to have sealed the door. They’ll know we were here. Only a matter of time before they follow us out onto the roof. 

How could I be so stupid?

The door splinters as rifles hammer and boots kick it in and then they are inside, boots stomping as they start down the hall. Theo and I stare at each other. Fuck. Fuck. We’ve hesitated too long. Theo melts back into the shadows by the closet. I slither down and get into the bed and under the covers. An instant to see Beryl’s eyes go wide before a heavy tread starts on the stairs. 

There are two of them coming up. More searching the room below. Flashlight beams flicker up and down the walls as they scan. I slide my knife from my pocket, fingers slick on the handle. I feel so exposed. I don’t look like a corpse, just a clump of blankets. I loll my head to the side, affecting a wide-eyed gaze even as my hair and the blankets cover most of my face. Fuck. I don’t look fucking dead. Fuck. Fuck. Am I breathing too much? Stop breathing. Fuck. 

I feel sick. Terror grips me and drains me of strength. My limbs don’t feel heavy anymore. I can’t feel them at all. My body has become nothing but a beating heart and fear. Wouldn’t it be better to just burrow deeper and pray that they don’t come near? Maybe they won’t look. Maybe they’re lazy. Do they really want to be here? 

Fuck fuck fuck.

Stairs squeak as they get closer to the top. I don’t even know if I can use the knife I so desperately hold onto, I feel so weak from fear. Voices whisper to each other and they pause. I feel light dance on my hair and the side of my face. 

Any minute they’ll shoot. 

Voices whisper and the final step groans as they enter the room. 

A gun starts to prod the blankets when there is a hiss, a whisper of exhaled breath and a smack of skin on skin. I throw back the blankets as the second soldier turns to see his friend struggling to break free, hands clawing at Theo’s forearm as he throttles him. The man raises his gun and I stab him without thinking, the blade going into his back and rebounding off of a rib. The man grunts and fires his gun, and I stab him again. He falls down and he is moaning and I don’t know if he is dying or not. He rolls onto his back and I trust the blade into him again, my hands slick with blood, and he continues to cry out softly, small gasps of pain and horror and I wonder how he can still be alive. 

Running footsteps and two more charge up the stairs. I try to grab the rifle but it’s slung over the dying man’s shoulder. I abandon it to slide behind the wall. Lights flashing as they run up, voices high with tension yelling names or questions or both. The light illuminates the feet of their compatriot as it kicks out in its last gasp of strength as Theo drains it of life. 

They come recklessly. 

I grab the first barrel that goes by, swinging it up as I stab down into the second man with the knife. I hit him where the neck meets the shoulder, the blade biting deep. He falls backwards down the stairs as the first fires the rifle, a double blast that numbs my hand holding the barrel. I bring the knife around to stab him but he swivels with me, using the gun as a shield as he shoves me back towards the bed. I won’t let go of the barrel, dragging him around and we topple into the covers. We roll over into the tangled sheets, flailing at each other in a bed that witnesses one last intimate moment. 

He lets go of the gun to pin my knife hand, then raises a hand to hit me in the face. Once. Twice. I have to release the gun to defend myself. We grapple with no semblance of technique, hands clawing and grasping at each other, scrabbling at each other’s faces and necks, snarling and gasping and heavy grunts as we do our best to kill the other.

Theo crosses to help. Gunfire erupts from the landing in front of the bathroom. The soldier I stabbed is still in the fight, Theo is pinned on the far side of the room. 

I’m larger than my opponent. I wrestle him over and we topple off the bed, the back of his head knocking into the bed stand. Out of the corner of my eye I see Beryl sliding back into the room. A distraction that almost costs me. The man pulls a pistol from his holster and swings it up into my stomach. I roll in a panic. The bullet scorches a line down the side of my ribs. 

The pain jolts the animal inside of me. Rage seeps into my limbs and I feel a feral snarl stretch the scar along the side of my face. I scream, primal rage and fear and a release of frustration. I surge into the man, a punch followed by a head-butt that stuns him. I knock the gun hand aside and pin it to the ground before slashing across his throat with the knife. It’s a shallow cut, but he bleeds. He bleeds and I see the defeat in his eyes, the hands that are holding my wrists willowing as his strength ebbs. I push the knife downwards, pivoting to get more leverage on the back of the blade. One second. Another. Sweat dripping from my forehead to mix with the blood on his chin. Our eyes lock. 

Closer. 

Closer. 

Then his will gives in to mine and the knife sinks into his chest. 

I stare down at the man. The world is fuzzy around me, sights and sounds flowing into the periphery as I stare at the man I’ve just killed. Face slack, mouth open as if he was about to say something. Blue sheets tangled around my body and blood everywhere. How did I get here?

Gunshots. I look up. God, I’m tired.

Beryl has a machine gun and has it bent around the stairs. She fires, the gun rocking her small frame as she sprays the landing. When she stops there is no sound. Theo hustles across the room. “Har let’s go!”

I stand on shaky legs and he pushes me up onto the set of drawers and out onto the roof. Steven helps me out and I take two steps and vomit. I shudder, eyes blurry, retching up water and chocolate onto my boots. Beryl grabs my shoulders and makes me stand up. Steven has already started along the rooftop. Theo stares at his hands, eyes wide and panicked, face and shirt coated with blood and flesh. 

Beryl grabs my hand and looks me in the eyes. 

“Are you okay?” I ask her with vomit and blood stringing from my bloody chin. She grabs my face and shakes it, worry fading from her face to be replaced by relief. I crack a smile. I know I look deranged. 

Hells, what have we become?

“Shouldn’t kill on an empty stomach.” 

I regret the joke. I do. But it’s how I deal with shit. She lifts my shirt to examine my side, blood soaking the fabric. 

“It’s just a graze.” I think. I can’t really feel it. 

She gives me a shove and Theo and I grab arms in a kind of giddy embrace of brothers made by death escaped. We lean on each other and wipe tears and blood and vomit from our faces and grin because to not would be to break. 

Then we run. 

The buildings are connected on the whole block, one hedged next to the other as close as possible with only small variations in height. We run, panicked and desperate, tripping on rain-slick surfaces and falling into satellite dishes and solar panels and corpses of potted plants. 

We get to a complex that has a rooftop entrance. The door is locked. Why is everything always fucking locked?! We can’t risk making noise breaking it down. We can’t rappel down. They have to have discovered the bodies by now, the open window pointing them in the direction of our flight. 

“Here!” Steven leans out over the edge. A small balcony sits ten feet down. Without hesitation he swings his legs over, rotating over on his stomach to lower himself. He drops lightly onto the patio.

Theo swears. “I’m starting to have a real fucking problem with what you all ask me to do.”

He lowers Beryl, one hand wrapped around her forearm. I shimmy down afterwards. Steven breaks a glass panel and opens the door as I stand beneath the bulk of Theo, offering his legs support so that hopefully he doesn’t rip off part of the roof and topple to his death. 

 Instead I’ll probably die. 

He makes it down and we race through the apartment. Time is against us. We barrel down hallways, whispered curses at every tripped step and every knock of a shoulder into something unseen. Mouths hiss and grunt and hands push each other backwards at every wrong turn until we finally find the stairs. 

We pause outside a gaudy door comprised of wood and stained glass and watch for movement outside. Down the street a group of soldiers stream by, helmeted heads gleaming in the dull light, running for the waterfront. I open the door slowly and we ease outside. There is a distant thwock thwock thwock and I see Mickey’s helicopter flying high above the city. There is a blast as a barrage of fire issues from the ship floating in the bay. The helicopter banks and flies out of sight around a building. More yelling and another platoon of soldiers run by.

“Now.”

We run across the road and down an alley. Rescuing John is now a distant second to getting away from our pursuers. We flit from shadows to the sides of cars to sprinting down thin alleyways. 

Tall buildings glint in the moonlight, reflecting a thousand different mirrors that shadow and illuminate strange patterns on our even stranger journey. We are getting closer to the docks, the air becoming more salty. The blasts from the ship getting closer. 

Give ‘em hell, Mickey.

Market Street stands before us. A thick thoroughfare littered with trollies and abandoned cars. It also appears to be the main path the Chinese take. Soldiers hustle by, back and forth in front of where we hide, some breaking off down side streets on god knows what mission. There is a desperation to them. And in the opposite direction a swarm of worried women and children and infirm. They huddle, mother’s arms draped over small children as they hasten towards the piers, a small group of soldiers pointing them towards one dock or another. 

We are out of breath. Elbows and sides and knees bloody from a million different abrasions. Slips and skids on wet streets, unseen objects tripping us in the dark, fingernails ripped from climbing and falling and reasons no one can remember. Adrenaline has brought us this far. Now we are feeling the pain. The exhaustion. The dehydration. 

And we don’t know where to go. 

We sit behind a dumpster. Filth and blood and low spirits exemplified by our surroundings. Theo is rubbing dirt on his hands. I don’t think he is even aware of what he is doing. Beryl is done. She rests against the brick wall, eyes closed. Her legs are shaking with exhaustion. I’m not much better. I keep getting light-headed, my head drooping when I run, less alert than I should be. 

Steven grabs my arm. Hard. I surge to my feet, stumbling, looking for the danger. Chinese soldiers clomp by. They push two figures ahead of them, hands on their heads. Josey’s terrified face in the moonlight. And no mistaking the form of Sheila. A body is being carried behind them. 

I hiss at the others and they lean out to see what we see. This does not bode well for any parties involved. If Mickey is alive and on the run he will probably blow the bomb soon. If he is dead, or caught, then our future could be just as bleak. 

We run down the alley and shadow them down the parallel street. They march quickly, pushing the Americans towards the bay. We try to keep pace. It’s like tracking someone through a fence, slat by slat hoping they’ll reappear. 

They’re gone.

They take a turn, somewhere, and we are forced to be bold. There is no running now. There is no escape back the way we came. 

Hoods are drawn up as we cross Market Street, huddled together, hoping the shadows hide us. 

Moonlight shines bright as the storm dissipates. There is no way we can hide our faces. No way to hide our height or skin color or bloody bodies. 

But no one cares, not this close to their home base. They race around and yell and someone squeezes by me as we cross, angry words thrown over a shoulder. 

For the first time I see the entirety of the invasion, something that part of me still hadn’t accepted. Being invaded. Is that what’s happening? 

Generators powering spotlights illuminate makeshift shelters and tents along the shore. Here, a pile of crates neatly stacked. Decomposing bodies piled in the center of a park. Bright signs attached to light posts in Chinese, arrows pointing down the road. And far less soldiers than I had been lead to believe. There are women, and children, and men that have obviously never held a rifle. They cluster in groups and stand still, casting about for direction. Some run towards the boats. 

“There they are.” Steven points and we follow them down a waterfront street. The bridge we jumped off of what seemed like days ago glows silver in the night sky ahead of us. Distant lightning flashes followed by orange explosions above the clouds that look like bombs being detonated in the atmosphere. They burst in tune to the lightning, orange and purple and sometimes gold filling the distant heavens as distant thunder rumbles across the bay to match the firing of guns from the ship. Mankind is at its knees and heaven and earth rage and celebrate and match the disarray blow for blow.

The men ahead of us don’t have cause to look behind them. Why would they? They hustle down the middle of the street unmindful of the shadows on the sidewalk and up steps through large brick pillars. 

We creep along shrubs, hesitant now to follow too closely. We wait a few minutes. The distant storm vents its wrath but the air around us is still, quiet. The moon has dropped behind the line of buildings and the sky has a slight blue hue to it. Morning is only hours away. There will be no hiding in the sun.

We shoulder weapons, borrowed pistols and borrowed machine guns and borrowed knives… Nothing and everything is ours. Through the arches, a leaping horse and “Palomino” emblazoned on the sign nearby. Dark sculptures cavort on pedestals and formerly tamed shrubbery now grows wild. 

A door is propped open with a computer. We file in, suddenly engulfed in darkness. Voices whisper ahead of us in the Cimmerian shade. We pass rooms, offices and restrooms. The farther we go the darker it gets. We follow the voices, shuffling deeper into a cave to face the ghouls ahead.

Flame bursts to life, whispers of light dancing and darting away to flicker off the tile ahead. We cover our eyes, falling into each other as we try to adjust. 

We tread lightly, barely breathing, sweat streaming down faces made of stone. Orpheus descending into the realm of Hades. Every step a process. I curse the heavy boots I wear as we ease forward, slowly nearing the source of the light.

Footsteps thud and I scramble backwards, herding the others before me in an effort to get back to a bathroom. A side door clangs shut and we stand alone, thankful that they took a different route out than what they took in. 

I peek around the corner. It’s a restaurant. Fire burns blue from gas grills to cast a bonfire of shadows around the room. It’s orderly, neat. Booths and tables cleared of everything and pushed out of the way. Four men stand at the edge of the firelight holding guns. And one, an older man who holds himself upright with a rigidness that belies his training, paces around the room staring one by one at pictures of people enjoying pizza. 

He barks out a string of words and a young soldier shuffles forward and drops by the bowed heads of the new prisoners. 

“He wishes you know too that should you tell him where the bomb is he will spare you and wish you to join in his new city.”

Josey raises his chin and keeps quiet. Sheila plays dumb. “What bomb are you talking about, asshole?”

The answer is relayed and the man in charge nods to one of his men. He disappears in the back, reappearing moments later pushing the bound figure of John. 

They shove him down in front of the others. He has been beaten; eye swollen and dried blood from a smashed nose coats his lips and chin. His head slowly comes up, his disoriented gaze glancing around the room before settling on the two figures before him. He looks at them and at the prone figure on the ground before raising a defiant chin. 

“I told them. I told them everything.”


Chapter 32

Steven moves to rush forward, I grab his shoulder and pull him in close. “Wait for the right moment,” I whisper. He nods, tense. It’s not going to take much for him to run around the corner and start shooting. Hell, that might be the best move. 

“Tell us location bomb is and we let you live. Other way, you die one by one,” the translator says in his broken English.

No one responds. Defiant and resolute. They grab Sheila and haul her up, dragging her across the room to the stove. Her left arm is locked behind her and her head pulled back by one of the soldiers. Another takes her right hand and slowly lowers it into the flames. She screams, body writhing, face contorted in pain. The man presses it down, relentless, and her screams turn to gurgles. The man restraining her is choking her in order to hold her still. 

Steven looks at me as if to say “now?” I shake my head. The other two soldiers are too alert, guns raised and ready. The hallway is thin, and we are pressed against the wall. No body armor, nothing to hide behind. If we rush now it will be two by two and they will simply mow us down. 

The men let go of Sheila and she falls to her knees, gulping in air, tears streaming down her face as she cradles a hand blackened and blistered. 

“Where is the bomb?” 

She tries to control her sobs, slowly gathering herself enough to look up at them. 

“I hid it in my cooch, any of you got a pecker big enough to get it?” And she laughs dementedly. The man nods and they drag her up and prepare to place her face on the oven. 

Josey struggles up from his knees. “Stop it! Stop it you—”

A soldier steps forward and raises his gun to strike him down.

A nudge to Steven’s elbow is all it takes. We charge around the corner as their attention is focused on Sheila, and a flame, and the horror neither side thought to be a part of. 

I drop to a knee and fire at the one man holding his gun at the ready. I don’t know if I kill him or if Steven does, a series of small maroon holes appear on his cheek and chest and in his hair. He drops and Steven aims his gun at the man standing over Josey.

“Everyone stop!”

Theo has barreled into the men torturing Sheila. He leaves the gun in his waistband, apparently preferring to use physical force. He tosses one into the wall with his left hand and pummels the other and they are too shocked to strike back. I run across the room to the commander and put a gun to his head. I don’t say a word, just stare into his eyes, daring him to do something. Say something. Anything. 

Silence but for heavy breathing behind me. 

“What are you doing here?” John is aghast. I look at him, confused. Steven is undoing his bonds but John only stares at me. “What have you done?”

“I could ask the same of you.” I look around. Beryl leans over Josey, he was knocked unconscious by the strike to the forehead. The prone form on the floor doesn’t move. Sheila stands and kicks one of the men who held her in the face. She grabs a pistol from his belt and aims it at his head. 

“Stop!” John holds out a hand. “Listen to me. These men are refugees. They aren’t invaders. They have told me. Listen! They are from China. They said there were nuclear meltdowns. They had to flee. These are just survivors. We can talk this through.”

Sheila shakes her head, incredulous. “Fuck you.” 

“They aren’t looking to fight,” John carries on irately, “they are looking for a safe place to—” 

She shoots the man in the head. Only a brief pause before she moves on to the next one. John turns to me, imploring. “Do something!”

“You did this, John.” The frustration, the terror, the hardships pour out of me in cruel sentences. “You brought this on everyone.” 

He rounds on me, an anger I hadn’t seen before. “Lies! You are a damn liar!” He walks up to me. Sheila pauses, gun aimed, to watch. “You did this Harlan. You.” He jabs me in the chest. “You sat by and watched all this. You didn’t do anything. And they would follow you. They do follow you. My brother follows you in your meaningless direction. YOU could have prevented this. All you had to do was act.”

I rock back, stunned by the words. “John, you came here. You knew your brother would follow, that we would come to rescue you—”

“Rescue me? Rescue me? God dammit you don’t get it. You don’t see the big picture. This world is broken. Broken. And instead of trying to piece it together you want to cause more pain and death. Destruction. Dammit Harlan, if I can’t stop some of it I don’t want to live. You aren’t rescuing me.” 

I shove him away from me. “I don’t have time for this. Stay if you fucking want.” I gesture to the people in the room. “I fight for them. Do they matter to you? Are their lives precious?” He doesn’t respond. 

Steven steps forward. “He wants to start a home. He wants to protect his family. He wants to protect the people he loves.” He gestures around the room. “There isn’t anything to be gained from saving strangers from the chaos of the world if your own life is thrown away meaninglessly. Jesus John, you taught me that.”

There is a grunt, a slap of flesh on flesh. I wheel to see Sheila struggling with the soldier for the gun, his hand locked on her forearm. Theo jumps forward to help as the gun goes off. 

I turn in time to partially deflect the blow from the Chinese commander. He knocks me down and races for the door. Beryl fires her gun after him. I don’t know if he is hit. It’s chaos. Another shot rings out. Theo is prying the gun out of the hand of the Chinese soldier. Someone runs by me. Another shot rings out and another soldier falls. 

I don’t know what else is happening. I don’t care. All I see from my spot on the floor is John cradling his brother’s head in his lap, pleading incoherently as crimson blossoms bright on Steven’s chest.










I sit on the floor. Steven’s body is still on the cold tile, his blood mixing with that of the dead Chinese soldiers. I look at his tattoos, goofy and macabre and now, just now in this night with the words and acts we’ve shared, I truly begin to see the meaning behind them. 

I howl. My soul grieves for this man who was the most deserving of love. This is not how it is supposed to go. I scream, face lifted to the sky as I try to rid my body, somehow, of the excessive amount of sadness that darkens my soul. 

John stands in the corner. He’s in shock. Beryl kneels next to Steven’s body and tries to speak to him. She can’t. Theo stares at the body and at John and I don’t know what the large man is thinking. 

“We have to get the fuck out of here.” Sheila has ripped part of a uniform and is wrapping her hand. “They’re gonna be all up in our nasties soon, let’s go!” She scans the room. “Now! Grieve later, move now!”

It snaps us out of our despair. We gather weapons and head towards the door. I stop and kneel by the prone form that was brought in with Josey and Sheila. Long dark hair covers the face. I gently roll it over. Maria’s lifeless eyes stare up at me, a perplexed look fixed on her face, as if she doesn’t understand why she is dead. 

 Sheila grabs my arm, points to John. “What do you want to do with him? Want him dead?” 

She says it loudly and casually. Everyone hears. Here, now, I don’t think any will judge me if I say yes. What has happened? How did I get here, now, facing a situation in which I lost one friend and desire to kill another? 

“No. Let him be.”

It’s the worst thing I can think of to do to him. 

We run outside and barely make it halfway to the arches before gunfire erupts. We scatter, falling behind statues and shrubs and park benches. Bullets flicker through leaves and ding off metal and make dull scratches and pops off cement. Men shout. I see Josey clutch his arm. 

 I don’t wish to die. Not here. Not doing something so pointless. I don’t want to be a part of this… needlessness. Not now, if this is the end. 

In a lot of ways John is right. This is wrong, and it’s a broken world only growing more cracked as we fight each other. 

Or it’s the dust settling. 

Everyone is trying to survive. And as wonderful as it would be to see a world band together and help each other that is for a time more distant. Hardship lies ahead. The cold of winter or winds filled with radiation. Starvation and scorching heat. And I will do whatever it takes to shield those I consider precious. 

John sees me as a monster. Maybe I am. And maybe that’s my role in this new life. So fucking be it.

Beryl is nearby. Theo hovers around her, pushing her farther back behind the small concrete barrier that separates them from the gunfire. Her gun is empty and she has a knife out. Her face is pale and eyes wide and beautiful. She deserves more. Just as Steven did. 

“It’s not fair.” I say it aloud, as if John is right in front of me. That’s what I’d say to him, if I could. The world isn’t fair and you can’t try to make it so. I flash back to Camelot and ‘the greater good’ and then the man by the side of the road and now John… I want to fight against evil. But not death. Why can’t these people see that death is a final destination we all share, not something to deplore?

Then perhaps it’s time.

I raise my gun and send a prayer for Jessica and my child’s safety as I prepare to make a last stand. 

Chinese soldiers are clustered around the entrance laying down suppression fire. Others have circled around and are coming at us through the doors we recently vacated. Bullets sprinkle the grass and a few buzz by my head. I shoot until there is nothing left in the M4 and then I shoot my pistol until that is out as well. 

I’m going to die here today. We all are. There’s no way around it. 

I have regrets. I would get Beryl and Theo and Josey free of all of this. Steven, too. Fuck, even Sheila. 

Beryl looks over at me and I give her a smile. She gives me a little shrug and her lopsided grin which doesn’t meet her eyes. It’s like we are back in that room where we met, trapped again with no hope. 

The sounds of the fight fade away. I don’t notice the bits of stone and dirt that fly into my face or the yells of friends and soldiers. I look into Beryl’s eyes. Green eyes that will serve as my gravestone, engraved upon which is the word “free.” 

If we are doomed to repeat this cycle of capture and despair, forever, then the devil is a fool. He could not have gifted me with a stronger companion. 

I belly crawl towards her. I’d like to be with my friends in my last minute. With Beryl. To somehow give them shelter. I don’t want to be the instrument of destruction that John accuses me of. I don’t want murder to be my last act. 

I’m halfway across the sidewalk that divides us when the world explodes. I’m picked up by an invisible hand and tossed across the grass. The back of my mind figures the nuclear bomb went off. Makes me kind of bitter that I was robbed of thirty more seconds. 

Dirt cascades down on top of me. And a gun. And pieces of brick. My ears ring, I can’t hear myself groan as I roll over onto my hands and knees. Ahead of me the arched entrance is gone. Nothing but rubble and dust, dirt and smoke and vaporized cement swirling into the morning sky. 

A figure runs through the new gap. Short and bearded and not wearing a fucking shirt. Mickey is bleeding everywhere but he has a demonic grin on his face as he marches the Chinese commander through rubble and body parts. He puts him on his knees, yells something about country boys before he executes the man. He barely pauses to let the body drop before he lobs another grenade towards the entrance of the building. 

“Get off your asses!”

We do. 

Concussed and incoherent we run down the street. The sun is rising over the bay and everything is too bright. The sea, the sun, the sky. The panic etched on the faces of people who stand in line at piers for boats that don’t exist, and who simply do not know what is going on. They know they should leave, and that’s it. 

We melt into the maelstrom that is the crowd. We push and shove and bounce off families. Some see us and are fearful. Most don’t pay attention to people, they look to the sky and to the military vessel floating in the bay. A vessel that is slowly turning and heading out to sea. 

We are right next to the freeway that leads across the bay. Across the bridge that almost killed us. Full circle. But to get on the freeway we have to backtrack a quarter of a mile up the road. Through panic. 

Ah hell.

Mickey works as our rearguard. He darts back and forth and occasionally stays behind to waylay a group of soldiers. He’s in his element. Now, more than ever he is doing what he was meant to do. It’s an art form. One you cannot celebrate but can appreciate. He anticipates and moves and pushes us on, exhorting us to find a level in ourselves we didn’t believe we had. And we do, because whatever he has in his eyes and his voice will not acknowledge defeat. If you asked him to run through a brick wall he would find a way. 

And then we are on the bridge and we are running. Then stumbling. The sounds fade away as we enter the tunnel and we weave our way through cars until we get to the island that lurks in the middle. There we draw breath. Mickey draws me aside. 

“Y’all got a car up ahead?”

I nod. He drops his voice. “Take Sheila with you, however you need to.”

The words stand between us, the ramifications quaking my already shaken soul. He’s not coming.

“Promise me. Promise me now you’ll look after that crazy bitch.”

His eyes stare into mine and once again I admire the calm, the peace that rests behind the blue. 

“Why aren’t you coming?”

He pulls at his beard and pulls out a small device, black with two grey buttons and a red. “Don’t have the range, so unless one of them volunteers to push it then I’m it.” 

I want to say, “I’ll stay.” I try to. But it’s a lie. I won’t, and I wouldn’t. And I can’t ask him to leave with us. Can’t ask him to negate the sacrifices that went into this endeavor. Blood pays for blood. 

“I promise.”

He reaches out a hand and we shake. I don’t move, I stand awkwardly in front of him because to leave now would be to leave a man to die alone. 

“Your friend figured I’d just nuke a bunch of people and walk away. I knew it would end like this.” He stares out over the water, distant clouds gathering again to bombard the beaten coast with another storm. “I’m protecting the things I love. It’s not a bad way to die.” 

With that he claps me on the arm and walks to Sheila. He kisses her, deeply and passionately, pulling her in close and hard and hungrily. At the last second she feels it, sees that he’s saying goodbye and she rebels, struggling in his arms as he brings the butt of his gun down on her temple. He cradles her a second, a half smile on his face as he looks down at her. A moment to trace a finger around her mouth before he lifts her up and gives her to me.

“I’ll wait as long as I can.”

Without another word he walks back the way we came and stands with his back to us, gun held at the ready.





Epilogue

We find our car and pile in, Theo and Josey and the unconscious form of Sheila in back and Beryl up front with me. We are quiet, every movement measured, anticipated, aiming to be as dexterous as possible so as not to delay a millisecond. 

I drive backwards as fast as I can, Theo and Josey crouching so as not to impede my vision. I find a spot in which I can turn around and I hit three cars doing it. I speed forward down the bridge and pass the spot in which we leapt. In which Steven leapt. How he survived that and fell to a stray bullet is beyond me. Fuck, the gods are capricious. 

The air is thick with tension. Will he do it? Will he blow them up? I feel like everyone wants to say something. Anything. But this is a moment in time that hangs momentous in the air. Like a wedding. Or a funeral. A time only to be remarked upon by words equally momentous. So we stay quiet, praying that we get far enough away. 

A mile. Two. Five. I stop counting. It’s not going to happen. John will get his wish. Lives will be saved. Had I not seen the death they caused first hand, had I not seen my friend die before me I might be happy. 

Can that be true? Can I judge a group by the actions of a few? 

In this world, yes. Goddammit yes. 

Is this what generals deal with in war? A petty squabble over emptiness culminating in the deaths of the young and the innocent? Maybe this is shocking because I grew up in America, where death is considered a rarity. Something that happens to unfortunate people in traffic accidents or burglaries gone wrong. Not something that is truly a part of the world. 

How thin the divide between order and chaos. 

There is a flash, like a gigantic camera going off. A final picture of a city that will never exist again. The mushroom is lost as buildings explode, smoke pushed out in odd trajectories as skyscrapers collapse into each other. Thunder that is not thunder rolls out and I sense, if not feel a pulse push us forward. 

I stop watching the rearview mirror and focus on the road. A road that will lead me home. 

I hope. 

I don’t fool myself. I know what most likely awaits me. Grief and more grief. 

Maybe it’s grief that has caused all of this. Maybe everyone died and no one had something, or someone, to blame. So they lash out. They take land. They fight and kill indiscriminately. And I don’t know if I’m any better. 

“What the fuck?” 

Sheila has awoken in the back seat, her good hand clutching at her head, eyes slowly taking in the car and its occupants. And the one missing. Memory seeps in and she goes rigid, nostrils flaring as she starts to breathe heavily.

I pull to the side of the road and she forces herself out before I come to a halt. She stalks to the edge of the road and stares at the distant cloud that mars the horizon. She stares, unmoving for a long time. Then she turns and walks back to the car, eyes blank and face impassive. 

“Anyone got a cigarette?” Her eyes don’t meet anyone’s, staring through us or over us or at the ground. Josey wanders down the row of cars and we stand in an awkward circle until he returns a few minutes later with a pack of American Spirits. Sheila takes them and Josey flicks a lighter. She cringes at the sudden flame but doesn’t say anything. 

“Mickey’s last words to me were about you—”

“Fuck that guy.” She cuts me off, waves a dismissive hand. “Just cuz I was fuckin’ him didn’t mean I liked him.” 

I don’t know what to do or what to say so I just stand there as she smokes.

“Fuck him. Had a fuckin’ martyr fuckin’ complex, always trying to find a way to get hurt. Get more attention.” She takes a heavy drag, eyes blinking heavily. “And he thinks he has to hit me or I would have stayed. Fuck that. I don’t want to die. Fuckin’ idiot.”

She takes another drag before turning away from the distant cloud of ash, red-rimmed eyes narrowing at me. “And it was your goddamn friend who ruined everything.” She takes a step towards me and her control starts to fail her. Voice cracking and tears beginning to run down sooty cheeks. “Your friend fucked it all up. The whole plan, he fucking told ‘em. He told them! Fuck!” She angrily wipes tears from her cheek. “Or else we would have snuck in and snuck out and all of us would be alive.” 

She punches me in the face. Sharp knuckles catch the corner of my cheek below the eye and I reel back into the car. The others step in and I raise an arm to wave them off. It doesn’t matter, she’s already marching away, long strides as she burns off rage and finds a place to suffer alone. 

We wait long enough that the others start casting me looks. No one wants to be the one to ask if we should leave. I don’t even know what the right answer is. I promised Mickey I’d look after her. Can’t do that if she wants nothing to do with us.

She comes striding back as small droplets of rain start to fall down around us. She walks past us and climbs into the car without a word. 

So we drive.

We drive across dusky land that eschews the sun in favor of shadows. And we grieve. We all grieve, for friends lost and for meaningless death. I wish that John and I could have had time to reconcile. A decade to talk and debate and find a conclusion other than this.

I feel cursed. The last words he spoke to me were a lament for my character. He despaired for the state of my soul. Dying words that truly do carry more weight. He died thinking I was a bad person. I look around the car. I look at Beryl. I think of home. 

If ill deeds protect these people then I’ll gladly be a monster.

I love them enough to become a monster.

The truth that beats in my calloused heart is that John would never have survived in this world. He created hope within himself by blinding himself to the nature of the universe. 

But why did Steven have to die for his folly?

So we drive through the day and into the evening and still I don’t stop. We are exhausted, battered, in need of medical attention and sleep and time to sit and be alone to process pain in our own way. I know we need these things. 

But we drive. 

I’m trying to get home. Beryl is there to help me. Theo is there to protect her. Josey is there because he can’t afford to be alone. And Sheila… I don’t know why she’s there, maybe because she needs people to inflict pain upon.

Without this there is no purpose, and we are just stopped, alone with the death that surrounds us. So I don’t stop driving until we pass the sign marking Nevada’s border. Except there are no borders now, no need for demarcation between the two states. They are one, now. Nothing divides anything, we simply belong to the world. And there is no such thing as California. Not anymore. 

But dammit, dammit, dammit… It feels good to be gone from that ill-fated land.
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