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PROLOGUE




THERE ARE ELEVEN of them in all. Eleven pieces of thick white paper, covered with my handwriting, and all now carefully laminated. Eleven, one for each language that I know. A source of pride, although I worry that my French isn’t exact. Past tense versus present, something that has always confused me in the romance languages. Is it “killed everyone?” Or “killing everyone?”

Not that it matters. 

They are spread out in front of me. Different squiggles and boxes, curves and arcs and runic devices, all detailing what I did. My confession. A brief, horrible tale that I almost didn’t sign. As if by remaining anonymous I could bypass any judgment reserved for me upon my death.

Which should be soon.

I tell myself that every day, though. Write down what you’ve done. The manipulation, the fear, the false reports. The blindness that led me to believe I was doing something great. Something to save humanity. The moment I suspected, then realized, what a horrible thing I had created. Write down why you released it before it was ready. Write it down.

Write it down and then you can die. You can end your own life. Take the breath from a person who, out of all the billions, definitely deserves to be counted among the dead.

But I don’t. I don’t know how. I crafted the virus that wiped out most of the world and yet… I don’t know how I should die. I feel like it should be different. Worse. I should suffer. But if no one sees it… 

Is it enough? 

I want to be punished. I know that. Maybe that’s why I have taken so long in writing these confessions. Maybe that’s why I walk outside every day, why I find someone to bury. One a day, sometimes two bodies, but never three. That would be rushing. Not taking the time to properly lay them to rest. To say I’m sorry. To tell them it wasn’t an accident, but that it could have been far worse. To cry and beg forgiveness. And then to fill in the hole.

I look down at the documents in front of me. Carefully arranged so that they cover the whole table. The Mandarin is the most accurate, as it is my native tongue. The Russian is good, too. But the Swedish version… That one properly captures my lament. My anguish. Maybe there’s just more sadness in that language. Maybe there’s more poetry. 

I should make more copies. I can’t count on someone happening upon my lonely apartment in the middle of Beijing. I can’t count on an earthquake, or fire, or rats not to destroy these. I should make more. And bury more bodies. And perhaps, one day, I’ll be able to look someone in the eye and tell them my story. I can tell them how I thought I was protecting people. I can tell them that if I hadn’t done what I did, the world might have been subjected to something far more terrible… 

I can tell them that everyone they know and love is gone because of my foolishness. My blindness. 

Maybe then I can die.

Except I don’t want to die. I want to be killed. 
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I LET THE air out through my nose, bubbles of it rushing towards the surface as I sink lower into the freezing depths of Lake Tahoe. Silent and still. Almost another universe. I rub my hands over my face, across my chest and arms. Blood and ash and filth make a rust colored cloud in the water in front of me. 

I stay down as long as I can, letting the cold water clean the trials of the last few days from my body. My feet sink into the muddy bottom and I let out the last of my air. Stillness. Cold, cold and the beating of my heart. Sunlight diffused through lambent blue. A fish darts nearby, presenting its side so it can examine me with an unblinking eye. I barely move and it’s gone. 

I break the surface and heave in air. A crisp breeze immediately amplifies the cold of my wet hair. It’s a bright day but the sun offers no heat. Fall? I don’t know what month it is, I gave up trying to count the days that have gone by. Something tells me that it will be a hard winter. 

Another reason to hurry.

I’ve always preferred the cold over heat. It seems to sharpen my mind, to bring everything into focus. And jumping into frigid water revitalizes the body in ways nothing else can. And gods, I stunk. We all did. Running and fighting and days of not changing clothes and sitting in a car. Our own blood and sweat. Other’s, as well. 

Theo is sick. Probably a result of swallowing an ocean and then not breathing for awhile. Snot and an ear ache and a deep cough that rattles and wheezes and doesn’t allow us to sleep. But even if he was well I know he wouldn’t wash in the lake. I fear the man will never approach another body of water again after his ordeal with the bridge. I don’t blame him. Beryl barely waded in past her knees, awkwardly bending over with a scavenged bottle of shampoo to wash her hair. 

But this isn’t salt water. Dark, fathomless depths containing who knows what. This is more akin to home for me. And I need it, I need to feel clean. At least on the outside.

I trudge out of the water, gingerly stepping over the gravel beach towards a pile of fresh clothes. We will have to get more cold weather gear, especially for nighttime. If we have to sleep outside we are going to be woefully unprepared.

“It must be pretty cold.”

I resist the urge to cover my crotch as Sheila walks down the small path towards me. 

“It is.” 

She tosses me a towel. “No one wants to watch you air dry.”

I accept it, grateful now that the wind has picked up. Grateful too that Sheila appears to not want me dead anymore. She strips off her clothes, uncaring of my presence, the hard planes of her sinewy body twisting and rippling in the sunlight. Her hand is still pretty gruesome, the bandages stained with blood and the serum of broken blisters. She won’t let anyone help her with it though. Almost as if she enjoys the pain. I guess I get it. It’s a reminder of Mickey. The pain a gift as she mourns him. As if sensing my thoughts she jerks her thumb back the way she came.

“Beat your twinky somewhere else.”

She wades into the water as I pull on my pants and walk away, and I smile as I hear her gasp at the cold. Pine cones stab at my bare feet, and I feel sticky pitch adhere to my heel along with pine needles and dirt. I don’t care. There are trees. Cold. Mounds bordering on mountains. Nothing compared to back home, the hills still yellow and stunted, barely escaping the death grip of the desert. But it’s close enough for me. The less I’m reminded of California the better.

Theo sits on the the porch of the cabin, layers of clothes bundled around him. He is hunched over hot tea, holding it as if his life depended on it. 

“Is Montana colder than this?”

His voice is distant, muffled as he speaks into his chest. 

“It’s colder.”

I give him a grin as his eyes widen. “Don’t worry, soon as you get over your cough you’ll be fine. You might even like the snow.”

He glowers at me. “I feel like you want me to die.”

“Not yet. If it’s too cold up there we might not be able to find food. We’ll have to resort to cannibalism. And you, my friend, would be tasty.”

I walk away before he can respond. I’m pretty sure he knows I’m joking. 

Inside the small cabin Josey prods at the smoldering coals in the fireplace, grimacing in pain as the movement pulls at the wound to his arm. He washed in the lake, same as me, and even took the time to trim his beard down to something manageable. Less of a mountain man, more of a starving artist.

“Can’t get this fucker going.”

I jiggle the handle for the flue. “Probably gummed up with branches and leaves. Leave it be, we need to get going.”

His head drops and he runs a hand through his hair. “I thought we were going to get a day or two to, you know…”

He trails off, and I don’t know what to say, so I walk away. I know everyone is messed up right now. I am. What we did, and what we saw. I know that the threads of our companionship will be pulled taut by the pace I’m setting. I just hope they don’t fray and break before I get home. 

The kitchen table is covered with boxes and cans of food on one side, an array of guns on the other. Beryl stands on the far side, surveying the assembly like some sort of apocalyptic Martha Stewart. 

“We find a new car?”

She nods without looking at me. She has withdrawn into herself since we left San Francisco. Or what’s left of it. She no longer speaks unless she absolutely has to. 

“Let’s load this up, I wanna be on the road in an hour.”

She nods, though a small crinkle appears between her eyes.

“What?”

She takes in a heavy breath, eyes looking into mine as if I should know. Which I do. She points at Theo. 

“You think we should stay longer?”

She nods.

It’s unlike Beryl to worry about the others… so much. Maybe that’s a good sign. Or a sign that I’m being an asshole. 

It doesn’t matter. 

“I wish we could. But we can’t. It’s time to go.”

I gather up a couple boxes of food and head outside before she can argue. I’m being hard on them. Travel, brief rest, travel some more…

But a magnet draws me north. And as much as I don’t want to push them away, I’m willing to leave them if it means getting home a day, an hour, a second sooner.

Most of them.

I wonder if I push the pace so that I can’t grow complacent. Can’t stop and pry at Beryl, bring forth a new smile, or a new whisper, or some new element of her past. 

I treasure those moments. Perhaps too much. The urge to put an arm around her. To sit in silence side by side at the lake instead of in a moving car. 

It doesn’t help that we sleep curled up next to each other, holding each other.

“You okay man?”

I was staring at the box in the trunk, gone. Josey waits for me to move before gingerly placing three rifles next to the box of canned goods, his Silver Pigeon Beretta on top. Gods, he loves that shotgun. He wraps them in a blanket to keep them from jostling around.

“We’re going to need to find some fresh food soon. Ain’t shit after we pass Carson City.”

I nod. “We should get new clothes, too. Warmer clothes.”

He tilts his head, scanning the brightly lit area around us. “You worried about cold? It’s… Fuck. What month is it?”

I shake my head. “No idea. But it can change,” I snap my fingers, “like that up north.”
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WE STAY ANOTHER day. The side of Harlan that urges him home loses to the side that cares for his friends. I think he wanted them to show more anger. To scream, or throw a fit, or tell him to leave if he so desperately wanted to. So maybe he could. Their silence, and acquiescence, apparently made it worse. 

I pull the cords that constrict my hood tight around my face. My ears are cold. My nose is cold. I get cold so easily, much more easily than the men. Even Sheila seems to be less bothered by it. Though, in her case, she wouldn’t let the cold know that it bothered her. She’d be more likely to strip off her clothes and scream at the sky, daring it to try to do better.

It’s cold. 

But so, so wonderful.

At first, after leaving the monster’s lair, the world had been too much. My senses, nerves, mind, all overwhelmed by stimuli that had been denied to me for so long. 

But now, now I relish every new feeling. Every drop of rain and every gust of wind. Even when it means shivering. 

If cold and wet is the price to pay for freedom in this world, well… My soul is a bank to house whatever currency life demands, and my body will have to be content as a debtor.

I pull my hood tighter and kick a pebble into the grass on the side of the road as I watch Harlan wade out into the water. I see him swim, and scrub, and do everything he can to wash himself clean. And he can’t. And he shouldn’t feel dirty in the first place.

Not about John. Or Steven.

Or Wing.

I watch Harlan because he pushes himself so hard to look after everyone else, harder now more than ever, and someone should look out for him. 

He worries about too much. Getting home. His child and the woman, Jessica. He worries about our group, and if they’ll die because they are along for the ride. 

I try not to dwell on the future.

But the past…

The piece of paper sits on my lap, crinkled lines making a spiderweb of creases. At some point it got wet, the white now a variation of brown and tan. There is blood on it. How it got there, tucked away as it was, I have no idea.

But the picture is still there. A wolf. Sitting calm and demure on top of a car surrounded by snarling dogs. Steven drew it for me. A joke about the first day I came to trust him. He said I didn’t look frightened. He said he was more afraid for the dogs. 

He drew this in the last days of Camelot. I asked him why he thought I was a wolf and he said it was something about my heart. I don’t know if he meant it regarding courage, or the cold-hearted way that we went about killing Don. 

I don’t think it was for any sort of strength. I’m afraid all of the time. A broad, all-encompassing fear. I’m afraid of losing what I never had. A family. A home. I already lost someone I privately thought of as my brother.

Oh Steven.

I trace the pattern of ink. He knew I couldn’t get a tattoo. I wouldn’t be able to bear the touch, or the needle, or the penetration. But he could tell, with that uncanny ability of his, that I yearned for something similar. A way to be marked. An imprint of an idea. 

To be seen.

I never had a lot of things that I could call my own. The foster care system makes it hard. Especially when you moved around as much as I did. You didn’t get to keep the blankets they bought just for you. And you didn’t want to keep the pictures. Toys, also, were nothing more than a reminder. And the teddy bear you brought from one place is taken away by new guardians intent on instilling better habits. 

But I kept them all. 

As I’ll keep this. 

It’s not as easy as it used to be. And maybe it’s a part of me rebelling at returning to my sanctuary. The place that I locked myself into. But at least it’s my choice. Now. It didn’t used to be.

I close my eyes. When I open them my feet are in white sand. Small, slender, and lonely bits of green grass force their way skyward, becoming more and more numerous as I walk. A wind blows, cool and refreshing, tousling my hair and bringing my nose the gift of smells odd to this place. Vanilla and spruce. Lavender and wet rocks. Shucked corn and biscuits.

There is a hill in front of me. Framed by light that is both dim and bright and everywhere at once. At the top is a tree. Far too large to be alone, but alone it is, aside from the small forest of grass at its base. The tree is long dead, a long white ribbon coils around the trunk all the way to its roots, the kiss of a lightning strike that I like to think was the death of my parents.

I walk to the base and put my hand on the wood, taking a moment to say hello to all the familiar knots and grooves. The bark peeling in places and dried sap running like insignificant wounds long ago ignored. 

I slowly circle the lonesome monument, stepping over large roots, and all the while trailing my hand along burls and stubs, the texture of it so familiar. Pictures hang on knots. Some sit in the middle of the trunk, the old tree growing around the frames to embrace these parts of my essence as one of its own. Pictures that aren’t pictures. Windows, perhaps. A teakettle and small little cups. Snow glimpsed past a Christmas tree. A bike with black tassels. 

On the far side of the tree two roots veer at sharp angles away from the base to make a V. Steps have been chiseled out of the sandy floor, taking me down until I stand beneath the behemoth. A door is in front of me. Solid rock and no handle. Only a pair of handprints in the middle. I place my hands on the impressions, there is the smallest click, and the doors swing inward.

I walk inside, pausing at the entrance. I cannot close the doors. Not this time. Not like I did before. I’m a different person, now. I do not hide. I do not lock myself away.

The room is illuminated by the same dusky light from outside. A warm light, as if from a hundred candles caught mid-flicker. There is a couch, and a blanket, and a side table. A cozy nook for reading. Or for sleeping long past a time when you were supposed to be sleeping. 

A thin staircase spirals upwards and I climb it into the heart of the tree. Past a room full of books. My library. My stories. Heroes that let me escape from whatever new home, or school, or upset clouded my early life. My words. Feelings I want to share so desperately with my new friends. With Harlan. But these words are kept behind the stone doors. To get to them I would have to destroy… 

You aren’t here to dwell on this.

Farther up is a room divided in half. Outside hangs an assortment of sledgehammers and axes, sticks and baseball bats. Rubber gloves and goggles and boots sit next to the door. And a random assortment of plates and cups and crystal china. Glasses tapered for martinis and wine and beer and old bottles of Scotch. The place to take a memory and, upon walking into the other room, you can practice the art of destruction. Of breaking. 

It’s one of my favorite places.

More steps. More spirals. Past rooms that are locked. Past rooms growing smaller. Cozy to claustrophobic. But the nearness of the walls doesn’t bother me here. Not ever here.

One last room. Barely big enough to take two steps. More suited for sitting cross legged on the small pile of pillows. That way you can scan the walls around you. Walls adorned with a million things, large and small. Trinkets and gifts and some things stolen. Everything that ever meant anything to me. The polaroid picture of me and the neighbor boy posing with our bikes. The necklace with the green gemstone that was my mother’s. My first book. 

I pull out Steven’s picture. Do my best to smooth it and erase the lines. I pin it to the wall, letting it hang boldly in the center, obscuring a letter from a teacher I got in fourth grade. A letter telling my guardians at the time how much I was progressing.

I have progressed. 

I smile at the wolf, trying to ignore the nervous fear that follows me even here. 

“Beryl.”

A touch on my shoulder. The tree groans as if it were shaken by a sudden gust of wind. 

“Berly.”

If I closed the doors…

No. I flit down the stairs, almost weightless, almost flying. The doors swing shut behind me and I’m in the grass. Bare feet in the sand and the wind and I take in a huge breath.

Harlan has a hand on my shoulder. He removes it as soon as I look at him. His hair is wet, the thick strands pulled back behind his ears to reveal a forehead too lined for someone as young as him. Or maybe it’s just the concern he has for me. 

“You okay?”

I nod. Then I grope for the words, battling through the walls in my subconscious, past the part of my mind that feels like it’s underwater. That should I open my mouth to speak, I will drown.

“I’m okay. I’m… I was thinking about Steven.”

His face blanches and he doesn’t look me in the eye. He doesn’t want to talk about it. I think that’s why he’s so frantic to keep moving. If we are rushing somewhere, there is no time to dwell on the pain. On the guilt.

We sit in silence and he doesn’t notice my hand crumpling the piece of paper. 

“I just wanted to make sure you were doing okay, you’ve been quiet. More quiet, I guess.” And he gives me his perplexed smile. As if not sure that it’s okay to be worried.

“I’m… Fine.”

Every day a little more.

He nods and gets up. “Okay Berly… I’m going to go check on Theo. Make sure he’s ready to go tomorrow.”

A squeeze of my elbow and then he’s padding off through the trees. 

“Berly.” A nickname. 

Kind of. 

The same name with an “ee” at the end. 

I’ve never had one. And Josey gave me this one, one that I think Harlan didn’t care for at first. Until he saw that I liked it. Now I’m only Beryl when shit gets serious. 

Beryl. Pronounced bare-ul. A very rare gemstone, I was told, by one of the women I was forced to talk to in the early days. It’s also pronounced like barrel. Something I always pictured rolling around in the bottom of a leaky ship. 

When I blew the scraps of paper across the floor to the bleeding man clutching the remnants of his blanket, I half hoped he wouldn’t figure it out. Wouldn’t know my name. He’d shake his head and go, “What are you trying to say?” And I could tell myself I tried as I retreated back into my sanctuary.

But he got it.

Kind of. 

And it seemed so much better to be something new, rather than a precious gemstone waiting to be discovered. An orphan rock waiting to be collected. I was all too familiar with the orphan part already.

He named me Berle. Or at least that’s how I spelled it in my head. He renamed me, and it was like a new chapter in my life. One in which I ceased waiting to be discovered by others. Instead, I would try. I would try. I would try.

And I do.

Now that I have a family of my own, for the first time in my life, I know what a blessing it is. I know that I will do anything not to lose it.

Oh Steven. Oh John.

They always told me, whilst in the foster care system, that it was a rare thing to be adopted past a certain age. That we were blessed to be considered by any family, and should consider how open and understanding they must be to want to take someone in. They said that to the dregs, the leftover scraps whom no one wanted. 

But it still resonated. We felt like these families were saints, examining us for something special, something ethereal that would allow them to raise us to their vaunted heights. 

And gods, we would try.

Gods. Ha.

A habit I’ve picked up from Harlan. He says it under his breath. A lot. As if cursing more than one god, or praying to more than one god, or simply trying to invoke more than one god will carry more weight. Sometimes it does.

Back then I didn’t think I believed in any god. I did my best to stand out. Just me against the world. To be someone worth taking in and making a family with.

Now I definitely don’t believe in God. 

The sad truth is, after a certain age, no one wants an old orphan. If people can’t have children of their own, they still want someone impressionable enough to stamp their own print upon. 

And if they are trying to be altruistic, taking in the wild strays that no one else will touch… Well, they will only take in something tameable. 

I was too wild. Not out of a need to act out. The opposite. I acted out because of a need to belong. I was insecure, and intuitive, and didn’t take well to being treated like a charity case. Or like a child. Or like I was fucking fragile.

I wanted to belong. But only on my terms. So yeah, I had issues.

I look around at my family; Harlan and Sheila and Theo and Josey. The specters of John and Steven. 

We were all orphans, some of us just didn’t know it yet. 

And if I didn’t belong to a family in the true sense of the word, then this is a family which I understand all too well.

Words echo in my head. And I wish, mostly in the quiet moments when we have stopped somewhere, when there’s that silence that begs for someone to break it, that I could tell them. That I could tell him. Tell him. Tell him. 

I could tell him just how much words mean to me. Just how much they crash and reverberate in my head and my soul. 

I’m avoiding the truth.

I want to tell him how much of a master of words I am. How I know the difference between beryl and barrel and burl. That I know poetry, that I write poetry… wrote poetry… that I read books. 

I am a master of words and cannot seem to use them.

That’s irony. Or a paradox. Or, and I use one of my favorite words… FUCKED.

Someday, I tell myself. Someday I will sing, or tell a joke, or tell a story.

Each day is a number. I’m up to fifty-four. I said fifty-four words in a day. Yeses and nos and that day I said, “We’ll be okay, you know we will.”

I do not despair. Every day is better. Mostly. And if it’s not, I still wake up near people I consider, and I do not say this lightly, my family.










The journey begins. Our routine is almost mechanical. We find a place to call home for the night, we clear it and any other buildings nearby. Food is passed out. We find our spots. Usually not far from each other. Bedrooms are typically avoided, so we end up having an adult slumber party in the living room. Theo the large dad who falls asleep sitting up in the chair, snoring with a hand tucked in his pants before everyone else has even settled down. Josey will read, sometimes out loud, or play a guitar and sing songs. You’d think it would piss one of us off, eventually, but he always seems to sense the mood. He always knows what kind of song to play.

Sheila flits in and out of the room, mostly to go smoke cigarettes, but I think she likes to explore the places. See what kind of people lived there. Or to find their booze stash, if they had one. Then she sits on the floor and disassembles her gun, and any of ours that she says are “fucking filthy,” and cleans and oils them. She complains about doing it, and tells us we shouldn’t be allowed to carry guns if we aren’t going to treat them right, but I think she likes doing it. I think it settles her down. And sometimes she has a little smile on her face, and I know she is thinking of Mickey.

I’m up before the rest of them. I always am. Mainly because I take the last watch of the night. The one that goes from the deepest black to the ever so faint change. Not the emergence of light. A fade of dark. That’s what I’d call it. 

I watch it as I sit outside and imagine myself as the sky. I am the sky, and there are only a few stars. Darkness. And Harlan came. And time passed, and then there was a fade. A fade of the dark. 

And now, occasionally, the sun comes out.

But I’d be awake before the others regardless. I think it’s the schedule I inherited from the monster, still ingrained in my blood and bones. But it’s my revenge on him as well. I wake to the steady breaths of Har. The time in the night where he truly sleeps. Warm and secure in my arms. And I watch the others. I see Sheila, each night, move in closer to Josey. I watch her in the morning as, still deep asleep, her hand reaches out for someone next to her.

I watch Theo fight. I watch his eyes flutter and cheeks pinch and his mouth twist into a grimace. Arms that rise up and hands that cover his face. I see his relief when he awakens. 

I don’t know if what we were before was honest because, frankly, I don’t know if we are honest now. We still cover things up. We still believe that we are so much more unreadable than we actually are. But those moments in the morning, those are honest. We are all hurt. All a little broken. And that’s about as honest as it gets.
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WE DRIVE A Prius with almost a full tank of gas and a good charge of electricity. It makes a loud whir when we fire it up, the engine revving unnaturally for a few minutes before settling down and running smoothly. How fortunate. And Josey was right, there ain’t shit past Carson City. But it’s okay, we have a trunkful of guns and Snickers bars and canned soup. Beryl passes out vitamins she found in the last house. Josey starts to laugh when she gives him vitamin C gummies.

“I had a roommate in college, he was a big gamer. He’d play on his computer all day, most of the time he didn’t even go to his classes. Anyways, he started to get sick. Feel ill all of the time. I finally got him to go see a doctor. Turns out he had scurvy. The doctor was completely flabbergasted. I guess he’d been eating only pizza for a couple months. So he bought a shit ton of these gummy bear vitamin C’s, and he’d be popping them all day as he’d play games.”

We laugh the weary laugh of the emotionally exhausted. Low chuckles and mostly grins. Eyes that stare at the floor until the smile fades away.

Beryl gives extra pills to Sheila causing her to raise an eyebrow.

“More for me? You putting me on birth control or something?”

Beryl’s cheeks redden a bit, even as she shakes her head.

“For a… infection. For your hand.”

Sheila snorts and swallows the handful all at once, washing it down with a pull of whiskey. 

I guess she, at least, isn’t going to drive today. Not that she could cause any harm unless she fell asleep. Highway 50 is empty. Absolutely empty. We don’t pass but two cars in the next two hours, driving along a stretch of road that’s almost perfectly straight.

It’s sunny, but not as hot as I thought it would be. The wind blowing outside is cold enough to make us roll up the windows. For awhile. The silence is not a comfortable one, and Beryl cracks her window to fill the car with a steady whoosh of white and distant noise.

We hit the 95 and cruise north towards the 80 freeway. The 80 that will take us to highway 93. The last road. The road that will wind its way to my little home town. 

I had a secret hope that this Prius, with its full tank, would take us all the way there. An hour into the drive, between Theo’s coughing and Sheila spilling whiskey, I’m praying we need to change cars soon. 

Josey senses my annoyance and launches into a few more stories. They’re funny, but too much of the content involves accidental text messages. A drunken voicemail he once left on what he thought was his ex-girlfriend’s phone, but turned out to be his professor’s. An Instagram post that accidentally contained nudity.

Not that I miss that stuff. In fact, it’s crazy how much it feels vulgar to me. Abhorrent. A fad gone wrong. Emoticons and pokes and likes and apps that made artists out of amateurs, videos that showed off items paid for and bodies bought. 

That’s not what bothers me. We saw that even as we were a part of it. Our shame was not a secret. We talked about giving it up all the time. What bothers me now, talking about it, is that we were so secure. So safe. And we took it all for granted.

We filled up our time with so much nothingness. Every moment of every day filled with the ping of an email or a text. Checking on who was doing what. The world and what was happening was so accessible. And we embraced filling our day with that because without it… Well then you have time to listen to Theo sniffling. To Sheila mumbling under her breath. To every time Beryl purses her lips or scribbles in the notebook.

“Car up ahead.”

I slow down, gradually pulling the Prius over to the side. I pop the trunk and we clamber out, guns up. Sheila grabs a rifle from the back, swiftly loading it, her movements surgical and showing none of her inebriation. 

I don’t give orders. Apparently I don’t need to. Josey and Theo move off to the sides as Sheila climbs on top of the car. She hikes her shorts up as she lays down, legs spread wide to anchor her to the top of the Prius. She winks at me before bringing her eye to the scope.

Beryl is behind us. Scanning the horizon. Waiting for a trap. Ready to catch what we don’t see. My back, always.

I grab a rifle and take my spot fifteen feet in front of the car. We take these positions without speaking, and there is no jostling, no piece out of place. We are meant to be where we are. 

The car slows down and stops five hundred feet away. It idles, a distant purr almost lost in the vast loneliness of this place. Everywhere is sun and sand and cacti. And only this, this one stretch of asphalt made by man that divides a land used to death. And we its only travelers.

My heart beats fast. But it’s different, now. I think back on meeting Steven and John, the sheer terror that had me almost at the point of shooting them. I think of Don, and how I almost wasn’t even myself when I met him. I was an animal, fight or flight ruling my brain, and I had no intention of running.

Now. Now I am wary. I will not trust these people until they have been investigated. Until they have proven themselves harmless. I am still an animal, I suppose. An animal bent on survival, on protecting his friends. His family. His clan. But instead of being that animal whose reaction to fear is to attack, I’m now a predator content to circle. To observe whilst claws are unsheathed. 

I turn in a slow circle, scanning the road behind us, the desert, looking for signs of a trap. 

“Har.”

Beryl says my name and I turn to see a man exiting the car. He stands behind the door, one arm raised to shield his eyes as he tries to see what, exactly, we are doing. He raises it high in an awkward wave. 

“Hey!” He yells. 

I don’t respond. 

“Hey! We aren’t infected!”

He continues to keep the arm up high, waving it back and forth as if he was a kid who knew the answer to a math question. 

“Sheila, how many you see?”

“Two, or four depending on whether or not I’m seeing double.” She smiles down at me. “Fuckin’ with ya. The other’s a girl. Young.”

I feel us relax, although I know we shouldn’t. They can still be up to no good. But it seems more unlikely with a man and a woman traveling together. 

Or she could be there against her will. 

“Cover me. I raise my hand you start shooting.”

Beryl gives me a dirty look as she walks side by side with me towards the man. 

“You should stay,” I say, knowing she won’t. 

I walk with the rifle down by my side, Beryl with her pistol, slow steps of coiled tension.

There is no more waving and saying hello. Not for now. Not in a world where what someone has hidden might mean your death. Not in a world where taking it too far might be the difference between one of your companions living or dying. We walk with teeth bared. Better to draw a little blood than to spill it all.

The man is having a hushed conversation with the girl in the car. He looks skittish as we approach, throwing both hands up and then pulling them down as if he is about to climb back into the vehicle. Beryl raises her gun and he freezes, slowly coming back outside.

“Whoa! Whoa! Whoa!”

It seems he can’t say anything else at the moment. Tall and thin with black curly hair, the guy can’t be older than seventeen or eighteen. 

I stop walking, one hand slowing Beryl. I point to the passenger side. “Tell her to get out of the car.”

“We didn’t do anything wrong.”

I am getting a sense for these things. A worrisome thought. No one should have to do this more than once. Everyone should do it all the time, especially now.

“Just tell her.”

He doesn’t say anything so much as wave his hand at her, his expression so perplexed it almost seems cartoonish.

The passenger door opens and Beryl swings her gun. A pretty, petite black girl of about the same age as the boy steps out. She moves awkwardly, hunched, and it’s only when she steps around the door that we see that she is pregnant.

I relax, and Beryl lowers her gun to her side. We look at each other and she gives a nod, a small curl of a smile reserved for the side of her mouth that’s facing me. We are the danger, it says. For us, for her and me, we cannot help but be cautious. Fearful. Wary to the point of being offensive. But whatever broke us down to that level honed our instincts as well. Tigers encountering a gazelle in a clearing are only cautious until they know it’s indeed a gazelle. 

“We don’t have anything. But if you want to look around inside, be my guest.”

He moves aside as if waiting for Beryl or I to step in and sweep the vehicle for goods. 

“We don’t want anything.”

The man’s face crumples into a mask of confusion. 

“Then what’s going on?”

What is going on?

I wonder what these two have been doing since the downfall. They aren’t as cautious as us. They don’t seem to be armed. I guess, in a world of chaos, some of us see the depths of darkness. Others would have it much easier. Much, much, easier. 

I turn and almost wave the others forward before remembering that Sheila is waiting for me to do just that. And then she’d blow this poor guy’s head off. I make a thumbs up at my chest and trust them to understand. Sure enough, Sheila makes a show of getting off the car and the others walk towards us.

The man is still worried. Still unsure. 

As he ought to be.

“We haven’t done anything wrong.” The girl speaks, both hands cradling her stomach. She slouches down and lowers her chin to her chest, big eyes looking up at me and a lip quivering. She has perfected the art of pouting. Put-out. Saddened by the actions of those around her. Probably has gotten whatever she’s wanted her entire life.

No wonder she’s pregnant.

“We aren’t going to hurt you. We’re just cautious.”

The guy huffs, pride hurt. “Seems a bit excessive. Especially pointing a gun at a pregnant woman.”

“Sorry.” I say it and don’t mean it, and I’m pretty sure everyone there can hear I don’t mean it, too. Footsteps behind me as the others join us. Theo is trying to muffle his coughs, as if embarrassed to be sick in front of strangers.

“Ah shit, ya got knocked up? That sucks.” Sheila slowly saunters past everyone, eyes raking both the boy and girl. She leans into their car and turns off the engine. “He’s good looking enough but still… Going to be rough without a shit ton of drugs and a doctor.”

The girl abandons her pouting, casting Sheila a glare as she comes to stand by me. “No shit.”

Sheila smiles at the words, relaxing even more now that there is conflict. Pregnant or not, I think Sheila will put the girl in her place. I do my best to cut her off before it can escalate.

“Where are you heading?”

The young man gives me a shrug, smiling now that there are no guns pointed at his face. “Anywhere, man. Anywhere.” He gestures broadly. “Just getting out of town. Callie has never seen the ocean, and now with all this we figured we’d find a nice mansion on a beach somewhere.”

I can’t help the grunt that comes out of my mouth. His enthusiasm, and naïveté, hit me like a punch to the gut. Though I wonder if the scorn I feel isn’t tinged with a little jealousy.

“How old are you?”

He squints at me, sensing the harsh appraisal.

“Nineteen.”

A few years and change separate us. But I feel ancient compared to this child standing in front of me. Clear skin unblemished by scars. Eyes that look at the world with hope and innocence. 

I pity him. I hope he doesn’t learn the hard way.

“So…” He awkwardly starts to say. I realize that I have let the silence stretch as we all examine this specimen of a man, the last remnant of a world fast fading away.

“So… We cool? You guys want to chat for a bit? We have some water bottles in the trunk. Some food… Maybe we can share?”

“Yes, fuck.” Theo says. Then he sits down on the pavement and covers his eyes with his hands. 

Okay.

I nod and Josey jogs back to bring the car up. We pass out Snickers bars, and they give water, and we sit on the hoods of our cars or in the road, the only life in the middle of a deserted desert.

Introductions are made. The young man says his name is Derek. The girl, now coquettish, says her name is Callie.

“You guys know what happened? How everything…” Derek makes a broad gesture in the air.

“Something with our blood, I guess. We’re all AB.”

His eyes raise and he looks to the girl. “Are you AB?”

She shakes her head. “I don’t know what you’re all talking about.”

He swings his gaze back to me. “I know I am. Holy shit. We thought it was a bird flu or something. Anything else?”

I think back on my talks with Mickey. The guesses, the surmises, everyone jumping to a conclusion that will allow them to continue to operate on this planet. Or to have hope.

“Not a clue.”

Sheila swigs from a bottle of whiskey fast disappearing. She sits next to the young man and does her best to antagonize the pregnant girl. It doesn’t look hard.

“So you get knocked up before, or after?” she slurs. The girl casts her a dark look before answering.

“Before.”

“Ah, shit, I suppose that makes sense. It wouldn’t be something you’d want now, huh?”

Uncomfortable looks between everyone. Beryl glances at me, knowing what I’m thinking about.

“How far along are you?” Josey asks. 

“I’m not sure. Six months we think. We’ve been keeping track on a calendar but we might be a week off.”

“You know what month it is?” I blurt, startled from my revery.

The man shrugs. “Mid September-ish.”

Holy shit… So much time gone. Jessica is due around November fifth. That gives me a month, maybe more, to get back.

“So you guys just decided to head south, have some sort of honeymoon before the little shit gets here?” There’s something beyond antagonistic in Sheila’s eyes, her voice, this time. Who knows what talk took place between her and Mickey in the small hours of the night, coiled in the sheets together. Maybe she sees something of that dream in them. Maybe she sees the injustice of it all.

The man either ignores her attitude or is unaware. He gives another rueful smile to everyone. “Yeah, don’t want to be worrying about a baby in the winter, you know?”

Everyone looks at me, quick glances and then to the ground. It’s okay. It’s not something I haven’t thought about. Or obsessed about. Or had nightmares about.

“Where are you coming from?”

“Uh…” He gets a worried look on his face. I was up by, uh, Elko… You know where that is?” We all shake our heads and he nods, expecting the answer. “No one does. I ran into Callie around Winnemucca.”

Silence for a second as we all think on what he said.

“Wait,” Sheila drawls, “you found her? So you aren’t the baby daddy?”

He shakes his head, sharing a glance with Callie.  “I’m not. But I’m prepared to take care of it.” He puffs out his chest as he talks. Even though, at least to me, “take care of it,” feels off. More like he was willing to dispose of something. 

Perhaps I’ve grown too morbid, too trapped in my own world of distrust.

“Where are you all coming from?” He beams around the circle at us, genuinely excited to hear our stories. 

“California.”

Josey says it, and that’s all that is said.

Nothing but the desert wind on the highway, the swoosh of tumbleweed as they make their scramble across the road. A screech of a bird. 

“Should we not go that way?”

He says it with such concern, such innocence, that Sheila barks a laugh. I don’t know what to tell him. Should I be that person who says hunker down, the world is a dark, dreary place full of monsters and nuclear weapons? Should I give him a warning? Should I just let the man go and find out on his own? 

“I wouldn’t” I say, and it sounds sad and secretive and almost, just almost, like a threat. I don’t know why I can’t just come out and say it. Tell him, them, just why California might not be their best bet. My first instinct, my first shield, is to say I’m protecting Sheila from having to relive the disaster at San Francisco. That I’m protecting Beryl from reliving the jump from the bridge. Theo’s killing. Josey’s torture. 

If I’m being real with myself, and I force myself to do this, I know I’m protecting them from seeing the real us. In the face of their innocence, well, it’s damn hard not to feel like a pack of savages.

“You’re not the only ones who’ve had a hard time, you know.” Callie says it, and she adds a sniffle, though the desert air can’t possibly have given her nose any moisture. She does it anyways. “We’ve all had it rough.”

I think we are too stunned, at first, to offer any response. I know our answers have been short, clipped, implying hardship. But we aren’t looking for pity. Or, gods forbid, a comparison of trials. That she thinks we are on par with each other…. That is shocking.

“How have you had it rough?” Sheila says, and if I were a betting man I’d wager that more than one life was on the line with her answer. A rustle goes through our group, unnoticed by Derek. A small ripple of movement that brings Theo’s head up and deepens the crease between Josey’s eyes. Beryl has moved to her spot just over my left shoulder. 

Fuck.

This isn’t worth it. But it is. It should be. Whatever she says had better not be a spit on the graves of our lost. 

“We don’t need to hear your story,” I say. “Nor do you need to hear ours—”

“Let her speak.” Sheila says. She doesn’t have her gun. She doesn’t have any weapon on her, at least as far as I know. And it would be hard to conceal a weapon in the little that she wears. But her right hand, the one wrapped in bandages, has a slow brick blush oozing across her clenched knuckles. She seems relaxed, but her calves are flexed and her eyes are bright, and she is sitting upon the hood of our car more like a falcon about to take flight than someone interested in hearing a tale. 

Callie is on the wrong wave length. She takes it as a sign of feminine approval. She bats her eyes at me, and at Josey. She even spares a brief glance for the formidable, though shrunken, figure of Theo. She is the kind of girl that has worked two highways in her life; that of pity and that of sexuality. If she can’t woo you, she will make you feel sorry for her. It will buy her clothes and will get her attention. I doubt she’s old enough to see anything beyond that.

I wonder if Derek sees it. Or maybe he is simply the victim of a creature both predator and parasite. 

“Tell it. Tell us how you have had it so rough.” 

Sheila is ruthless and sounding absurdly sober. I look at Beryl, wondering how she feels. Her eyes are on Callie. Curious. Distant. She ignores me.

“I was in a hotel. A high rise. We were on the tenth floor. And I was set to meet the… the father. We had plans for a… it was going to be a weekend date.” 

She takes a deep breath and snatches a glance at Derek. He’s trying to be aloof, to pretend that this story doesn’t matter.

Our instincts are too honed not to see the tension.

“He never came. And I was all alone. Just me and Benny. My dog.” 

She takes a deep, dramatic breath, letting us know that this is where the story got hard.

“I waited. So long. And we raided vending machines. And we made an SOS with pillows on the roof. But there was no one.” She looks at us as if being alone was a rare disease, rarely contracted and never cured. “There was no one. We ran out of food. Benny…”

She looks at each of our faces. I think, perhaps, that she has told this story before and received much more empathy. Sympathy for her plight. She doesn’t know how to interpret our silence. And whether it’s the blank look in our eyes or the lack of reaction, it forces her to blurt out the rest of the story in a rush before bursting into sobs.

“I ate him. I ate Benny. I had to.”

The most unsettling part of all this isn’t her crying. It isn’t Derek moving in to comfort her. It isn’t the rest of us sitting in silence, full of judgement. 

It’s Sheila’s laugh. 

She laughs and her eyes never leave Callie’s face. 

“You gotta be fuckin’ with me. That’s it? You dumb fucking twat!” 

And she laughs some more. Callie is weeping and huddles up next to Derek, who seems too shocked by Sheila’s reaction to do anything.

This isn’t something I want to let continue. But I’m tired. Exhausted by the drama. And not tempted to temper our insensitivity in the face of theirs. No one looking at us should be able to trot out that story and think we will commiserate.

“Why are you laughing?” Callie asks through her tears. “Why are you being so cruel?”

Sheila abruptly jumps to her feet, all serious now.

“You want to know what having it rough means? Do you?”

Callie shrinks back from her, arms cradling her swollen belly in fear.

“Enough,” I say, but Sheila pretends not to hear.

“I could tell you stories. But maybe I just show you. Maybe we take you and your—”

“Enough!” I bark. And Sheila swings around on me. She is about to ride her wave of anger and pour out some of the vitriol on me. But she sees my face. And Beryl’s. And Josey’s. And I suppose there is enough of our own anger, and sadness, and disgust, and envy there to douse the fire. For a moment. 

She walks to the car and grabs her whiskey, taking a deep pull before turning back to the couple. She gives a long hard look at Derek.

“Get rid of her. You’re both pathetic, but if you stay with her you’ll die.”

And with that she storms off down the road. Josey hops up and runs after her.

“I don’t understand,” Callie whispers. “I don’t understand why everyone is so cruel. Why isn’t anyone fixing this?” Her eyes swing up to mine, beseeching. “Why are people not helping each other?”

I don’t know. 

Maybe the dust has to settle before we can pretend to be civilized again. Or maybe it’s just that virtue means something different, now. A harder edge. A helping hand laced with callouses.

For now.

I think we’ve all gone a little crazy. Guilt, anger, frustration. Mourning more in a day than you have in the entirety of your life before the downfall. We’ve all changed, and I guess this new side of people makes sense to me. One day, perhaps, we’ll be more concerned about helping each other. I hope time is all it takes. I wonder if John would agree.

I sip water and listen to the quiet crying of Callie and the soft shushing of Derek as he cradles her head. I don’t know if, like Sheila says, he will survive. But he holds Callie’s hand, and he does his best to fortify her, and I can’t help but look at Beryl. To see if she sees what I see. A vision of us only a million shades lighter.

Their relationship seems skewed. Their love, if it is indeed love, is borne of circumstances and the fear of being alone.

Beryl punches me in the shoulder. 

“How is the road ahead?”

Derek shrugs, willing to bypass any explanation of Sheila’s behavior.

“Nothing going on back the way we came. But when I left Elko there was a lot of smoke. Seems like some of Idaho is on fire.”

“Forest fire?”

He shakes his head. “No idea.”

He seems odd. A bad poker face, I think. I’m not going to press him. Hell, he might lie. And it’s not like we’ve been forthcoming. 

But he decides to tell me anyways. 

“There’s a group. Up north. Led by a guy called the Crook’d Man. He’s got a following. He says he knows what happened. Says he knows why.” He stops there and doesn’t meet my eyes. 

“Who does he say is responsible?”

He shakes his head again. “Isn’t one person or group. He has trials. It’s… Another reason we are heading south.”

After that it’s mostly silent. Moments passed in the company of others not because there is a comfort in their proximity. Rather an importance in this new world to impart something with each other before drifting along, even if I don’t know what that is. So we sit, and wait, and simply breathe together. 

The air is cool, the wind picking up and tossing Beryl’s hair around her face, though she doesn’t seem to notice. The sky is blue. A pure blue. If I had to name it, I’d say it was the first blue.

“I know, or at least I think I know, that I’ve had it easy.”

Not the words I’d thought to hear.

“But we are choosing to try to be happy.”

That’s all he says. And as much as I’ve judged these two, perhaps wrongly, perhaps harshly… I see the wisdom in his words. And that’s when I know it’s time to go. We part ways with awkward handshakes.

Three miles down the road we pick up Josey and Sheila. The drive is now subdued. There is still that thought, that idea attached to the downfall, that has wormed its way into our minds… We think that those of us who survived, those alive… We think that we are important. And we think that those that we meet will also carry importance. I don’t know if it was easier to deal with shitty people when there were more of them, but meeting people who simply seem too inane to be around brings about a depression. Perhaps we thought, even with the blood thing, that those of us alive would be… a good showing.

Josey tries to ease the mood, as is his way. I always wondered how a man as ethical as him had been able to stay on the periphery at Camelot. Now I get it. He hates conflict. He’s a peacemaker. Even when he pretended to want to soldier with Mickey, it was from a romanticized view of bringing peace to the world.

“I hate grapefruit,” he says. “Not the taste, just the name. And I was wondering, since there aren’t many people around, if we could change it to…?
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OUR CAMP IS a quiet, somber affair. Except for Sheila. She is drunk, and angry. A dark angry. An unapproachable angry. After she passes out the rest of us still tiptoe around, whispering the few conversations that take place.

A squeeze on my shoulder as Harlan walks past me to the road. Always the first watch. Though tonight it might be more of the pull to be alone. To examine ourselves in the face of what happened today. To see not what we are, but what we have become. 

Maybe an innocence lost. Perhaps forever. 

I do not fret. Mine was lost a long time ago. 

Theo’s coughing gradually dies down as he falls asleep. I hear the murmur of Josey as he dreams. 

I stare at the fire and let time flow past me. The enchantment that the flickering flames cast over me. When I got too old for foster care I was bounced around various halfway houses. One had a three day retreat. A bus trip to a secluded campground. A place for us to talk, if we wanted. Or to gain perspective. At least that’s what they said. Most just used it as a place to try to sneak away. But I always loved the campfire. There’s no pressure to speak around a fire. The flames say enough.

I smile. I feel Harlan standing above me. Pulling the blankets down over my feet. I hadn’t even known they were cold.

I open my eyes to reveal the dark figure above me. My mind stumbles, skips a beat. I know it’s Harlan. But in this darkness I’m ten years old again. Late at night. Always a school night. I’d wake to the elderly man pulling my blanket down. Down and not to make me warmer. 

It’s easy. So easy. To drift. To blur the lines. To sink.

But I don’t. I fight it. I grit my teeth and bring my will to bear.

My body twitches, jumping of its own accord as Harlan settles in next to me. My body rebelling even as I embrace what his presence means to me. 

I am alone. But I am not. 

I close my eyes. And open them. To the world. To the light from the fire. To Harlan’s arm draped over my shoulder. To his hand grasped within mine. My body still trembles, still shakes. But he is patient. He whispers to me of his home, of the birds on the lake. He whispers to me of the beach that sits at the northern tip. Of the mix of sand and clay. Of the sanded glass from bottles long ago tossed into a distant part of the water, only to wash up there. Sharp edges gone. Clean. Almost new. A better version of themselves. Something, he says, his mother would collect and turn into art. Trash to treasure. 

I like that.

I don’t dream.

Not like Harlan. I can’t. Not when I have my sanctuary. Sometimes I wish I did. Dream. Sometimes I wish I was brave enough to see what my subconscious might trot out in front of me. 

But I can’t afford to be weak.

Not for him.

Not for the group. My family.

Waking up is like suddenly finding yourself without air. I gasp, and tremble. And panic. And all the while scurry around from nerve to nerve in a desperate attempt to hide it from Harlan. From everyone. I don’t know if they notice. I don’t know if they don’t say anything out of pity. 

I wake up, and murder is always the first thing on my mind. I want to kill. I want to rage. 

I am scared for the people around me.

But I am able to take these feelings and put them behind a closed door. A locked door. The place within the tree in which I keep my words. My worst memories. The sides of myself that even I cannot bear to bring out into the open.

For now. 

Part of me knows that someday I will have to face them. Another part of me hopes that the longer they are kept in the dark, the more they will shrivel and decay, turn to a dust that I can simply expose to the new warm winds that blow through my heart. A room scoured clean by time and hope. 

It won’t be that easy. 

Thoughts for a future that might not exist. For now I’ll hang onto the anger, the rage, the knife’s edge of madness that allows me to protect my family. To give that up now would only make me the latest victim of this harsh new world. 

One day…

I grip Harlan’s hand and pretend that I’m doing better. I cling to him with the hope that one day I will be better.

Maybe I do dream, after all.










“Har.”

I point down the road. I’m sure he’s already seen the silhouettes of people. But sometimes… Sometimes the open road takes over. Too much emptiness. Too much quiet. Deep sighs every few minutes and the arched eyebrows that signify that his thoughts are thousands of miles away.

He brings the car to a stop and Theo is already jumping out, gun up and brought about as he checks the road behind us. I join him, gun held out in front of me as I scan the desert to the right.

“You’re holding the gun wrong.”

Sheila stands next to me. She reeks of whiskey and, as if to prove her disinterest, she takes a pull from the near empty bottle.

“Didn’t your daddy teach ya how to hold one? Jesus.”

I am too far removed from that part of my life to let that affect me. Or to bother explaining that no, I never had a father. That I would have loved to have learned how to protect myself from someone. That it would have changed a large part of my life had someone, anyone, been a father figure to me.

“I’m thinking that gun’s too much for you. We should find you a smaller piece.”

I walk past her to the front of the car to join Harlan. I try to smooth my face, walk at an easy pace. But fuck, that girl is wearing me thin. It has been a clockwork of derisiveness that has left no one unscathed. Pushing and probing and asking questions more than skin deep. Questioning. Bitter jokes that come with no apology. She decided to stay with us. But she acts like she wants us to push her away. Throw her to the side of the road. Another abandoned remnant of a time that was.

Too bad.

We are weathering the storm. So far. My silence is, as I’ve learned, my greatest asset with her. Harlan is much more volatile. Too easy to provoke with questions about Montana. About his scars. She’ll get close to taking it too far. Close to the point in which I know he’ll snap. 

Then she moves on to Theo. 

She feels out our weaknesses. Our pain. Our unmentionables. She finds them and fills the car with a most casual dressing down. As if she were a drill-sergeant hell bent on breaking new recruits.

It’s usually worse when she’s sober.

Two figures stand in the road. One of them waves, arms flapping over his head as if he thinks we don’t see him. Or are ignoring them. 

“I don’t feel like talking to them,” Har says. He snorts. “John would be so pissed.”

There is more than a little hurt in his words. But it’s the first time he’s mentioned him since we last saw John standing over his brother. I don’t know if it’s a good thing, or not. I’m probably the least fit person to diagnose someone’s mental status. But it feels good. At least to me. Breaking the silence on something like that is some sort of liberty. A thing is the same even bound in chains, but it will always be better without.

“I guess we better chat. Not unless we feel like off-roading for a bit.”

I knew he would say that. And I knew he’d be balking the whole way. But it’s one of the things I admire about him. The ability to see each new situation as if it were new. Untouched from before. Yes, he’s cautious. But he has room for hope. More than I can say.

“Sheila, you—”

“I’m fuckin’ set.”

Harlan heaves in a breath.“Theo, you coming?”

He nods thankfully, and we abandon Josey to Sheila. Theo takes center and outpaces me by two strides. I fade right as Harlan takes the left. Our guns are up but only pointed at the legs of the men in front of us. 

We stop twenty feet away. The men still have their hands out. There is a deep bark and then a guttural huffing. There, in the ditch, is a dog on its own. No, not by itself. There is a woman, or at least I think it’s a woman. A form sitting in the shade, an arm crossed over a knee so that the head can rest. A dirty face and eyes that are watching us. She jerks on the leash that leads to the choke chain and all noises from the dog subside.

“We are friends, here, we are friends!” yells the nearest man.

Both are thin. Both with beards heavily tinged with grey. Both with desperate eyes housed in deep sockets, the whites made brighter by their tanned and leathery skin. They are a hodgepodge of new clothes and old. A brand new jacket over a soiled shirt. A greasy ball cap paired with new shoes. Stained pants and new backpacks. One has long hair and the other has none. 

“We need help here. We need help.” Long hair speaks. His eyes darting to each of us in turn, wide and imploring. 

“What do you need help with?” Harlan says.

“What do you mean?” The man gestures to the wide world and speaks with such incredulousness that I can tell Harlan is taken aback. “What do you mean, ‘what do we need help with?’ The world is fucked!”

“We are aware.”

The man gestures again, frustration painted across his features. “There hasn’t been anyone who’s helped. No one has come at all. We’ve been getting by as best as we can, but…”

He slaps his hands against his thighs. Neither makes eye contact. Only the woman in the ditch.

“Why are you out here?” Harlan is straight to the point. Tired, even. I think, like me, he can see where this is going.

“We were looking for food. Getting by. Ran into some people who, well… They run us out of town. We’ve been on our own out here…”

I can’t feel sorry for him. And I don’t want to. And I can tell he isn’t getting any reaction from Harlan or Theo.

“We need water. And a car. And help, Jesus, we need help! You have to help us.”

“No, we don’t.” Harlan is calm, almost deadpan. To an outsider it might seem callous. Maybe even cruel. But in this world, as in the one before, there is a limitless supply of tools to help you. And this time they are free. Free, if you have the courage to help yourself.

The man kicks the dirt at this last remark, and the dog begins to bark again. 

“Shut that fuckin’ thing up!” yells long-hair, as if it’s the dog’s fault we are being so distant.

The woman jerks the chain again, bringing the dog next to her. She pushes the dog down, still choking it. 

“You shut up now. You shut up!” A whiny voice. Not a command. Half threat, half plea, if such a thing exists. 

“I spent the last month listening to that fuckin’ thing,” the man says, as if to curry up some sort of sympathy. “Morning and night.”

The other man steps forward. He’s more calm. Still a glimmer of pride in his eyes, though they’re also pained. Embarrassed. Shamed at what he’s become. 

“Do you know what happened? Do you know when… This’ll get fixed?”

“No,” Harlan starts to say. “I don’t know of any—”

The dog barks again, then lets loose a series of whines. The woman jerks him closer to her and raps him on the nose with knobby knuckles. “Shut the fuck up, goddammit!”

“Stop.” 

My gun is aimed at the woman. She slowly releases her grip on the dog. 

Silence. All eyes turn to me. I pour each word from my brain into my mouth, properly measured and weighed before I speak again.

“I will give you water. I want the dog.”

“Beryl.” Harlan gives me a look. Our look. The look that is worth a hundred conversations and one good argument. He nods.

The man with hair looks at the dog, then back to her.

“We want more than water. That dog is ours.”

I raise my gun. Words are so muddled, so… beautiful. But so many people ignore them. Or pretend to not understand. So I point my gun and wait, using my silence to convey what words apparently won’t.

Long-hair has the audacity to be offended. To pretend that a minute ago he wasn’t just complaining about the very same animal. “You fucking with us? That’s our dog. And instead of helping us, as any good person would, you decide to rob us? Un-fucking-believable!”

Harlan steps forward. “The dog, and you get water. And a chance to live another day.”

“We want the car too. How are we supposed to get out of here without it?”

Words. More and more words. Losing them made me miss them all the more. But it also showed me when they can be useless. When they are uttered by the fearful, and the self-deceived, to cloud a room with nothingness.

“Beryl?”

Nothing but words. I find myself standing in front of the woman. Gun at my side. Finger on the trigger. She glances up at me and just as quickly averts her eyes. She jerks the dog closer to her, one large arm pulling its head into her lap.

“Ain’t yours. He’s mine.”

The men have stopped speaking their useless words. Stopped kicking the road and yelling and demanding help. Stopped trying to manipulate the situation for the maximization of their benefit. 

Nothing but truth, now.

I want to tell this woman that this dog no longer belongs to her. That he never belonged to her. That possessions are a thing limited, an idea. That true possessions stay with us even after they are gone. 

I want to tell her how close she is to dying. 

Harlan questions his morality, whether what he’s doing is right, or wrong, or simply something he desires. I don’t. If I was alone I would have no problem ending this woman’s life. Anything that would starve and torture an animal out of some distorted idea of mastery doesn’t deserve another breath. I only hesitate out of fear that Harlan might see me as some sort of monster. More and more I don’t think he’d care.

“He’s mine. You ain’t getting him for free.”

I look at the dog. Black all over but for a white stripe down his chest and white splotches on his paws. A broad, square forehead and long jowls. There is missing skin on his front leg and sores around his feet. His hair is thin around the choke chain and I see old scabs. And new. He doesn’t look at me, head pointed at the ground which makes the bones in his shoulders protrude even more. 

As if sensing my gaze the tip of his tail gives a brief wag. A scared wag. A wag as if to say he isn’t a part of whatever turmoil is happening between us.

He speaks more honestly than any of these three.

“Beryl.” Har speaks softly. I haven’t moved, but he, if anyone, can sense the storm within. He knows.

I kneel down so I’m eye level with the woman. She peers back at me, holds it for a moment, and then away. Back again. And then she holds steady, taking the time to actually see me. 

It’s hard not to feel entitled. I have. Thinking I deserve a break. A family. Time in one place to make friends. A home. Freedom. I wonder, if I had been given these things, would I have continued to ask for more? Would I have turned into this woman before me, someone who takes so much they cannot fathom giving away?

I cock the gun. The dog flinches more than her. She understands, but like most people she doesn’t trust what she sees in someone’s eyes. She second guesses everything until words are said. 

“Now.”

She slowly releases the dog, eyes on the ground as she mutters indignities. “This is robbery. He’s mine and you just think you can take him.” She heaves in deep breaths, as if building up momentum for when she cries.

I don’t spare her another glance. The dog is still standing next to her, head as close to the ground as it can possibly get. I lower my fingers to his nose before slowly moving them up to the choke chain. It’s embedded in his flesh in some places. It’s sickening. The anger flares up and again I consider ending this person’s life. 

Silence as they watch me slowly work the chain free. Silence as I slip it up and over the dog’s head. Touching a chain again, a chain used for mastery, makes me want to vomit. It burns my fingers. I drop it on the ground at his feet. He’s shaking, tail firmly locked between his legs. I rub his forehead, slow circles as I whisper my three words. You are free. Then I stand and walk back to the road. 

The dog casts a look back at the woman, waiting for a reaction, then shies away from her and scoots after me. 

“You might as well shoot us right now,” says long hair.

Harlan ignores him, already turning and staring back at the car. The small car. The car filled to the brim with no room for a dog. 

“What’s wrong with you people?” Long hair says. “Why won’t you help people who need it?”

And it’s not hard to read Harlan’s face. To see him calculating how we can keep the car and the dog. Knowing that it won’t work. The anger. Then his eyes come to mine. And he sees. He understands.

He tosses the car keys onto the pavement. Not out of a sense of compassion, as John would have done. Not out of a desire to help anyone else, or to answer the question asked by Callie and Derek. And certainly not for these people too lazy to help themselves.

Just for me. 










We walk. And everyone is angry at me. Or they try to be. Even Harlan does his best to be disappointed. Sheila thinks it’s hilarious that we traded our car for a dog.

“This was getting way too easy, thank you guys.”

No one wants to walk. Not with packs full of food and ammunition. Not with arms carrying guns and water bottles. 

Everyone is angry.

All except for the dog. He runs alongside the road. Shaking his head and bluff charging lizards or squirrels or oddly shaped rocks. Movements swift and joyful. Ecstatic to be free. To be fed without remonstration. He is nothing but a scampering, farting, idiot of a dog that startles everyone, at least once, with a cold nose to some exposed body part. 

It’s hard to stay angry.

For the first time in a long time we share simple smiles. Reminded, perhaps, that there is more to life. Or less. That there is less to life than the burdens we place on ourselves. 

“What’s his name?” Josey asks. The first to break the silence after Harlan told them we’d be walking. For who knows how long. 

Harlan gives me a quizzical look. Curious, I guess, to see what I will say. 

I think of my rampike. Of the dark bark with the twisted white ribbon from the lightning bolt that killed it. I look at this dog with the stripe down his chest, this animal filled with joy, but also scarred on the outside. Scarred. Like me. Like all of us. 

“Pike,” I say. “His name is Pike.”
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NAILS SCRABBLE FOR purchase in the bed of the truck, Pike lurching over the wheel well. Beryl grabs my elbow as I slow down around the curve. The dog smiles at me in the side view mirror, resuming his stance with a paw propped up on the edge of the truck bed, ears flopping in the wind and bliss written across his face.

“Maybe drive a little slower.”

Of course.

It took us the rest of the day, walking, to find a vehicle and the keys. Big enough for all of us. With no serious decomposition. And gas. It shouldn’t be this hard. But maybe whatever capricious spirit that haunts my travels has gone ahead and cleared our path of anything usable.

I wanted to drive that night. I wanted to, but then I’d be doing it alone. Theo was asleep before we had even made a fire.

It’s morning now. Just barely. The others bundled into the car at first light, Sheila already passed out again in the back. I had hoped to make up for lost time.

The wind has changed. I think. Hard not to see the new gusts, cold and sudden and strong, as a signal of some transformation. Clouds, wispy and thin, speed northeast and dapple the road in front of us, changing it to something more like a river.

Cows lift heavy heads and some spur themselves to trot by the fence as we speed by. Hungry for human contact, to know that everything is okay. Or maybe just hungry. I wonder if they are far too domesticated, too dull of spirit, to break out of the fences and pastures that will otherwise be their graveyard. 

I wish I had the time to stop and help. To set them all free. 

“Fuckin’ cows have to be the stupidest goddamn creatures alive.”

Sheila’s awake.

I hope she doesn’t hear my heavy sigh. Judging by the look on her face, her head hurts too much to respond. She cracks the window, the sudden howl of the cold wind plugging everyone’s ears.

“Sorry, sorry.” She closes the window and rubs her face with her hands. Then crawls across Theo and Josey so that she’s laying across them, her head in Josey’s lap. It would be a sexual gesture, or an attempt to garner attention, if it didn’t have a certain amount of desperation to it. A little fear. The need to feel held.

We drive for an hour, through an empty land and no sign of progress being made to my impatient mind.

“Har?”

Theo says it softly so as not to disturb Sheila.

“Next town can we stop for some food?”

I hate that he has to ask. I hate that I’m immediately pissed about it.

“Yeah, of course. You must be feeling better.”

“I am.” He sounds relieved. 

Have I been pushing us that hard?

“We need more booze, too.” Sheila senses my mood and can’t help herself. 

“We aren’t stopping for that.”

“Yeah, you will. I’m not doing Nevada sober.”

Before I can stop myself I am snapping back. “Too fucking bad. How about instead you drive a little bit today.”

“Oh yeah?” She sits up, pawing her way onto the center console to stare at my eyes in the rear view mirror. “I should drive? Why? Not my goddamned fucking mission to get to who knows where, in such a goddamned fucking hurry, to find everyone dead.”

I don’t have time to respond. Beryl’s elbow cocks back and slams into Sheila’s nose. She recoils, blood gushing. 

“What the fuck!? Why the fuck would—”

“Don’t.” It’s all Beryl says. And I don’t see her face. Or her eyes. But there’s only silence from the back seat. I start to slow, thinking I had better pull over before things escalate any more. I hear Sheila heave in a breath… 

Then a chuckle. 

“Mickey would be so turned on right now.”

Beryl cocks her head, then a slow, confused smile spreads across her face. A grunt, then Theo lets loose with his high-pitched giggle. Josey is laughing, even while his face is locked in a horrified mien.

Sheila leans her head back and tries to stop the flow of blood from her nose, occasionally breaking down into a fit of laughter so hard that tears flow down her cheeks. And the tears continue long after the laughing has died down.

I don’t understand. But, I guess, I’ll take it.

Ahead is a town that either didn’t have a name or was too small to warrant one. There are signs for mines, or mining materials, or placards that simply say “mining” that greet us as we exit the Interstate. A block or two back is a post office, a church, and two bars. There’s also a mercantile store that doubles as a drug store.

Sheila disappears, strolling down the only road there is. Josey and Theo tell me they’re going to go look for food. But I see them shadow her as they move along the houses. Always keeping her in sight. 

I get to see something new in Beryl. Something manifesting itself in the last two days. Something that was, at first, out of place in this hardened woman, someone exemplified by strength of will. 

A nurturing side.

I watch her comb through Pike’s fur, using her bandanna and a bottle of water to dab at wounds old and new. She takes his head and shakes it as he smiles in her face. She puts her forehead against his, and both of them with crooked grins.

I was angry, at first, with this new situation. With the car and the lost time. With Beryl for instigating this. I wanted to be mad at this dog, too. An interloper who needed care. More time that would be wasted. Something to be worried about in an environment that, really, can only lead to more heartache.

And I am honest with myself. He took a little bit of Beryl away from me. A jealousy that is pointless, and asinine, but no less real.

Until I remembered the chain around his neck. What that would have meant to Beryl. Surprised that I didn’t feel it at the time. Horrified that I didn’t feel it at the time. And the moment that I do see it, that I remember what it felt like, then I see myself crouched in that ditch with that woman. I see the routine, the dreaded routine you hate, but take comfort in knowing. The flinch when the master is angered. When you are merely a burden and doing your best to please someone, doing your utmost to satisfy a person you loathe beyond words.

I look at this dog and wonder how it can romp, and smile, and lick another hand after what it went through. I envy it’s soulful buoyancy. So much.

He isn’t ignorant. He hasn’t forgotten. Maybe he isn’t tainted because he only sees the future. You can’t be tainted if the past has no hold over you. But if you live like that, aren’t you doomed to make the same mistakes? The little voice whispers to me from the back of my mind. It’s true. But I’m still envious.

“Are you okay?” Beryl is standing, head cocked as she looks at me. 

“I love you.”

I don’t know why I say it. I don’t know why it decided to come out at that moment. But it’s truth, and it’s simply me, in the moment. The back of my mind whispers to me again, an elbow to figurative ribs, that I’m only dooming myself to more hurt. 

Fuck it. A life without scar tissue wouldn’t be worth living.

“I love… you. So much.” She says. And Pike farts. And we both smile. And life, for the moment, is simply there. Placid water that does not belong to the swirling wind above or the creatures roiling beneath the surface. It simply is.
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I KNOW HARLAN is frustrated. Anger over lost time. A full tank of gas and “plenty of juice.” That car could have taken us all the way there.

I hadn’t meant, intentionally, for the car to be part of the deal. But… it aids my secret desire for more time. To stay away from that endpoint in Montana. 

I’m a horrible person.

We don’t stay on the road when we finally stop for the night. Farther away than usual. As if the highway can transport evil. Maybe it can. Better to hunker down in the cacti and rock. Amongst the scorpions and snakes and whatever else inhabits this most desolate of deserts. 

It bothers us not at all.

Each camp is different, but the same. The same tension. The same slumbering forms. So wonderful to me. My overprotective brother double-checking that I don’t need him to take my turn on watch. The sister who hates me. Or pretends to. But brings me an extra blanket and calls me an idiot. The cousin who sings in his sleep. And Harlan. Harlan who keeps my spot warm when it’s my turn to keep watch. 

My home.

Where we sleep changes every night. But the camp is always the same.

I drink in the night air. The sky. Freedom and the trust they all have in me. In us. The slumbering forms of the people who not only mean the most to me, but the only people to mean anything to me. And my mind is present, and awake, and does not yearn to be in any other place. In fact, I imagine my inner home, my rampike, slowly falling into decay. Sand getting thicker across the floor. The pages of books yellowing, pictures fading. The loss of those words, those memories, nothing compared to what lies ahead. 

A rustle in the bushes. Pike lifts his head off my lap to stare. He starts to summon a bark and I scratch his head, rubbing the crease between his eyes in a circle. The bark turns to a low, annoyed growl. 

He is like me. How I was. Always tense. Never knowing when I’d have to leave. Where the next home was. The next school or dinner. The next person who said I was in their “care.” He doesn’t know us yet. 

How many words did I say today? I try to think back. I count the usual ones. Har. Theo. Sheila. Josey. I think… Wait. Stop. There. We need… What else? It’s usually so easy. I feel a smile creep across my face. I don’t know. I don’t know. Too many to remember. 

Pike lifts his head again. His head turns, cocking from side to side. I pet him and he looks up at me, large mournful eyes that reflect the moon. Then he heaves himself up off my lap and trots out into the darkness, head down and tail dragging. 

What?

I will not leash him. Or chain him. Ever. But I thought there was an established bond. Something that existed between creatures such as ourselves. Ones who had known the yoke. 

I follow him. I see his form trotting parallel to the road. I muster my voice. “Pike.” A whisper into which I pour all the comfort I can. He stops. The tip of his tail, lodged between his legs, wags a short, frantic beat. He licks his overly large jowls and takes two steps back to me. Then, as if beckoned by an unseen voice, he turns back towards the road and pads away, still the image of misery. 

I follow him. I can understand having a calling, something in his life that requires his attention. But this is not how I would say goodbye.

I walk up and onto the highway. I watch Pike slowly skulk down the road and into the night. A shadow, and then gone. 

“Fare thee well,” I whisper into the night. Three words I haven’t used yet today. Nor in the last year. Maybe ever. Words that seem foreign, but all I can think to say. 

A whisper of wind. A change. A scuff of a boot on dirt and then my skull explodes with a wall of light and I know no more.










“Why’d you knock her out so bad?” A woman’s voice.

“She woulda made noise. You want them others after us?” A man’s voice, breathing heavily.

“What are we gonna do with her?” Gruff. 

“I can think of a few things.”

There is a smack on my leg. “You wouldn’t.” 

I realize the woman hit me rather than hit the man who said it.

“She’s a beauty, that’s for sure. Probably never suffered a day in her life. Always had everything handed to her. Never had to scrap and beg like us, never had to—”

“Shut it up, Terry.” The other man is angry. “What are we gonna do with her?”

Silence from the others. Heavy. The feel of three minds thinking about you and none of it nice.

“We could give her to the lady. Trade her for food and stuff.”

“After they did what they did? Fuck them.”

“They was just havin’ fun, just—”

“Ya fucking with me, Terry? You serious? They wasn’t bein’ friendly. I know friendly. Fucking fuck.”

A heavy sigh. “I’m sure things have settled down now, and she told us where to go if we found someone special. She fits the bill, right?”

A snort from the woman. “Who knows what those perverts wanted.”

Silence again. I open my eyes. Just slits, just to see where I am. The dirty knees of my jeans are in front of me. I hadn’t realized my arms were wrapped around myself. I’m on the floor of the backseat of the Prius. The woman sits above me, a gun in her lap that she grips with two hands. Like a kid with a squirt gun. She looks down at me and I close my eyes.

“She’s awake. Hey! Hey! I see you!”

I open my eyes again and lift my chin, almost poking my eye on the tip of the pistol. I stare at her. She is discomfited by my silence. I run my tongue around my mouth, test the edges of my voice. I think I can speak, if I want to.

Interesting. Yay for me.

A rustling in the back. Pike’s head appears over the seat. He stares at me before turning sideways and giving a whimper. The woman snaps her fingers and raises her hand, as if to hit him, and he disappears again. 

The woman gives me a grin.

“Didn’t think I’d let you have him.” She pulls a whistle from inside her shirt. “Ain’t no way he ain’t coming back to mama.”

I’m not mad at him. I spent more than enough time mindlessly obeying someone for fear of their anger. Or their imagined anger. The imagined punishments. 

“Sorry about hitting you.” Gruff voice speaks to me as he drives. Terry’s face darts around the seat and he looks down at me. Gives me a smile. 

“Ooh you’s in a pickle now, ain’t ya?”

No. No, this is not a pickle.

I realize I’m not afraid. The only fear I have is of losing my group. Losing Harlan. But I know they will find me. Or I will find them. 

The way the woman holds the gun, the way she points it at me lets me know she’s never used it. At least on a person. The nervousness. The attempts to intimidate. They are new to this game. 

I shift my foot. They didn’t bother looking for more weapons on me, the knife is still in my boot. 

I will kill them. 

A truth as cold and plain to me as the moon in the sky. 

Gruff turns to look at me briefly.

“They won’t be hard on you. Not if you do what they say. And it looks like maybe you weren’t having it so easy, anyways.”

The woman scoffs. “What are you talking about? She bein’ all high and mighty with us earlier. And if we didn’t show them sense they wouldn’t have even given us the car.” She looks at me, licks her lips. “Bitch deserves whatever she gets.”

Terry gives a chuckle and holds out his hand to give the woman a knuckle bump. She returns it before darting her hand back to the gun, a pleased smile on her face. 

Every mile we travel is more distance between me and everything I hold dear. I stare out the window just past the woman’s head. As if resigned to my fate. Waiting for the moment that she drops her guard. 

I lower my hand down to my boot, hooking a finger in the lip. 

“We aren’t bad. You started this shit with us, you have to admit that.” Terry is staring down at me, forehead creased, the beginnings of anger stealing into his voice. Apparently my silence is more condemnation than if I were weeping. Or begging. Or any of the other things I won’t give to strangers.

“I… don’t think you’re bad.”

I think you’re going to die soon, regardless.

“So you agree? That you brought this on yourself?”

I ignore the question. “I think… You are making a mistake.”

The woman laughs. “People like you never change. High and mighty and always speaking down to people like us. Even when you deserve what you’re getting.”

She stares at me, and I hold her eye, keeping contact as I slowly work the knife up and out of my boot. 

Pike gives a low growl and then begins to bark in the back.

“Shut up!” The woman reaches over with a balled fist and swings blindly, unwilling to look away from me. A thunk and Pike stops barking, only a single, low whine to mark his discomfort. 

“What’s your name?” Gruff says.

“We don’t need to know her name, Jesus Matt! Why do you always gotta—”

Pike surges up from the back seat, nose pressed to the glass as he barks wildly. The woman, startled, turns backwards, the gun swinging away from me. I twist on the floor, preparing to power myself upwards, when Matt suddenly veers. 

“The hell?”

Pike is still barking relentlessly. Past him, out the window, I see two trucks speeding down the hill towards the highway. Behind them are five figures on horses, guns raised in the air. One of them fires. 

“What are they doing?!” Terry is frantic. “Matt, go faster!”

“I’m going! Fuckin’ going!”

Pike cringes with every gunshot, spinning in a circle, eyes wide with fear, only to resume his deep, angry barking at the window. 

“Shut him up, Jesus!”

The woman is jetting out small streams of air through clenched teeth, as if at labor with the world and willing herself to give birth to a resolution. Her eyes are shut, but the gun still aimed at my head, one bump or bounce away from firing.

“Rita, shut him up!”

Her name opens her eyes. She reaches back and fishes for the choke chain, finding it and jerking it tight so that Pike’s head is brought over the rim of the seat. His panicked expression joins ours, an odd triangle of scared eyes darting back and forth. He lets out a whimper and she jerks the chain again.

The engine of a truck revs and I can see the top of it from my place on the floor. It speeds up and the Prius jolts as it’s rammed from behind. 

“What do they want? What do they want?”

Terry is peeking from behind the seat, crouched low as if to hide from the bullet he fears will come at any second.

The truck rams us again, shaking everyone, and no one is looking at me on the floor. 

“Shoot at ‘em, Rita! Shoot ‘em!”

The woman is wide-eyed and frozen in place. The gun and the choke chain still tightly gripped and just as frozen as she is. 

“The other one is coming up, we gotta—”

A roar of an engine and then the scream of tires as it swings into our back bumper. A whoomp and Rita is knocked over, the gun going off to blow a hole in the window above me. Drops of glass shower down on us as we spin, somehow slow and fast at the same time. The world outside moves in a gradual panorama as the car and its occupants scream, and reel, and become rag dolls. The vehicle leaves the road and whirls backwards through gravel and brush. A cacophony of sounds as the low undercarriage is battered by rocks and detritus, and then my head smacks the car door as we encounter an all too sudden stop. 

Time is measured in the space between heartbeats. My eyes are open, but it’s as if I’ve just woken up. A brusque voice is telling everyone to get out. A bark from the back seat. Voices. A gun shot. Yips and high-pitched yells. Coyotes? I open my eyes again. Open them for real this time. The driver’s door is ajar. The sky a diaphanous blue seen through the dust thrown up by our car. I hear Terry talking to himself in the front seat. He laughs little laughs and then takes a shuddering breath, as if on the brink of crying. Rita is still breathing heavy, but she is slumped over the seat, her face down by mine. Her eyes are closed. 

The knife is still in my hand. I raise it. The high-pitch whinny of a horse. Footsteps outside. Terry’s door is opened and he says “no,” but so softly as to almost be unheard. A shadow above me. The door is wrenched open and I almost topple out. I spin and stab instinctively with my knife, plunging it into a man’s leg just above the knee. A scream of pain. I pull on it but it’s stuck fast. So I crawl. I crawl out of the car and around towards the trunk. More yelling and I turn around, my back to the car, just in time to see the butt of a rifle.
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A HARVEST MOON makes its ponderous way across a sky too bright. Far too bright. 

“Har.”

It’s not that different from the moon in which Jessica told me that we were going to have a child. A “sap moon” Jessica called it. But it’s the same. The same moon, the same sky. Only I am different. Far too different.

“Har.”

I knew, looking back, that we had made a child. There are those moments in your life, indelible, in which you feel the strands of fate weave and knot and take a decision out of your hands. Or finish the decision that was long ago made. There was that tickling, that swell somewhere deep within your hidden mind… The feeling of your soul setting foot onto a path it knows it was meant to take. You feel it at the moment, but you only sure of it later. Only afterwards. You are never clever enough to know when you are a part of that thing called fate.

“Har!”

I know I’m part of it now. This is one of those times. I feel it. Hell, I wonder if it wasn’t trying to let me know all day. I wonder how long I’ve ignored it.

The Prius is still running. Even dented, and the right front completely crumpled. And a flat tire. It still hums that low hum. Glass crunches underneath our feet. 

And the blood. Blood in the car, and by the car, and blood in heavy drops down the road. 

“Har?”

Theo is leaning in front of me, a heavy paw on my shoulder. It’s not cold out. Or is it? His teeth are chattering. 

“What do we do?”

What… What do we do?

Beryl is gone. Gone without a word or a yell. Taken. I do not have enough air in my lungs. Not enough air to propel the blood through veins that would rather have fury. Adrenaline. 

I cough. 

Doubt. Despair. They are robbing me of reason.

I guess I can understand why Theo’s teeth chatter. We need action in times like this. We cannot stand still. We must look past the blood. The wreckage. The absence of all else. Everything gone but uncertainty. We must…

Where are you?

“Har?” 

I kneel down into the dirt by the broken vehicle. Slowly scoop a hand beneath a cold clump of sandy blood until I hold it in my fist.

A sense of deja vu. Of something like this. My sister and I, young, bundled into winter gear so that we are two round blobs of coats and snow pants and hats. Standing by our Dad’s truck. The cracked fender. The blood. Blood in the snow and on the road. My dad, rooting around in his tool box, and then walking past us. To the deer lying in the ditch, softly lowing in pain.

“Come here guys,” my dad said. And we each took five steps and would go no further. 

He knelt by the suffering creature and I think he petted its head, whispered to it. I can’t remember because, to my shame, I looked away. I stared at a patch of snow with two spots of blood on it and wouldn’t raise my gaze.

A smack, almost as if someone had stepped on ice too brittle to support them. Then my dad is ushering us back into the truck. He makes a phone call, gives a location. Then silence.

“That’s not something I wanted to do. But we have a responsibility to ease the suffering of those we have injured, especially if they are beyond help. Remember that.”

And he drove us to school and dropped us off. And I told my friends about it, about the blood and what my dad did. An attempt to sound cool. But I still felt sad. Depressed. Someone asked why he didn’t have a gun. I didn’t know.

“There are hoof prints. Out there.” Josey is at my elbow. I did not hear him approach. “They go out, then they follow the road. There’s blood.”

His voice goes deeper, softer, especially when he’s worried about how I’ll react. I hadn’t noticed that before. I feel his gaze. Theo’s gaze. I feel the look they give each other as I continue to stare at the moon. 

“She’s alive. I know she is.” My voice is flat, disembodied. “We follow the tracks. We follow the road. We find her. No matter what.”

I take a few steps, gradually loosening my hold on the bloody dust until it trails behind me. Almost as if I could ask the wind for a favor. Unite this with its home. Lead me to its source and please, please let Beryl be okay.

Theo and Josey and Sheila fall in behind me. Follow me as I head along the road in what is probably the wrong direction. I walk, and they follow, and I am thankful for their presence. 

Mostly.

If I was alone I could scream.
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I OPEN MY eyes to find myself draped over the rear of a horse. I wake because my arms throb with pain. Tingle, really. The ache of no blood flow. They are tied behind me. An arm holds my waist to keep me from sliding. 

The horse smells. Dirt and grass and the ripe odor of sweat. It’s tail swishes, as if impatient, or perhaps disgruntled with my thoughts on it. Or just me in general.

“Horses never lie, just so you know.” A voice. The man who steers our wayward animal. “Horses never lie. They’ll be little shits. They’ll be ornery. But they’ll always tell the truth. Tim here told me you were awake.”

The man laughs and I don’t know what to say. My head hurts. My arms hurt. A sick feeling in my gut, partly from the angle and sway of the horse, partly from the blow to the head. But mostly because I have no idea where I am. How far we’ve gone. How far from Harlan.

The horse snorts and I see Pike trotting behind us. He is smiling, lowering his head to scamper by us before slowing again.

You turd.

“I’m sure you aren’t very comfortable. But, you went and stabbed Julian, who is pretty damn pissed at you right now. So Tim gets some more exercise today.”

I lift my head. At least I try to. My back twinges and I start to slide and the stranger’s hand clamps down on me. I catch a glimpse of a young face. Tan. Or naturally darker. Heavy black eyebrows over perplexed eyes. Or laughing. I can’t tell. 

“My name is Dancing Ghost.” A moment in which I feel his hand tighten, and then a low chuckle is belted out into the desert. “I can’t dance worth a shit, in case you’re wondering.”

I run my tongue over cracked lips, tasting dirt and salt and blood. If I crane my head I can see five other riders behind us. One has the draped form of Terry over his saddle. Matt and Rita ride together, their horse led by a young man wearing a plaid shirt unbuttoned to billow behind him in the wind. 

“Tim says you need some water. Would you like some?”

Yes.

I don’t say a word but apparently I don’t need to. We come to a stop and I feel Dancing Ghost dismount, his leg brushing my hair as it swings past me. Two steps and then a hand suddenly sweeps my legs out and over the back of the horse. I roll into the air and land roughly on my feet, another hand grabbing the back of my shirt to steady me. 

“Perfect dismount! Tim is very, very impressed.”

Dancing Ghost is smiling, a gold tooth winking in the bright sunlight. A broad forehead framed by long, straight black hair that hangs down to his black jacket, two long brown feathers braided next to his right ear. No facial hair but for a modest soul patch. His smile slowly fades and, though he couldn’t be older than thirty, the crinkles by his eyes are thick and deep. 

“Sorry, but, Tim demands ten seconds of time to stare deeply into your soul before he’ll snort and pretend you disgust him.” Tim appears to be doing just that. “Don’t worry, he does it to everyone.”

I look around. The other men are smiling at Dancing Ghost, leaning on their horses as they drink water. Everyone is lean, the hard planes of their faces reflected in the sun. Long hair on most of them, braided or flowing free in the wind. Some wear hats. Others use leather thongs to corral their hair, matching necklaces and wrist bands sewn with stones and beads.

“So this is the face of someone who just realizes that they got captured by a group of Injuns.” He gives me another devilish grin before looking to the sky and letting loose a series of high-pitched yips. The men around him follow suit, their voices creating a pack of demonic hounds above us.

Dancing Ghost looks at me, his smile fading, as if disappointed that I hadn’t joined in with them. He steps close to me, gently cupping my chin as he raises a water bottle to my lips. “Come on now, we aren’t going to hurt you.”

“Fucker pissed on my horse!” I turn to see one of the men ripping Terry off the back of his mare, yellow droplets still making a trail over the horse’s croup and pattering onto the ground. The man delivers a couple vicious kicks to Terry’s ribs as half of Ghost’s group cackle. The other half silent in an uneasy way.

“Okay, well, we aren’t going to hurt you unless you deserve it.” Another grin with that golden tooth.

“My arms.” I meant to phrase it like a question. It comes out cold. A command. 

He laughs, brings the water bottle up to my lips again. “Well, as much as I want to ride into camp with a knife sticking out of me, I think you’ll have to wait.” A pause as I slurp. And then, “Ah fuck it, I’ll take my chances.”

He produces a blade from inside his jacket, casually twirling me as if we were dance partners, before sawing through the cords. A hundred million tiny pricks of pain as blood flows back into my hands. 

“It comes at a price.” 

I tense, waiting for the demand. Waiting to see what he’ll do to impress his men.

“You have to tell me your name.” 

He looks at me, eyebrow arched as he waits. 

“If you don’t I’ll be forced to name you something myself. Something horribly Injun. Like Stabby Knee.”

I don’t know how he did it, but this makes me smile. A slow grin that brings a crow of victory from him. He spins a slow circle, hands raised to the sky.

“My name is… Beryl.” I say it how Harlan says it.

He nods his head. “And…?”

I look around, confused, and he gestures to my right. Pike has been sitting next to me, his tail immediately creating a small dust storm when I notice him.

“That’s Pike.”

“Very good. We are pleased to meet you.” Tim snorts, and Dancing Ghost smiles. Pike wags his tail. And I’m the only one who doesn’t know what to do.










I’m allowed to travel without my hands bound for the rest of the trip. An accommodation not given to the other three captives. Terry, especially, is deprived of any comfort. Instead, he is made to walk behind the horse on which he urinated, hands bound to a rope attached to the man’s saddle. Occasionally he’s suddenly forced into a sprint, racing behind the trotting horse as the man riding does a large circle, the natives hooting and howling and taking turns chasing after them and roping Terry’s feet out from beneath him.

I smile for the second time that day.

We go at a slow enough pace that I don’t have to wrap my arms around Dancing Ghost to stay in the saddle. His proximity is stressful. But not abhorrent. I don’t experience the mindless terror that has always gripped me before. 

I’ve never been on a horse. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t this. Having seen them from a distance I always marveled at their grace. The way they seemed ready to turn, or leap, or run in an instant. Cows seemed to wallow in their pastures, as if placed there and waiting to be moved. But horses seemed so… free.

I wasn’t expecting powerful. If Tim minds the extra passenger he doesn’t seem to show it, at least not to my untrained eyes. Small muscles ripple on his shoulders and neck with each swaying step, and it’s not hard for me to imagine how easy it would be for him to throw me. Each step forward is made with fluid ease, and I get the sense that he would rather be running.

You and me both.

The sky is covered with grey clouds, but so vast that swathes of blue are still visible. The air whips around us, gusting and darting like an invisible spirit hell bent on stealing at least one article of clothing from the troupe. It’s chilly, but no one seems to mind. Cold, but nothing compared to the cold I’ve experienced before.

Dancing Ghost chats the entire way as we seem to pick an aimless path through sagebrush towards a destination that could be near, or far, or not out there at all.

“The Elders are calling it the Great Awakening. Natives from everywhere are gathering, here, banded together for the first time since Sitting Bull. And this time it feels different, I guess.” He turns to grin at me. “This time we are awake.”

He gestures at the men around him. “Three of us are Paiutes. That one’s a cattail eater. He’s Navajo, apparently. That girl’s a Ute, showed up a couple weeks ago. And back at camp we just welcomed some Sioux. But we’re one tribe now. One heart, one mind.” 

He says the last words as if they’re a mantra, and I see the men around him nodding. 

“What are you doing… with us?”

He doesn’t turn around when I ask this. And I don’t see, but almost sense his face take a serious turn. 

“We’re taking you to see Sleeping Bear. The elder. The one who united us.”

He doesn’t say anything after that. Tim plods along and Pike trots alongside, one cock-eyed ear flapping as he zigzags around bushes. 

I want to ask Ghost for a favor. If I’m going to die, can I write a letter to Harlan…? But that might just encourage them to go track my family down, too. 

These men don’t scream danger to me. But they aren’t in charge. Any group is defined by the actions of their leader, as I know all too well of late.

I sneak a look back the way we came. Such a barren land. Brush and cacti and all seeming to blend together in a smudge of brown and pale, dead, green. I assume we have traveled in the same direction. But there is no landmark for me to hold onto. If I end up making a run for it, it’s going to be by guesswork.

The land changes. Tim’s hooves sink a little deeper into dirt that has known moisture. Dunes shift and ripple ahead of us, and as we surge over one I catch a glimpse of water. 

All of a sudden we are on a road. No, that would be too generous. A track. Worn smooth by tires and horses and boots. Thin and pocked with deep holes. 

One of the men whistles, and the two in the lead peel off and curl around so that Ghost and I ride at the forefront. Two riders are approaching. An old man with a thick mustache who looks more white than Native American. He wears a buttoned up shirt, and a cowboy hat, and looks too clean to be out in the middle of nowhere. The other rider is a woman, long dark hair done in pigtails that somehow seem to carry weight, somehow ominous instead of girlish. As if she’s braided them back in order to do work, dark work, and can’t risk having hair in her face.

And she’s beautiful. A dark, angled face with almond eyes above lips that I don’t think smile often. But she does. A slight upward twinge as she meets Ghost’s eyes.

“Replaced me already?”

Ghost gives a shrug. “Replaced? No. Never. But sometimes you aren’t available…”

She chirrs at that, a warbling call that could be a laugh or could be the call of some desert creature. “Says the man who is always gone. If that is what you want, then who am I to disagree?”

Ghost flashes his grin and she slowly cocks her head to look back at me. “Besides, if what Julian says is true, then maybe she won’t be alive much longer. I do not worry.”

Ghost shakes his head, his back tensing in front of me. She narrows her eyes at him. “It was a joke.” She looks at me again. “Julian is a house cat who suddenly thinks he has claws. I’m glad you gave him a bite.”

She leans in to whisper to him. Fast phrases that involve her pulling his hair and jacket as much as they involve speech. Then she and the older man canter off, threading their way along the path that bisects an odd shaped lake. Or mix of lakes. A desert oddity that can’t contain enough water to ever know what it truly is. A lake one day, a slough the next. More desert the year after.

“Julian has thrown a tantrum. You will not have a good go of it.”

“Of what?”

“Your meeting with Sleeping Bear. She will decide what to do with you.”

I hesitate. “And she likes… Julian?”

He gives a shrug, not bothering to turn around.

“She should, he’s her son.”










We get to what I think is the western side of the water. I try to use the sun, and the hills, and where I think the road is… But my head hurts and I’ve been spun around too much today.

Cattails and long, thick green grass work as the zipper that keeps the desert sand and the silt of the beach together. An old, makeshift dock extends out into the water where two large red canoes bob gently next to it.

The camp runs along the length of the water. Teepees, mobile homes, trucks with trailers. A corral has been made at either end but most horses stand idly tied to truck hitches or simply staked to the ground. Some aren’t tethered to anything. 

The camp is abuzz with activity. There are small fires everywhere. Men and women pare vegetables or gut fish, hands busy with leather or the making thereof. Three children that stand calf deep in the water, apparently washing clothes, stop what they’re doing to stare as we pass. I hear Ghost’s name being muttered. One man gives a gentle wave. Most just watch us go by in silence.

I see Julian sitting on the bed of a truck. His lip is packed full of some dark, reddish brown leaves that have left a trail of drool down his chin. His knee is bandaged, but the coagulated blood trails still stain his leg, his white sock dyed a permanent red.

“I’ll never walk the same, bitch. But you won’t be walking again.”

I don’t respond, and I see Ghost restrain himself. 

These two have a history.

A large teepee stands separate from the rest. A gentle hill raising it above the others. Smoke leaks out the top, only to be snatched by the ever present wind, as if it were secrets too sacred to let escape. Painted rocks line the way to the entrance. Birds and fish and flowers and symbols indiscernible. 

Ghost and his men pull up and dismount, all grim. Or perhaps not grim. The face of men who thought they’d enjoy something and find they don’t.

“Sit. Look at the water with me.” Ghost pats the dirt and plops down, jacket splayed around him like some cocky raven, legs crossed as if this were exactly where he wanted to be. “Sit. Please.”

I pause, taking a moment to consider my options. I can’t make a run for it. I certainly shouldn’t. Not with Julian around. Nor would I know where to go.

Pike flops down and presents his stomach to Ghost, who obediently pets it. I do not wish to kill this man. But such is the world around me. A list of necessaries. A list of regrets. I am a woman. A slender, slight woman, at that. My only advantage is that I am underestimated. And that I do not hesitate.

Mostly.

That I will escape here or die trying levels the world to black and white. A man attempting to forge some sort of friendship adds color that I’m not sure I want.

You need to do this.

It’s a hard truth. I know I’ve become a blunt instrument. Hell, I catalogue things in order of importance. And now that I have something I never thought to have, coupled with what I have experienced… I have a callous view of death. But a future… A future means I would have to grow. To do what Har has. Trust. Or pretend to until it’s true. 

I can’t help but sigh as I sit down next to Ghost. Harlan torments himself with the moments that come afterwards. I torment myself with those that come before. 

A high-pitched squealing rises behind us. Rita is being dragged into the teepee to visit Sleeping Bear. Neither of us turn around. Neither of us acknowledge the noise. I think we’d rather enjoy the tranquil vista before us, both knowing it’s not going to last. 

“Can I have my knife back?”

My fingers dig into the clay and I can’t help the loud exhale of breath that escapes me. A sly grin and I catch the flash of a gold tooth. 

Fucker.

I pull it out of from the small of my back. It’s a short blade. One that was in a saddlebag. One that would do no good but to maybe cut a rope. Or one good stab.

“So you’re a knife kind of gal?”

I shrug. I don’t know if I should be flattered or not.

He reaches out and hesitantly takes the knife from my hand. The slightest pause given to me, in case I might want to fight back. As if that would be okay. Understood. But I hand the blade back silently. Calmly. Almost relieved.

“You don’t have much of a poker face.” He flips the knife up into the air from hand to hand. “Especially your eyes.”

“You knew I had the knife.”

“No.” He grins that devious grin. “But you looked at me and you looked sad. And I’m too handsome for that.” His smile fades as our eyes meet. “You had the look of someone about to kill something. I have to admit, I was a little terrified. And comforted.”

I snort, and in spite of myself, I smile for the third time that day.

“You were comforted by thinking I wanted to kill you?”

He grins a more honest grin. “I was comforted that you seemed sad about it.”










One by one the others are marched into the teepee. Rita is a hunched over, bawling mess when she leaves. Matt is silent and grim, hands balled into fists that still somehow manage to shake. Terry is nodding and talking to himself as he stumbles past me, the men who brought us here taking them back the way we came. 

My turn.

Only Ghost is left to make sure I go into the tent. I wonder what he would do if I made a break for it. 

Where would I go?

I approach the teepee. I can smell the smoke as I get closer. The flap is partially pulled to the side. I cast one glance back at Ghost before I crawl inside. He is still staring out over the water, a stalk of grass idly twirling between his fingertips.

It’s dim inside. The glow of embers from a potbellied chiminea in the center of the circle, the aroma of bread mixing with the smoke. Benches sit across from the entrance and along the sides. Two men and one woman sit on each bench. Knives laid across their thighs. Stock-still, unmoving. 

“Are you hungry?”

A white haired woman, hair hanging down past her lower back, straightens from the other side of the chiminea. She holds a small tin square with an oven mitt. She is dressed in a nice button down blouse, white with blue stripes, and jeans. 

“You were expecting an older woman, wrapped in a pelt of some kind, seeking visions in the fire?” 

She gives me a stare with only the hint of a smile. I don’t respond.

“Did Danny tell you anything?”

“Danny?”

A heavy sigh. “Dancing Ghost.”

I give a nod. 

“What did he tell you?”

This isn’t an occasion in which I find I can’t speak. It’s a time in which I’m impatient. A time in which I don’t feel like banter. “He says you… are awake. Will you kill me or set me free?”

She arches an eyebrow at me. “Can’t there be something in between? Or does it have to be one or the other?”

I don’t answer, only the scrape of a butter knife as it slices the bread in the pan. She carefully maneuvers a piece out, slicing it in half and then drizzling it with honey.

“Honey doesn’t go bad. You know that?”

What?

I shake my head.

“If you see some, grab it. Out of all the things that we had before, it seems like all the good ones went bad.” She turns to look at me, a small, kindly smile on her face. “I wonder if we’ll see ice cream again in our lifetime. Probably not. But honey, it’ll last forever.” She places the plate of cornbread in front of me. “Eat. You look hungry.”

I don’t know what I had been expecting. By the reactions of the others I had imagined someone, something, more sinister. 

Give it time. 

Stuart had been one of the nicest people to me, at first.

The woman makes herself a small plate of the cornbread and sits down across from me. I don’t eat, no matter how good the cornbread smells. No matter how much my stomach rumbles. 

She heaves a heavy sigh. “It isn’t poison. Nor is it a bribe. Although I wish it had been done baking when the others were in here. Might have put them in a better mood. And they probably would have eaten it.”

The way she says the last sentence lets me know that she sees them for what they truly are. 

“Why were they… so upset?”

She waves the butter knife in the air as she shakes her head. “Fools would have been upset no matter what. There are just certain people more comfortable hearing what they want to hear and seeing what they want to see.”

“And what did they hear?”

“Nope.” She speaks around a mouthful of food. “I’m hungry. You’re hungry. You eat that and then we’ll talk.”

I reluctantly take the first bite. The bread is gone before I realize it, and Sleeping Bear is giving me a pleased look.

“My dog needs food, too.”

She hoots a laugh. “I’m sure Danny has already taken care of it.”

“Thank you.”

She nods and then we both lapse into silence. 

“The others were already telling me whose fault it all was. Though what fault they were talking about was beyond me. Two of ‘em blamed you. Said something about thievery.” She shakes her head, one old hand reaching up to brush her long hair back away from her honey covered plate. 

I don’t bother responding. I don’t feel the need to defend myself to a stranger. To lay out the reasons behind why I am with them, or what I did or did not do to them.

“What do you want with us?”

She stands up and takes our empty plates and begins to slowly clean them from a bucket next to the fire. “I am a mother. First and foremost, I am a mother. And now I am a mother to… So many more. And protecting them is my job.” She turns around to face me, idly toweling off her hands as she speaks. “And if I’m going to have to kill you, then I think it’s my job to try to get to know you first. You should never kill a stranger.”

And that’s the when the chill finally runs up my back.
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WE FOLLOW THE road. The hoof prints separate. Or disappear. For fuck’s sake, none of us is a tracker. 

We follow the road. Blind. Moving only because staying still, waiting, would somehow be worse. 

I feel like I’ve lost a limb. As long as Beryl was at my side I was contained. Sane. Almost myself. Now I stalk down a road, uncaring that I’m outpacing the others. Making sure I outpace the others lest I lash out at them. Lest I let loose the animal on someone undeserving.

The car had been heading northeast. Why? And who would stop them? Why would they take them?

I know a million answers to that. We’ve experienced one shade of darkness and it’s far too easy to see the spectrum of evil that can take place in a broken world full of broken people.

“Should we separate?”

I hadn’t heard Theo approach. A feat considering the heaviness of his steps.

I snap. “We should have done that hours ago if we…”

I stop myself. Press my fingers into my eyes until they hurt. I can’t do this. I can’t be the leader who unravels when his own heart…

Steady. Steady.

I feel the others around me. The tension. The worry. Even Sheila. “We can’t. Not now. And there was a lot of them. No good for one of us to find her if we’re alone.”

I hope this is true.

We walk. And I walk with them. A quick pace but not alone. United in purpose and not blinded by rage. Still blind though, still wandering aimlessly in a world that grows larger with each step.

Where are you Beryl?

The day is too short. The sun barely seems to find the time to break free of the clouds before it is disappearing over the horizon. 

Evening and the mutters behind me. Josey catches me by the arm. I know they need to stop. I know I need to stop. I’m exhausted. Doubly exhausted. My mind and the worry, the images past and present, the fear painting a picture of misery for Beryl has robbed me of my reserves. But I don’t want to stop.

“Har. You have to.”

I thought I was still walking. My head is bowed and I stand in the middle of the road. Josey has his arms on my shoulders, as if he is either about to hug me or perhaps tackle me to the ground. 

“What?”

“You have to stop. Rest. Eat. You can’t do anything for… for her if you run yourself into the ground, man.”

I do need rest. And food. And water. And, most desperately, I need to sleep. But the mind is a powerful thing. The imagination the wet paintbrush that makes all other demands black and white. 

We eat but I don’t have the stomach for food. I drink sips of warm water and sit on the hard pavement and the movement of the others around me is nonexistent. 

“Your sleeping bag is behind you.”

Josey claps my shoulder and gives me a little shove. So I lie down. Heavy eyes try to close but can’t. As if sleeping is a betrayal. A luxury that would be wrong to take part in at a time like this. I stare at the sky and listen to the swishing and twitching of the group. I can’t tell if they are sleeping. 

Oh Beryl.

I had thought that, perhaps one day, we might have to part ways. One dark ideation in the endless hours in which we drove and I had nothing to do but try to imagine what the future might hold. If Jessica is alive. If she isn’t. My child…

And, to be honest, I don’t know what Beryl wants. Or what she sees. But I had this idea that somewhere, perhaps, she would find a place that could make her happy. That she would call home. And she would tell me that she was staying, and that I should go be with my family. But in my musings, though it was always a sad affair, it meant I knew where she was. Always. That I could always find her. And she would be able to find me. That the tether that bound us together would be stretched taut, but intact. Always.

Not this. Not a parting of the worst kind. 

I can’t sleep. I stand and find Sheila on watch. 

“I’ll take over.”

“The fuck you will. Go back to sleep.”

“I can’t sleep.” 

She cocks her head. “You fell asleep for the last three hours.”

What?

“I can’t sleep anymore.”

“Fuckin’ try.” She reaches out and touches my elbow. “She isn’t a weak little girl, Har. I feel sorry for whoever is trying to mess with her.”

We both feel awkward with her trying to be nice, so I just nod and walk back to my sleeping bag. It’s true though, I can’t sleep anymore tonight. So I walk off the road toward a low hill. Perhaps distance from the others will help. The swish of sleeping bags and heavy snores, the rustle and groans and so many other noises are keeping me from listening, truly listening, to the night. Maybe I can hear something in the darkness that will help. 

If I’m alone. 

It’s been a long time since I’ve felt this kind of loneliness.

I try to stop the unraveling that I feel. The plunge into a despair that is so easy to fall into and so hard to climb out of. 

Be patient.

My dad would tell me that. And I would be angry. Even now, just thinking about it makes me mad. How could one be patient now? How could…

I remember his face after he dispatched the deer. I remember the way he would carefully choose his words. An argument could never gain steam because he took his time so much.

So maybe less about patience, more about acknowledging that you have no control? 

So what do I do here? Fucking wait. Fucking hope.

If that is all I have, then I shall embrace it. The other way lies madness. And despair. And the dark corners of my mind that I swore I would never again revisit.

As the realization sinks in, my body’s aches finally tap me on my shoulder. I shiver. I hadn’t realized it was so cold. The stars seem extra bright, the way they do right before the onset of winter. And the insects are gone. 

How have I not noticed this?

Peace, of a sort, settles over me. Frenetic energy subsiding to conserve itself. To wait. To be patient for light, for a time to continue our search.

And there, miles away, an orange glow.










The fire is in the curve of the road. The tongues of flame deep inside of a trash can. Just a glimmer of orange, so slight that it had me doubting myself. Even when the others claimed to see the light, I wondered if perhaps they were just showing support. Nodding along lest I completely fall apart. 

We approach carefully. Spread out, guns up and ready to go. But not stealthy. I’m too anxious for that. The worry that I’ve made a mistake, somehow, and one that will only cause more pain the longer it remains. 

Please be okay.

Two figures sit on the hoods of two cars on the far side. They see us approaching but make no move to flee. Or to grab weapons. 

“Beryl!” I can’t help myself. I yell her name and I don’t know what I expect to get in return. 

Nothing.

“Where is she?” I kick the metal trash can, sending it toppling over to roll in a semicircle, sparks and flaming detritus littering the road. Gun is up and pointed at them. Theo circles off to the side, a look on his face that I haven’t seen before. 

“Where is she?!” he echoes me.

The two men slowly climb down from the cars. Young, both either in their late teens or early twenties. Both wearing multiple necklaces, and watches, and bracelets that jingle as they step towards us. One of them is smiling. Neither looks perturbed to have so many guns pointed in their direction. 

One gives a cocky grin to his companion. “I told you they would come.”

What?

“Where is—”

One of the men holds up a hand. “She awaits your arrival. Come with us.”

“Is she okay?” I can’t help the way it comes out. Begging. Pleading. If she wasn’t I think they’d know to lie. I think they’d know they would be dead if she wasn’t.

An odd look exchanged. “She’s fine. C’mon, she’s waiting.”

“Prove it. Prove that this isn’t…” I wave a hand. I don’t know how to end the sentence. 

The men look at each other, obviously confused. “She told us to wait for you here. She said you’d come this way.”

They go to get in their respective cars, one giving us little waves, beckoning us to join them, as if we’re sullen children and they the patient parents.

My vision swims. My breath is heavy, as if I forgot how the process works. One deep heave in… One long heave out.

She’s okay.

My knees feel empty. Drained. Rubber tubes that aren’t going to hold me up much longer. I feel a hand on my shoulder and I see Theo, tears streaming down his cheeks, an angry face weeping as he pulls me into a crushing hug.

“She’s okay.”

“And somewhere, wherever she is, she’s embarrassed by this display,” Sheila says, heading to the nearest car. 










I ask questions. Just a few, my curiosity burning to know how Beryl came to be with these men. That she would be able to send them to meet us. But they only give me enigmatic smiles and say, “you’ll see.” 

Which is fine by me.

Just knowing that she is safe is a balm to an overstrained heart.

My heart?

I almost cry three more times and I think I fall asleep, sitting in the back seat next to Theo, both of us grappling to contain emotions. Worry and relief and guilt, guilt perhaps sidestepped, and that most important of all.

The car is fancy. A bright blue on the outside. I didn’t notice the make and model, my eyes and mind were too far somewhere else for that. But now, as we speed along, that velvet hum of an engine made for open roads lets me know this isn’t something haphazardly scavenged. 

There are a series of honks as the other car, a blur of yellow, speeds past us. Our driver gives chase, hand out the window with his middle finger extended.

I’d be mad if I didn’t suspect that Sheila was having some sort of effect on the driver.

And I don’t feel like getting angry. Not at their lack of caution. Or their lack of answers. They’re taking me to Beryl.
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WE ARE LED to a post and told to sit. Ropes around our wrists are then tied to the wooden stake. They aren’t cruel, there is enough give in the tether that I can sit with my hands in my lap. But we aren’t left alone. Two boys and an old man are tasked with watching us. The young ones yell at us in a mix of English and some other language, jumping and poking sticks at us before leaping away. The old man has a gun and sad eyes. The look he gives me lets me know that, if we try to run, he won’t hesitate to teach these children about the harshness of the world.

Should I try?

Pike flops down and lays his big head on my lap, unknowingly thwarting any ideas of escape I was entertaining. 

It’s hard to be mad at him though. 

Rita tries to snap her fingers and hisses at him to come to her. He barely lifts his head before snuggling back into my lap. 

“He’s mine!”

I don’t understand why this is important at this juncture. Maybe this is how she’s been all her life. Weighing and measuring herself by what she has. Maybe Pike is the last of her possessions. 

It would be foolish to try to argue with her. I’d rather just kill her and be done with the whole thing.

Matt sits quiet, staring at the ground. Terry alternates between weeping and then begging the old man to set him free. He does not ask for the rest of us. 

Dancing Ghost is long gone, departing to join a small company of men and women who stand straighter and laugh harder by his very presence. 

He is loved here.

If there wasn’t the weight of whatever fate hanging above our heads I think I could relax. The tiny swish of the water as it laps onto the sandy shore. The swoosh of wind through cattails. The bite of the cold breeze that doesn’t seem to chill me. Can’t I guess, not with Pike lying on me.

But time to think is never a welcome thing. It’s a dangerous thing, as I know all too well. The urge to disappear into my sanctuary, to examine my keepsakes and find comfort in their warmth is almost overwhelming.

Stay present. 

I scratch Pike’s head and watch the horizon. Watch for the first sign of the group. Of Sheila and Josey. Of Theo’s huge form. Of Harlan. I almost smile thinking about it. The way they would come in. Harlan stalking across the desert towards us. That worried, yet pissed off, look on his face. The anger. And then the blood. And then the moment he cuts me free. When I can walk out of this room…

It’s difficult not to drift into the past when your hands are tied. It’s hard not to revert into the trapped being that you were. 

You are different now. You aren’t the same. Focus.

I haven’t counted my words today. Truth be told, I haven’t spoken very much. 

Try.

I open my mouth. Look down at Pike. He lifts his head, as if waiting for the words, then heaves a sigh and flops back down.

Well screw you.

I scratch his ear. It’s hard to think of something to say when there’s no one there you want to listen. When there’s nothing important to say, but there is an importance to the act. I wonder if I should ask the old man his name. Or the children. Or maybe ask them what they’re going to do to us. 

“That’s my fucking dog, I hope you know that. You bitch.”

I open my eyes at the petulant words. Rita was staring at me but immediately looks away, as if she hadn’t said anything.

“I think I might kill you, Rita.”

A name and a sentence. 

Progress.










The sun begins to set. My favorite time of the day. The time when we’d stop walking, or driving, and make a fire. A fire for heating food and for sitting around until it’s time to sleep. A fire that keeps me warm until Harlan’s watch is done and he comes to lay beside me, hands finding each other’s and pulling the other closer. Slowly. Always slowly. 

There is a fire here tonight. Not one but two. Large ones. Larger than any we would have dared to make. We must be a long ways away from anybody else, or they are simply that confident in themselves. 

Keep your eyes on the horizon, Har.

A group of men come and gather us. Not unkindly. But definitely impatient. 

I try to count the figures clustered around the bonfire. They are moving about too much for anything definite. Thirty? Forty?

The space between the two fires is empty. Benches and fold-out chairs and simple blankets are spread out on the sides to create a square. We are escorted to the far pyre, to a bench that sits directly in front of the flames. They seat us together and Rita quickly scoots over to put space between her and I. 

Across from us is an identical bench. The shadows of five people shift and warp and are only pieced together by a flare in the fire. My eyes are drawn to the woman in the center. She is the one I talked to earlier… Yet different. The same dark complexion offset by white hair that hangs, braided, down to her stomach. The hands that sit still yet draw the eyes. It’s not the bear hide wrapped around her shoulders that commands my attention. It’s the deference. The way the others sit slightly inwards, awaiting her signal. The way everyone quiets when she slowly raises a hand. Even the wind seems to hold its breath. Only the fire crackles on, ignorant of the proceedings. A different woman than the one I met in the tipi.

“My name is Sleeping Bear. I was a Paiute. Now I am of the One Tribe.” 

A murmur, “I am of the One Tribe” is repeated by the audience. 

“We forgot who we were. Allowed ourselves to fade into hollow shells of what we could be. Scattered. Forced into submission. Then, the Great Awakening. As death walked among us we remembered. WE REMEMBERED.”

She doesn’t raise her voice, but the words echo in the air, a thunderclap without a storm. 

“We listened to the land. To the wind and the water. To the smoke in the fire. And we came here. All of us. One tribe.” She pauses and slowly scans the crowd on either side of the great fires, meeting the eyes of everyone. “We are united. But there is still division. This day…”

She pauses and swings her head to the side. I see Julian, sitting with arms crossed, his scowl deepening as he catches his mother’s gaze.

“This day would come. And now it is here,” she continues. “These lands are not ours. But they also do not belong to the white man. Or to the black man. Or the brown. To that end we have driven them away.”

Another pause. She stands up and approaches the fire behind her. Holds her hands out. Everyone is silent, still, waiting for whatever is to happen.

“We are a mix of the young and old. The old ways and the new. The only thing that is the same is the blood. I ask you all to listen to it. As I will listen to it.”

She returns to her seat and there is a murmur, a rustling as people suddenly remember that they are leaning forward, shoulders tense and hands clasped together.

“I, for one, am still unclear as to what happened today.” The flickering flames show me a deeply lined face above a plaid shirt. Hands twist what looks like thick black hair, almost unconsciously plaiting it.

Julian heaves himself to his feet, a grimace crossing his face as he bends the leg I stabbed. “We chased them down out of the lower—”

“I would ask Dancing Ghost to explain.”

The man who put forth the question says it softly, but it might as well have been a slap across Julian’s face. For a second it looks like he’s going to argue. Instead he stays standing, smoldering eyes darting back and forth between the man and the emerging form of Ghost.

“We chased them out of the lower scrub, just like Julian said. They lost control of their car, ended up going off the road. Julian and his tribe got there—”

“We are all one tribe.” 

“Yes. My apologies. Julian and his… group… got there first. There had been a fight. Julian had been stabbed in the leg.”

He lapses into silence. 

“And?”

“And things looked like they were moving towards something a bit more bloody.”

“And?”

He sighs. “And I put an end to it. Got them separated. Brought them here.”

The old man leans forward. “And why were things ‘getting bloody.’ Why did Julian get stabbed?”

Ghost shrugs. “Tim isn’t so quick anymore. I only saw what came after.”

The man barely has time to turn his attention towards Julian before he is speaking. 

“They got out of their car all pissed and screaming. And we were trying to tell them to leave, to just leave. That’s it! Then I hear barking and I’m gonna let that dog out and that bitch stabs me! Fuckin’ stabs me!”

He looks around the group as if seeking support. There is mumbling. Most look at Dancing Ghost, who is playing with a stalk of grass and doesn’t appear to be paying attention.

“What were you going to do?”asks Sleeping Bear. And it’s not the query of an elder. It’s the worried question of a mother.

Julian gathers himself, angry eyes scanning the crowd. A host of decisions crawl across his face. I wonder if he is going to lie. Or what truth he is going to tell. 

“I was going to scalp ‘em.”

There is an uproar. At least I’d call it that amongst this laconic group of people. Harsh whispering coupled with backs going rigid. And then silence. A tension in bodies that makes the whipping wind sing as if it were gusting past knife blades propped in the desert.

“Is that wrong? Please, One Tribe, tell me why.”

No one steps forward to speak and he pounces on the silence. “No half measures, right? That’s what we agreed. No letting the white man find his way back into this land. No letting them push us into the corners of our own country and tell us that they are doing us a favor.”

He pauses, chest heaving, then points a shaking finger at me. “We shouldn’t be protecting these… devils incarnate. We should be scalping them and hanging their filthy fucking bodies on every edge of our borders. Tell me I’m wrong.”

With that he sits back down in his seat. There is whooping from behind him, and his followers slap his back and raise dark knives to point at me. 

Sleeping Bear raises her hands for silence. A silence that is longer in the making. “What say you, Elder Reed?”

The woman at the end of the bench raises her head. “Did you know that this is a wildlife preserve? A place that we had fished and hunted since before the white man set foot on this continent. And after herding us onto reservations and taking away our rights, suddenly it is remembered that the birds here need to be protected. It is an odd thing to be jealous of a sandpiper.”

She doesn’t speak after that, and I don’t suppose she needs to say more. 

The older man who spoke earlier holds up a hand, keeping it in the air as he speaks, as if swearing an oath. “If we behave as the white man, we become worse than him. This is not our path.”

Julian snorts derisively. “Most of us have some white in us. Enough of the devil in us to know what he’s capable of.” He spreads his hands, exasperated. “Is everyone serious? Did none of you think it would get to this point? That we’d chase them away and they’d never come back?” He labors to his feet again, taking a few limping steps into the center to point a knife at me. “They will always come. They will always trespass on our lands and try to make us something of their own. The only thing we can do is give them a fear so deep that, for once in their foolish lives, they will think twice before crossing the red man.”

There is more approval. The Awakening, as they call it, has brought up more than a sense of being. Grievances that have simmered since the 1800’s are freshly blooded.

“Elder Jenkins?”

A younger man, at least in comparison to the others, stands up. He has short hair kept under a ball cap. Cowboy boots and a large, gleaming belt buckle that dances in the firelight. 

“We have not always had it easy. Haven’t always… Been good.” He pulls his hat off and rubs a forearm across a brow that shouldn’t have been sweaty. “And now. Here… I haven’t ever had…” He gathers himself. “Now we are One Tribe, come together. You can’t imagine what it’s like to suddenly remember who you are again. To be given purpose, and pride, and the strength you thought you had lost.”

I think I can.

He sits down after that, head bowed. The older man is staring back at him with a mixture of surprise and anger.

Julian nods along. “So we are united. One Tribe.”

“One Tribe,” repeated back by voices excited and subdued. 

I see Sleeping Bear look to the man to her left, the last Elder, and I see the shake of his head. 

She stands, using the time it takes for the crowd to fall silent to stare into the eyes of her son. To bore into him as only a mother can. And he meets her stare.

“They will be taken to the four corners of our lands. And their spirits will be set free.”










Julian is surprised, I think, by his mother’s decision. I don’t think he thought that he would win. Or at least so quickly. 

Win.

There are no winners here. I understand that Sleeping Bear is trying to avoid the collapse of everything she has worked for. A united tribe. But one that will only stay united so long as they are not only safe, but in control of their destiny. Something that won’t be scattered by the first strong gust of wind. 

I, too, have suffered. And if I had a home for my family, I might be tempted to do the same thing.

Rita wails, tipping on her side and kicking her feet like a toddler told to go to bed. Matt stares at the ground. Terry is shaking his head and talking to himself, a sickly grin plastered across his face, eyes darting to different people. Pleading. Laughing. Pleading. Laughing.

I feel an orphan again. Decisions made about me without my thoughts. Without my approval. The difference between a thing to take care of, and a person to take care of. I’m alone, again, with my rage at the unfairness of the world. 

“We should not delay this thing. To wait is to torture them. And that is evil.”

It’s Ghost speaking. This is an unforeseen blow. I am fearful, at this moment, yes, but I am also something harder. Heated and hammered and dunked into the waters of San Francisco Bay and then hammered again. The fact that it’s Ghost talking so calmly about my death is a new kind of hurt. A realization that I am allowing myself to trust people. To allow them access to me, no matter in how small of a capacity. 

Not again.

“I agree with him. For once,” Julian says. A curious smile on his face as he stares at Ghost.

Dancing Ghost ignores him, his eyes on the elders. “With your permission I will depart for the southeast corner. Towards my home. I know the way.” And almost as an afterthought. “We will take the young woman. She is the lightest, and it is a long journey for our horses.”

“You may.” Sleeping Bear says it as Julian explodes with rage. 

“No! She is… He will set her free!” Two limping strides towards Ghost, fists clenched. “He always does this! He will—”

“Silence!” Sleeping Bear strides towards her son, and for a second I think she is going to strike him. He towers over her but seems so small. So small in the face of her anger. And her power. “Your mind is clouded by pain. And your temper. You have convinced this tribe of the path that must be taken. But your heart speaks of revenge. You will take the northwest path. It has been decided. ONE TRIBE!”

The words are yelled back to her and the matter is over. Only Julian standing in between the two fires, a heat in his eyes that has nothing to do with the flames. And he stares at me. And at Ghost. A long glower before quickly striding away. 

“We should go. Soon.”

Ghost pulls me up off the bench and ushers me from the fire. The night becomes dramatically colder away from the heat, and I find my shirt adhered to my back by cold sweat. 

A swirl of activity behind us. I glance back to see the three others being led away by different clumps of natives. 

Ghost’s men and women are already saddling their tired horses. Tim stamps and Ghost grabs his forelock and presses his forehead to the animal, somehow quieting him. Fur brushes my leg and Pike leans into me. I don’t know where he had gone when we went to the fire, but apparently he kept an eye out. He gives a tentative wag, just with the tip of his tail, eyes staring up at me filled with a million questions. 

“You should stay.” I say it and his head droops. But when Ghost leads me to the horse he follows, head down until I don’t say anything more. Then his tail turns into a flurry of wags, and he bounces around the horses until Tim raises a threatening back hoof.

I’m bundled over the saddle, arms still bound, and we trot off into the night.

“Are you—”

“Not now.”

We canter for less than a mile before he slows, hopping down from Tim and producing a knife. He helps me off the horse before sawing through the ropes.

Ghost confers with his group, hushed voices barely audible. I wonder if he’s just going to tell me to go. A blast of hot air as Tim examines my shoulder, then I’m forced to twist away as he starts to eat my hair. I guess I know how he feels about this whole thing.

Ghost comes striding back and mounts up in one fluid motion, his hand already out to help me up behind him.

“C’mon Tim. Let’s go.”

And Tim bobs his head, either angry or agreeing with sarcastic wholeheartedness. We trot out into the desert, the land dark and wholly obscured by clouds, the full moon only a specter of itself seen through the grey fog. 

The saddle hurts. I hadn’t noticed it so much earlier today, but this second time is nothing but aching thighs jolting with every step of Tim’s. I grip the sides of the saddle as hard as I clench my teeth. It feels like I’m going to be shaken apart, or tossed off. Or both.

Ghost turns slightly and gives me a disparaging look. With a sudden movement his hand snakes around and grabs my wrist, pulling it so that it circles around his chest. 

“You fall you’re going to piss Tim off, and he’s not the kind of horse to turn around and pick someone up.”

We ride in silence, Ghost cajoling Tim into a gallop that sends both our hair blowing and the adrenaline pumping through my veins. I hug his back, clinging to this man even though at a gallop we seem to flow through the sagebrush, floating on a vessel through a dark, soundless sea.

Tim throws his head. It seems to be a signal. Ghost slows us down, holding a hand up to the rest of his crew. He leaps off and confers with them, pointing north and waving his hands. Then he hugs each and every one of them. All of them flashing large smiles even though there is something sad in the air. Tim’s reins are handed to one of the other men and the horses trot off into the darkness. We are alone in the middle of nowhere.

He gives me an appraising stare. “I like you. You are dangerous to be around. And I’ve been so bored.”

“What are you doing?”

“Something stupid.” He gives his grin and the gold flashes momentarily. “Julian took his horses. Not his truck. Means he’s going to follow.”

“Just for me?”

“And for me. Isn’t it exciting?” He gives a couple yips, pointing his head to the sky. “But we should be quiet now.” As if I was the one yelling. “We have a long ways to walk.” He strides out into the desert. “Snakes, scorpions, and cacti. I hope you’re quick on your feet.”










My anger is still there. My urge to lash out at everything and everyone but those chosen few. To keep death, or destruction, or fear at arm’s length. To keep change away. 

But I sense a difference in myself. Growth, perhaps. I am a killer. Not by virtue of taking lives, but because I do not see it as lamentable. I am what the world has made me. But I feel the start of understanding. I see how I am a part of the bigger picture.

The man who walks in front of me knows these things. He exudes…

Harmony.

Flowers offer their sweet elixir to bees and bees in turn offer pollination. Herbivores eat vegetation and are hunted. Hunters die and turn into grass. Trees draw sustenance from the earth, water and soil, and in turn offer themselves as a home to others. 

An agreement made long ago. Each creature knowing that part of them takes, and part of them is to be given. Whether in death, or in birth, or somewhere in between. Purpose is not something to be found, it is something that will find them. 

Except for humans. Only we squirm and complain and thrash our way through life ignoring that which has been given us. We seek to assert our own will over that which is not ours in the first place.

Except for people like Dancing Ghost.

Harmony.

A man who does not question each turn in life, but slides along each new strand with fluid ease. Peace within creating peace without. 

We walk for a long time, and I keep one eye on his back and the other on the desert floor. I learn to watch his hands. Small gestures that let me know if there’s something I should step around. Or avoid. Or just to stop.

“Tell me a story.”

He says it softly. 

“I thought… We should be quiet.”

He snorts. “Julian wouldn’t know how to sneak through a room full of pillows. We’ll hear him.”

I chew on my lip. A story? I don’t… 

“I don’t know any stories.”

He stops, turns to look at me. “A wolf who can’t howl? Or just afraid to try?”

This pisses me off for some reason. Which means I don’t say anything. And this angers me even more. Maybe because it echoes some of the truth. 

“There was this girl…”

My voice is squeaky, my throat feeling thick, like I swallowed these words and am retching them up rather than speaking.

“There was this girl…”

“My kind of story.” He turns and gives me a sardonic smile, daring me to stop.

“There was this girl. And she had a cloak of invisibility. The only problem was that she couldn’t take it off. She couldn’t be seen… She couldn’t be heard. And…
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WE SLOWLY PULL off the highway and onto a service road, and then from that to a dirt road that takes us to a creek that might once have been a river. Another ten minutes of driving towards distant hills and suddenly a camp appears.

Busses and RVs criss-crossed with hanging clothes and banners and sheets of colors. Tents are everywhere. Not the small two or three person tents. Pavilions. Erected at all four corners and covered with so many bits of color it is at first blinding. 

A large yurt-like palace resides in the middle, more massive than the rest, the top adorned with a simple red scarf.

Men and women pour out of the tents or come trotting from the other side of the camp. Young. Gaudily dressed and flamboyant in manner. Jewelry so ostentatiously worn as to be almost blinding. We are examined, and talked about, and some jeer as we are lead towards the main tent. Some cheer. As if their decisions rest on our appearance, on our faces, not on what our arrival might mean.

It’s too much for our senses. An overload of noise when we’ve learned the value of silence. Too much color for those who’ve strained to wash the red from their clothes. Too much carelessness for people who know better. 

Gods, they yell. So much. And curse, as if by cursing a point is made and negates the need for an explanation. All the while they look on us with derision. 

That’s it. That’s what gets to me the most. They see us as rabble. As a ragtag band of survivors hanging on by the skin of their teeth. Which isn’t wrong. 

But it isn’t fucking justified.

And they aren’t unified by anything other than that they know each other more than us. They bicker and fight as if to not do so would be too boring for this new life. A black girl parades around in nothing but lingerie, bright lipstick and heels and long fake nails. She yells at an Asian girl, probably nineteen, draped in three layers of top tier jewelry and designer clothes. Fur coats are worn with nothing underneath. Everything is bright pink, or red, or garish yellows and greens. 

The men are worse. 

No shirts, no matter how thin and lacking in musculature they might be. Suit coats torn and frayed and ties worn around their heads as if they are a gang of Wall Street Rambos. Fingers adorned with thick gold rings rest on the pistols in their waistbands. 

They drive large trucks and sleek new cars and even as we watch, one truck rams a Lamborghini off of the road and down into the creek. The driver crawls out, coughing water and gasping, and is either laughed at or met with over-the-top dismay. Some men gather around him while three girls check him for injuries, fussing with voices too loud.

It’s a bad show.

A lifted truck, with what appears to be a T-Rex skull strapped to the top, cruises down the road and into the middle of the gathering, dust kicked up in a cloud that sends some coughing. There is canvas in the back, bloody and barely covering the skinned carcass of some animal. Three more men get out. Well, two boys and an older man. He is white-haired and a tad portly. Thin legs and thin arms and even though he stepped out of the truck first, he fades to the back of the group, lingering only for a second before heading to the main tent.

They haven’t taken our guns. I tell myself that as I grip mine tightly. At the ready. Everyone in my group have theirs in their hands as well. The people around us don’t seem to be bothered by our obvious distrust. They don’t shy away from it. The looks they give us, the leers… There is a joke that we don’t get. Or, perhaps, we are the punchline.

Our guides take their time along the way. They shout “she was right,” or “right where she said,” and other enigmatic phrases.

Something is off.

I grab one of the drivers. “Where is Beryl?”

He puts an arm around me, as if we are celebrating something, as if I was a long lost friend that he was overjoyed to see. “You need to talk to her, go inside.” His breath reeks of whiskey. I hadn’t noticed them drinking on the way back. “Just you,” he adds.

I turn to the others. We share a look that needs no words.

Be ready.

I shoulder past these… kids… past these people in gaudy clothing and to the tent. I don’t pause at the flap but push my way through, only stopping to let my eyes adjust to the dimness inside.

Dull light. Lifeless. Intentional. An aura of mystery. Shadows in every corner and only the center to draw your attention. I think it’s candles, but they don’t flicker. Battery operated fakes surrounding a low table in the middle.

On it, almost perfectly still, is a woman with raven black hair. Late twenties. No, older than that. But beautiful. Gorgeous. Her clothing appearing to be a mix of black and red strips wound around her torso and legs and arms, a thick band around her hips. As if she would prefer to unravel than disrobe.

Kneeling next to her is the older man we saw exit the truck. He is whispering and gesturing, pleading a case though I see no reaction from the woman. 

“Enough” she says, an assured, resonant voice issuing from her painted lips. “Dad, we will talk of this later.”

The man looks like he is about to argue, then lowers his head in assent before heading to a shadowy exit. 

She sits up, stretching her neck before swinging her feet off the table to stand. We regard each other in silence. I realize there are other shapes, other people gathered off to the side. At least five. Only small rustles, small exhalations giving them away. 

An audience for what?

“My name is Cyrene. Welcome.”

“Where is Beryl?”

She cocks her head. “I do not know of this… boy? Girl?”

I don’t say anything.

“Ah, a girl. She is not here. But…”

“We were told she was here.”

She turns and raises a hand. A shadow hastens to a small side table. The audible sound of a cork being pulled from a wine bottle. A gurgle as it’s poured. A glass delivered to her waiting hand and then the shadow is gone again.

“I sincerely doubt you were told that. But we have been searching for you, perhaps there was a misunderstanding.”

My stomach clenches. 

Fuck. Where are you Beryl?

“They said… They said she was here.”

“By name?” She seems honestly curious.

I can’t remember. I feel my neck slump, the urge to sit down suddenly overwhelming as the weight returns to my shoulders. “If she is not here then we will be going.”

I turn to leave, anxious to be gone from here. Gone before something else happens.

“Wait. Please.”

I turn from the flap but don’t come back in.

“You would leave without asking questions? Without knowing who we are? You would come here seeking someone and leave before knowing if we can help? You hurt yourself, and your friend, shut off as you are.”

“It’s that, or hurt someone else.” The words come out of my mouth recklessly. Truth and violence ever eager to make themselves known. She doesn’t bat an eye. Only smiles.

“Have some wine. Sit. Ask me questions. You will find my answers… satisfying.”

I don’t know how to react to this. Hope of finding Beryl warring with the distrust I have. The overwhelming suspicion. The prickling feeling on my neck and the way my hands are splayed. Ready to grab, or defend, to rip or tear. 

But what if they can help…?

Violence would be so much easier. At least to understand. The sexuality that exudes from this woman, surrounded by this silent audience, is beyond my comprehension. And I do not enjoy being toyed with. If Beryl was here she would tell me to get the fuck out.

Done.

I silently turn and walk to the flap, every sense aware. Waiting for the scuff that isn’t my own foot. Waiting for them to make a mistake.

“There is a reason we have found each other. There is always a reason. And…”

“And what?” I spit, glancing over my shoulder.

Cyrene stares at me. “I can find her. This person you so desperately seek.”

There is a calm assurance to the way she speaks. A certainty that I don’t understand.

“How?”

“I have my ways. My people have their ways, too.”

“How?” I ask again, taking two strides, against my volition, into the room.

She rolls her eyes, taking her time sipping from her wine. Then she dashes the glass onto the ground, her eyes never leaving mine. Bare feet step on the shattered pile, small steps that soon leave red footprints behind her, blood and wine mixed, as she walks to me. I’m frozen, confused and horrified and, to my shame, wanting to know what she’ll say.

When she gets to me she looks down, shakes her head slowly with her eyes closed. “Bloody footprints,” she whispers, as if recounting the end of a dream she just had. She inhales deepen and then opens her eyes again. There is a murmur from the shadows.

“Leave us.” Her voice is loud, and smooth, and brooks no argument. People flow past us and there is the blinding light from outside as the tent door is lifted. I see other people going through flaps at other corners of the yurt. Young men and women casting smiling glances back at us. 

She walks gingerly to her chair and sits down. A gulp of wine and then she stares at me, eyes gazing steadily into mine, a smile on her face as she reaches down to her side and rips free a length of fabric. “What is your name?” She asks as she dabs at her feet, wincing as she removes a shard of glass.

“Harlan.”

“Hello, Harlan.” Another smile and a pause, as if this meeting is of some unseen importance. “Will you bring me that bottle of vodka?” She gestures to the side table.

“I don’t have time for this.” 

“You will make time,” she snaps, all niceness gone from her voice. “The quicker you sit, and relax, the quicker I’ll be sending my people out to find your friend.”

“Why?”

She doesn’t answer my question, merely shoots a long glance at the table before waiting. So I go, and I fetch the vodka and bring it to her because… If I do walk out of here, I do not know what to do next.

She opens it and pours a generous amount onto another strip of fabric torn free, grimacing as she dabs at the cuts on her feet. “Don’t want anything to get infected, you know.”

“Why did you do it?”

She cocks her head, as if pondering the answer. “Back, before all this, people were put in charge. Not leaders. People were put in charge and occasionally they were capable. They spent enough time at a place, put in the hours, took the classes or whatever… They moved up.”

An inhale of breath as more alcohol meets riven flesh. “Now… Now there are true leaders and everything is so much plainer to me. Some lead by fear, some by taking away fear. Some by knowing how to do hard things, some by knowing how to get away from the hard things. Some find food and shelter, some make it. Some leaders do all of it.”

“And which are you?”

“Me? Little ol’ me? I…” She pauses dramatically and takes a pull from the vodka bottle. “I lead the leaders. I give them what they want. And they provide me with whatever it is that they do, and we all go away happy.”

I snort. “You lead the leaders? Right.”

“Some are too prideful to admit it.” She stands and slowly walks towards me, dark hair framing her face and the confident smile that seems to precede it. “Do you know how I know I’m right?” She doesn’t wait for me to respond. “You read any story on any battle, the Civil War to World War Two, who do dying men call for?”

She takes a sip of her wine, eyes leveled against me. Baiting me. I stay silent because to answer would be simply saying what she wants to hear.

“Mommy. That’s who they want.” She eyes me. “Funny, with so much death, I still don’t know who I, or other women, for that matter, would call out for. But now…” She raises a flat hand and looks at it, as if it held the world. “So much death. And so many just wanting a mother.” 

I don’t know what to say. What confidence does she hope to gain by telling me how she has manipulated others?

“But that’s not you.” She pauses, gives me another critical appraisal. “Wisdom accompanies bad choices. And you, no offense, don’t seem like a silly boy. You have the look of a wise man.”

Her voice is syrup. Calming. Insult or perspicaciousness, it doesn’t matter. She seems to see the trials of the last months. And better, she seems to understand.

“I will find her,” she says softly, and steps forward to cup my face between her palms. I jerk back but she is silently insistent. Eyes staring into mine as she slowly raises her hands again. I’d swat them away if I wasn’t worried about angering her. Worried about losing this chance, however improbable, of finding Beryl.

“I will find her. We will search for her for as long as it takes.”

I stare back into her eyes, dark brown pupils with a golden ring around the iris. 

“For what?”

A cruel smile curls up her face as she steps closer to me, her fingers pushing back from my cheeks to curl around my ears, small fists clenching the hair at the back of my neck to pull my head down towards hers. 

“A small thing. A favor for me.”

I pull back my head and she tightens her hold on my hair, eyes intent on mine.

“What favor?”

She casually hops up so that her legs straddle me, sending me stumbling backwards, my hands instinctively catching her around the waist so that we don’t topple over. Ribbons of cloth tightening and loosening and falling down from around her shoulders. Slinking down from her arms. She leans forward into me, her head above mine now, her hands still wrapped into my hair.

“Oh, I cannot tell you now.”

“Tell me or I won’t do it.”

She gives a heavy sigh, one hand releasing my hair to lift my chin up. “Then I won’t help you. And I don’t know if you have the time to wait.”

I lower her towards the ground, my hand seeking to disengage the grip she has on me. She tightens her legs around my waist, for a second, then slides off me and walks back to the side table. She pours another glass of wine for herself, turning and staring over the rim at me with expectant eyes.

Dammit. 

“I will do it.” I say. Hating that she already knew that I would agree. “But not until she is back. And safe.”

“Safe is such an arbitrary term. But okay.”

“Fine. Tell your people to find her, or whatever it is you’re going to do. Now. Please.”

“Not that simple. My people don’t follow my orders. They follow something greater.” She walks out of the tent. “Come. You are part of the show.”










The show. As she she puts it. An unwanted walk and an unwanted amount of eyes. Everyone she calls her “people” gathered around an enormous fire. Flames built at the base of a small hill, an unnatural slope due to some whimsical landscaping or an errant attempt to build an artistic edifice. 

We stand above.

All eyes on us. This, in and of itself, is enough to make me nervous. Too open. Too watched. Too… exposed. I don’t know what to expect, I’m sure this shows on my face in some way or another. Only made worse when I see the concern on Theo’s face. The judgmental look on Josey’s. Gods he’d be so much better up here.

Sheila looks excited.

Cyrene stands with her head down. Arms wrapped about herself. A slow sway, as if moved by the wind. An occasional tremor. I stand like a man who doesn’t know what to do. 

The minutes stretch. 

“Blood is needed.” She speaks, not looking up, and there is an intake of breath from her people. Two men step forward and without looking up she holds up a flat palm, halting them. “From the man who walks the wastelands. Freely given. For a price.”

A woman circles around us, careful not to get between Cyrene and myself, apparently the man who walks the wastelands. I hear Sheila snort and I almost do myself. 

This is fucking nonsense.

“Do you give blood to get blood?”

I want to keep scoffing at these questions. I want to. They are questions that border on the ridiculous. But my fear of failure is not a laughing matter, not something to be minimized. Hope is the knife at my throat, holding me silent. To trust, and perhaps fail… Or not to trust, and never know.

It’s an easy decision. Now. Now it is.

“Yes.”

An arm slowly raises, palm up, and after a second I place my hand in it. 

“Don’t flinch,” she whispers. 

The knife whips across my palm and I do flinch. I grab her around the throat by the hand closest to her, the hand not weeping blood. I grab her and force her to her knees and take the fucking knife from her. All in seconds. And I don’t even realize that she has her hand out again, telling her people to back away. That she has her eyes open, looking past me, up to the stars. That the other hand is taking my blood that drips down her chest and is smearing it. Across her collarbone and around her neck. On her forehead and beneath her eyes.

I let go. I’m horrified by my reaction. 

A little. 

I’m horrified by hers in a new way. She grabs my hand back and stares at the palm. The open slice of flesh producing blood in a slow and insidious way. A glow, a rise, a Lichtenberg figure on the palm before the pooling begins. 

“A woman alone. Dirt. Running. Alone but not alone. Water gone. Concrete gone. Food gone. Iron gone. A low hill. A single tree.”

She says the words in another voice. An unearthly voice. Deeper. Husky. As if someone else is saying these words, and she only a conduit.

She shudders, her head coming up and eyes blinking as if she has just awoken. She takes in a deep breath, exhaling slowly as she dramatically collects herself.

“We must find this girl. Bring her here. To safety. And if done then the blood price will be paid.” She rises to her feet. Clutches my bloody hand and raises it to her breast. “Vow that the blood price will be paid.”

I nod. “It will.”

“Say it. Say it! For all to hear.” 

What the fuck?

“I vow to pay the… blood price… should my friend be found and brought here. And not be hurt,” I add hurriedly. I can’t help but feel like there is something else going on, some small print to a contract I don’t understand.

She smiles. A smile of one who has accomplished something. Victorious. Spiteful.

She spreads her arms. Slowly turning in a half circle until her back is to me. “My dear ones… Go. Go and do this, for it will bring us all that we desire.”

There are whoops, and cheers, and I see fists raised in a solemn salute to this woman. The men who drove us here approach and Cyrene leans forward to talk with them. Whispers of words that I can’t catch. But they nod and trot off to their cars, departing in haste to leave high funnels of dust in their wake.

“Now?” I growl. And she doesn’t say a word. Just looks into my eyes with a glint that makes me so nervous, eyes that say they know something I don’t. She slowly unwraps a black ribbon from her arm and winds it around my hand before leading her coterie back to her pavilion. 

“Now what?” Theo asks, as he and the others join me. I glance around. We are alone, but not. Men and women mill in small clusters around tents and cars, talking, but their bodies facing us. Eyes kept in our direction.

“We wait. We fucking wait.”










Hours pass and we gain a small understanding of these people. Their reverence for Cyrene is apparent, as is their resolute trust in her ability to guide them. They absolutely believe in her ability to foretell the future. Or at least divine a path.

I want us to stick together, to be ready to fight or flee at the first sign of trouble. But as the hours tick on we all grow restless. I ask Sheila and Josey if they feel like talking to some of the people. See if they can find out anything about them. Or, it’s implied, a way to take one of their vehicles. Josey is happy to oblige, and it’s not long before I hear a guitar playing in some tent on the far side of the camp. 

Sheila’s wicked grin almost makes me regret asking her. She stalks towards a group of three young men, danger in every sway of her hips. Theo and I watch as eyebrows are raised, and one of the men develops a particularly panicked expression. She turns and gives a little wink as the men escort her away towards another tent.

“Should I go with her?” Theo asks. 

“Only if you want to warn them.”

He gives a little chuckle before returning to seriousness. “So we wait?”

“Yep.”

“You okay?”

I turn to look at him, startled by the concern. “My hand? I’m good.”

“Nah man, you okay with… You dealing?”

I appreciate the sentiment. But I’m too close to snapping as it is, my walls are up and not letting any of this in. I cannot talk about it, for that would allow me to think about all the what ifs. Better to keep despair padlocked in a box and shoved into the dark recesses of my mind. 

“I’m fine.”

He nods. I should ask him how he’s doing. Hell, I realize now just how stressed he is. Meaty fists opening and closing and constantly rubbing his forehead. But I don’t. I don’t ask, because I know, and… I don’t know how to behave in situations like this. 

Silence. Silence as night approaches and we are given water, and food, and invited into tents to eat and sleep. We decline. 

Well, I decline. Theo stays with me. 

Sheila and Josey return later that night. Sheila’s drunk and looks pleased with herself. Josey is solemn. But they paint an interesting picture of these tinsel people. Strangers, drawn together from the surrounding area, even as far as Wyoming. Scavengers. Traveling from place to place under directions from Cyrene until all food in that area has been found and consumed. Then onto somewhere else. 

“They talk like they’re on a spiritual journey,” Josey says. “They say that she has foreseen a place for them to live, but that they aren’t ready for it yet.”

This is so bizarre.

“They’re pathetic. No sense of organization. And they don’t have any balls. Shit goes down, we got this.” Sheila looks like she would more than happy to take on the whole camp.

Cyrene sends someone to invite me to her tent late that night. For what is not made clear, but is definitely implied. I decline. I do not feel like being toyed with. And my temper is too short to deal with someone who is, ostensibly, helping me find Beryl.

Where are you?

We take turns keeping watch, even as we are watched, and do our best to sleep. I pretend, knowing this will be a night that is darkness and hard dirt and rolling from side to side. My mind exhausted from worry and anger and only the pain in the palm of my hand provides some sense of continuity, of reality, in this odd place.

I drift.

I’m at a diner. It’s filled with people, happy and boisterous, and a kid runs by our table shrieking with joy. Cars make their way down the street outside, slowly driving past pedestrians enjoying a sunny day. 

John slides into the booth across from me, briefcase and coat carefully arranged next to him. He’s clean-shaven, hair carefully combed and his shirt a pristine white that I haven’t seen in some time.

I am myself. I feel the unkemptness. The disarray of my hair. The length of my nails and the grime that lives underneath. The stained clothes. The lines on my face and the bags under my eyes.

He checks his phone, casually scrolling through messages and swiping to delete emails. Then he flips it over and pushes it away from him, his small, patient smile on his face.

“How are you, Har?”

I don’t know what to say to him. A shrug and a shake of my head. I’ve been better.

He leans back into the booth, arm draped atop it as he considers me. “I make a lot of plea agreements as a lawyer. A lot of deals. Bargains. Mostly to diminish time and money wasted. The outcome apparent to both sides, at least to the people representing.”

He doesn’t elaborate and I sit there, numb, thinking of this. Of him making deals, and the deal I made with Cyrene. 

A waitress approaches. A blurry figure with an apron and a bun tight on a faceless head. A pen and pad and an air of impatience. “What can I getcha?”

John gives her his smile. “Are there any second chances on the menu?”

“Not today, hon.”

“I’ll just take the usual, then.”

She turns to me. “And for you?”

John looks at me expectantly. I don’t know what to say, again. I shake my head. John looks up at her. “Give him what I’m having. And a cup of coffee.”

She scribbles our order and leaves the paper on the table, face down, before cruising away. John and I are left staring at each other.

“Did it bother you? The deals you made?”

He thinks for a second before shaking his head. “No. The deals always represented justice. A process that needed to take place before bringing about a mutual understanding.”

“What about… What about murderers getting let off for making a deal? For turning on other people?”

An eyebrow is raised. “You want to ask me about murderers?” His voice is quiet. “About those who aren’t loyal?” 

“Yes.”

“It’s all the same. Har, we don’t know what people deserve. We only know that everyone gets a chance to be seen, and heard, and felt. That is how law and order is carried out.”

I disagree with him. The old anger rising. But I don’t say anything. Because maybe I want to understand what he is saying. To really take it in, and in doing so, make peace with this man.

“I always knew all aspects of the plea agreements, though. I never made a deal without knowing all the facts.”

Fuck you. “Did you never have a desperate moment in your life? Did you never have one moment where you’d trade everything you have and everything you are to protect someone?”

His eyes fall to his hands, sadness stealing across his face. “Once.” And he looks up at me. “What a boring, safe person I was. I didn’t realize how dangerous that could be.”

I wake up before any food, or coffee, is delivered. John’s last words echo in my head, and I don’t know if that is actually something he would say, or just a remnant of who I used to be rising to the surface. I do not know anything new, other than that I have slept through the night. And that I am sad, and a bit angry, and unable to shake the sense that I have done something wrong.
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WHEN YOU HAVE been broken down as much as I have, you learn empathy. You see what other people are dealing with. You feel the pain with them. You can put yourself in their shoes. Empathy gives you understanding, but it doesn’t necessarily give you sympathy. 

There’s a difference. 

Sometimes, when people confuse the two, there is a call to action. A call for sacrifices, made without considering the picture as a whole. 

Only the people who have been through the thickest part of the thorn patch, the ones who have survived violence of the soul, only they will know this is true… Empathy is a beautiful thing. Sympathy is for the rich and the ignorant. Death and life are two sides of the same coin. Joy is only achievable with suffering. 

I am too far gone.

And I’ve become far too good of a judge of people. Theo sleeps peacefully, mostly, when he knows where everyone is and that we are safe. Josey talks in his sleep. A lot of it is angry. Sheila sleeps because of the whiskey. And Harlan…

He cries out of one eye. A curious thing. Always the right eye. Sometimes I wake to find my palm beneath his cheek, the small stream of tears drying to leave crusted white lines across his temple. 

“They’re coming.”

I freeze at Ghost’s words. He gives a cocky smile, tooth glinting in the morning sun. He keeps walking, apparently unconcerned. 

I can’t hear anything. We trudge on. His pace picks up as we angle across a shallow hill towards a rock formation, gray rock twisting and jutting out sideways in odd angles that reminds me of a large, squashed tea pot. 

We reach the rocks and he hops up onto a shelf and sits with his feet swinging. Pike flops down beneath him, both of them grinning at me like they know something I don’t.

Which is probably true.

I turn around and scan the area around us. I still don’t see anything.

“You said they’re coming?”

He nods. “You’re using your eyes.” His voice drops and he adopts a heavy accent. “You’re ignoring the hoofbeats in the ground.”

I feel my face twist and he smiles at my derision. 

“I promise I’m not bullshitting you. Not this time.”

And he laughs as my frown deepens into a smile.

Dammit.

“So we’re just going to wait here?”

“Yep. No point running anymore.”

I don’t say anything. I guess I might as well sit, too. If he isn’t going to explain why we aren’t running, or hiding, or getting ready to die, then I’m not going to ask. He enjoys being mysterious. That he has some sort of plan is obvious. 

There is a vibration. A thrum that echoes up through my feet. I look up at Ghost and he gives me a smug smile. 

“Told you.”

A growl from Pike joins the growing thunder of hooves. He sits up and gives me a perplexed look. I give him a shrug and pull the knife from my boot.

Ghost gives a loud guffaw. Too loud for the fear starting to grow in my chest. Too loud for this open landscape. A vast land that shouldn’t feel so claustrophobic. 

“You filched another one of my knives?”

I don’t bother answering and he lets loose with another laugh. “Dammit Beryl, we might be related.”

The sound of hooves changes from a tremor to a series of scattered thumps emanating from the far side of the rocks. I hear voices, Julian’s loudest of all. 

We wait, Pike growling and standing to pace back and forth in front of me. 

You aren’t going to die today.

A head pops out from the side of the rocks. Like we were kids playing games, a gun held clumsily as one of Julian’s cohorts scans the area in front of us. He disappears, then Julian struts around the rock formation, doing his best to look calm and in control. But his eyes jump around the rocks as if he expects us to have a hidden army.

His men follow. Rita is pulled on a rope behind them. Her face is covered in dirt and what looks like bits of manure. Tear tracks give her an odd sort of war paint. As if she were trying to belong to this motley band in the middle of nowhere.

“Didn’t expect to see you today,” drawls Ghost, still sitting calmly on his stoop.

“Really? Really?”Julian spits. “I find that hard to believe.”

“No, you’re right. I guess I just figured you would have caught up to us last night. You sure took your time.”

Julian’s face reddens and he takes a limping step forward. “You think you’re tough shit. You think you’re better than everyone.”

Ghost hops down. His height causing Julian to take a step back. “I don’t. I don’t think I’m better than everyone. Just you.”

“Always with the jokes. You never show any fucking respect. Perhaps it’s time…”

He trails off, his bluster withering in the face of Ghost’s calm.

“Perhaps it’s time for what?” Ghost whispers, everyone in the shade of the rocks tensing. 

“Give me the girl. I will kill you if you don’t.”

Julian’s words were meant to sound deadly. And they do, in the sense that he’s telling the truth. But his voice is all over the place, his chest darkening with heavy sweat.

“You would fight me?” Ghost says, a sardonic smile on his face.

Julian shakes his head. “I wouldn’t need to. And I wouldn’t waste my time. I would just have to say the word.” He gestures to the men behind him, a man with a pistol stepping forward with a nervous grin.

“You don’t have to walk this path.” Even now Ghost seems so calm. Sad. The bearer of bad news. “You could turn around and go. And we could talk about this, later.” Julian laughs, and his men laugh, but there is no humor in the sound. The cawing of crows over a carcass would have more mirth.

“You would disobey The Tribe? For what?” Ghost continues.

Julian spits. “I’m the one making sure the fucking Tribe’s decision is carried out. You ain’t.”

Ghost’s voice drops to something soft. Mellow. “You sure about that?”

Julian smirks. “Maybe not in the way my mother wants, but I’m doing what she ordered.”

“I am too.”

A derisive hiss from Julian’s men. “The fuck you are!”

“I am.” Ghost shakes his head at Julian, almost as if debating whether to say the next sentence. “Because she told me, should I meet you out here, I’m to send you to the ancestors.”

Ghost’s words are like a blow to Julian. He takes a step back, head cocked as if he’d been slapped. “No. You lie. She wouldn’t say that, this is one of your fucking jokes.”

Ghost doesn’t say anything, letting the truth of the moment sink into the group. 

“You’re fucking lying!”

Ghost meets his gaze and holds it. Julian chuckles, a fake laugh that is low and soft and far too forced. 

“You are funny, Ghost. But let’s say that’s true. There is no reason, then, for me not to kill you.”

“Perhaps you should. What are you waiting for?”

The words confuse Julian. He is not in control of this conversation and he knows it.

“You are in such a hurry to die?”

“No. I’m in a hurry to see if you’ll actually do what you say.”

Silence. Stillness. Small things taken account of; the heave of each breath. The smallest movement of hands. Of feet. Every rustle as someone inadvertently moves.

“You never could let me have anything. You never could.” Soft words spoken by Julian. Genuine words. Words only meant for the man standing across from him. “My family took you in, you piece of shit. Gave you a life. Why did you need to steal it from me?”

Violence is coming. Everyone gathered here knows that. But just for a brief second the two are united by a mutual sadness. By memories of a fork in the road that, perhaps, could have been avoided but for pride, or stubbornness, or anger. An alternate history in which there might have been closeness, or friendship, or love.

“I’m sorry,” is all Ghost says. 

Julian pulls his knife and limps a step forward, anger masquerading as sorrow plastered on his face. 

An arrow thunks into the chest of the man who had stepped forward with the gun. He stares at it as he stumbles sideways, incredulous eyes rising to meet mine, like an actor pushed out onto stage without knowing his lines. 

Another arrow hits a man in the thigh, I look up to see a dark silhouette of a woman on top of the rocks. She raises her bow again as the men around me suddenly leap into action, darting behind rocks and raising their own guns. Explosions shatter the silence and echo around the rocks, bits of stone and dirt already make a halo of dust.

“Beryl!”

Ghost yells it as I turn. Julian has taken two steps forward, not towards his former compatriot, but to me. The knife is coming directly forward, a vicious lunge aimed at my face. I start to duck but it’s too late. Pain erupts above my temple, the knife digging a searing line down the side of my skull. 

I tumble backwards, my knife slashing wildly as I try to give myself some space. A black blur as Pike leaps in between us. His teeth sink into the forward arm of Julian. His left arm. Deep, guttural growling as he jerks and pulls at him, seeking to either remove his appendage or get him away from me. Julian is howling in pain. I watch as he raises his knife to stab the dog.

“NO!”

He pauses, surprised by my voice. By my voice, unlocked, at its full power. I’m already striding towards him, knife extended, closing the distance between us. 

Julian swings his own blade. Whipping it back and forth before reaching for the gun stuck in his waistband. 

“Stop! Stop this now!” Ghost’s voice, clean of any humor or mockery, filled with fear for the first time.

Julian doesn’t hesitate, but I’m already next to him, forcing his attention. His knife moving from Pike to me, gun forgotten. He slashes. Erratic. 

I do not claim to be good with a knife. Or good in a fight. But there is a huge difference between panic and being acquainted with violence. Not at home, but on a familiar path. And, as calm as I am, it’s far too easy to avoid his blade. Far too easy to move in, left hand pushing his hand into himself, my right rising to strike.

Only it doesn’t get there. An arm grips me around my waist and pulls me away. And that same arm stiffens, and Ghost lets out a little gasp as Julian’s blade sinks into his side.

Ghost stumbles away from me. Julian, now frozen, stares at the blood on his blade. Then he smiles, the grin of a man who knows he is about to win a game that he has never been allowed to play. And he moves in to finish him, slashing and jabbing while Ghost is backpedalling. All other combat has ceased. Everyone in Julian’s group dead or subdued. But no one steps in to end this last fight. 

Honor, I guess. They are bound to it. Maybe it’s the whole “one tribe” thing. Or knowing each other. Knowing that this ends in a death that one side will have to live with. Ghost is injured, but they adhere to an unspoken code that keeps them from interfering. No one puts an arrow into this man who brought this catastrophe about. 

To do so would, to them, be cowardly.

Not to me.

If I’m robbing Ghost of some sort of proper resolution… so be it. He will live. Priorities in shit like this should never get skewed. And like Sleeping Bear, like Julian, I too believe in no half measures. 

I’d like to think Harlan would be proud.

This is my thought as I leap forward to plunge my knife into the side of Julian’s neck. Blood spraying both Ghost and me as Julian whirls away from us, stumbling in a circle before collapsing.

Minutes. Seconds. Who knows. But I have to sit, I’m suddenly dizzy, my head throbbing. And the silence bothers me. The intake of breath in a land that had a wind before all of this. 

Pike’s snuffling nose at my side. My hand licked leaving a trace of white in all the red. Ghost’s face. Furious. Sad. Furious again. 

“You shouldn’t have done that.” Ghost’s voice is subdued, not angry. He might as well be saying “this shouldn’t have happened at all.”

I raise a hand and touch the gash on my head. Pain lances through my skull and I have to sit.

I close my eyes. Open them.

A bloody circle. The red is the only thing that sticks out. The lifeless faces and dark clothing blending in with the mottled rocks and the shadows growing longer. But the blood is everywhere. A painter gone mad. 

Ghost’s clan clusters around him. It’s only at an angry word do they disperse. Slow steps around the corner of the rocks to wait with the horses. Even his woman is banished from the scene, a long pause as she levels a stare at him that goes unheeded. Then we are alone. Ghost, and Pike, and myself. And Rita. Forgotten in the chaos, crouched in the shadows, so covered in dirt and grime that only her sniffling gives her away.

“There is a road. Two miles that way. There are cars waiting for you.”

I don’t ask him how this is possible. “What will happen to you?”

“To me?” He sighs, his hand pulling away from the wound on his ribs, grimacing at the fresh blood that leaks down his side. “I don’t know. I guess I knew this would happen someday. I don’t know what happens afterwards.” He stares down at Julian’s lifeless body. “There has to be balance. There has to be, otherwise he would have been the cancer that ripped our tribe apart.”

“I’m… Sorry.”

“He always just… Wanted to win. To be the best. To lead. And he never saw the why. And that’s why he never did… He never could.”

I’m not sure what he’s talking about anymore. But we sit in silence, hands no longer held to our wounds, as if the blood should be allowed to flow. As if we could drain ourselves of the guilt and remorse, as well.

Eventually he stands and walks past me. Stopping only to say, “The place you are going. Tell the woman in charge… Tell Cyrene that we’re even. Tell her that she needs to leave. Beryl… she will help you. But don’t stay there long.”

Then he is gone. Pike approaches and licks my face. 

Long past time we started walking. 

Rita shuffles out from the shadows as we start down the hill. “Where are we going?”

I have been trying so hard to be… a better version of myself. To emulate the hope that Harlan always somehow finds. To try to retain some humanity even when it forces us into hardships. Harlan carries the weight of each death on his shoulders, and I strive to be more than a crutch for him. I want him to see that I, too, can care. That I will try.

So I hold back the anger. I hold back when all I want is to let loose the whirlwind of destruction on a world that has done nothing but push me down. I love the people I love. The rest are chaff.

I try to be better. 

Not now. There are consequences. And I need to give voice to the malice that lives within me. 

“Where are we going?” she repeats. 

I step towards her. I reach into her shirt and rip the dog whistle from her neck. I stoop and tie it loosely around Pike. True freedom. The last shackle busted.

Second to last one.

“What are we going to do?” She doesn’t raise her arms, doesn’t take a step backwards. She doesn’t, I think, even see the knife until it’s already in her throat. She gives a little gasp as I wrench it forward, blood washing over me in a spray.

“We are going home.”

Pike trots alongside me as Rita sits on a hillside filled with death. One hand on her throat and the other pointing at me, as if she had one last thing she needed to say. 

Maybe she did.
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THE WOMAN WHO climbs out of the back seat of the car is calm, her movements slow and measured, her gaze sweeping the tents, the people. Calm for someone holding a towel to her head, the white cloth stained a deep red, either from the wound or from trying to clean off her face. An attempt that left it streaked in odd patterns vaguely familiar.

Calm for someone coated in blood. 

Calm for someone taking in the lingerie, the vehicles, the sheer gaudiness and opulence forced into such a small gathering.

The woman sees me and the stony mask crumbles, eyes widening and her mouth going into a shy smile that is kept for a chosen few.

“Beryl.”

I walk to her and she leans into me, the towel dropping to wrap her arms around me. And I hold her. And neither of us think about the physicality. If it would torment her. Or torment us. We are as we are supposed to be. And had her blood not made a slow trickle onto my neck we might have stood there, locked, for a longer time.

“You’re hurt.” The words come out angry, as if it’s her fault. I turn to Cyrene. “She’s fucking hurt. Do you have—”

“We will get her all fixed up. And cleaned. Come—”

My turn to interrupt. “I will fix her up. Just give the stuff to me.”

Dark eyes flash, an anger at being talked to so dismissively. Something that hasn’t happened in a long time. “Do you know how to stitch a wound?”

I don’t have to say anything for her to know the answer.

“You can sit with her. Come. You will have time to talk. And to rest. And prepare. You still have your debt to fulfill,” she says with a cruel grin, “and I would have you in peak condition.”










We all sit with Beryl as a petite blonde woman goes to work on her cut. Blue gloved hands slowly dab with wet cloths to get through the matted hair to the wound beneath. 

“Ohhhhh no,” she says.

“What!” I’m on my feet, peering down at the top of Beryl’s head.

“I’m going to have to cut her beautiful hair.”

Beryl rolls her eyes. “Do it.”

The woman takes some scissors and an old-timey pair of shaving shears from her backpack, dipping them one by one into a bowl full of rubbing alcohol. 

“This is gonna hurt, but I’ll do my best.”

“She doesn’t fucking care, just do it.” Sheila says from the corner. “You want some?” She holds a bottle of vodka up for Beryl to see. 

“I… Okay.” 

I’m shocked to hear her say yes, more shocked to see her and Sheila exchange grins. An unlikely friendship. 

Well shit, all you have to do to get Sheila to like you is to bust her nose.

Beryl takes a pull, and though her eyes water, her face remains impassive. Theo is a statue, doing his best to contain another upwelling of emotions. When Beryl looks at him all he can do is nod.

“I knew you’d make it. But you don’t always have to go for the dramatic entrances,” Josey says. 

“I… I’m glad to be back.”

She tells us her story, slow and measured, as the woman works on her. Small curls of her hair, some clumped together by blood, fall on her shoulders, and onto the floor, and onto the dog draped over her feet, worried eyes glancing up at her and his tail thumping every time she drops a hand to scratch his head.

The woman cleans the wound, a long gash that runs a straight line a couple inches above her ear and curves upwards at the end like a hook. 

“And the woman. The one who took me. She is dead, too.” She looks at me, eyes boring into mine, the smallest hint of something sad turning the corners of her lips down. Then she winces as the woman begins to stitch. The needle dipping into swollen skin to knit the two sides together. 

“Want some more?” Sheila says.










The stitching is done. More than two pulls of vodka. One swear word voiced so loudly, so precisely, that I could not help but grin. The woman left and shortly afterwards a large tub is lugged in, followed by bucked after bucket of steaming water that only partially fills it. The others, by some unspoken word, filter out of the room. 

Beryl stands in front of me. The odd patch of bald hair and stitches look like a snake twining its way around her head. 

“I didn’t… I was worried I’d never find you.” I say the words because I can’t keep the ache inside me any longer. I have to say these things, my mind and soul filled with too much pain for me to keep this to myself.

She gives me her lopsided smile. “I wasn’t.”

“You weren’t?”

She steps towards me. “No. You’re my pack.”

Huh?

What an odd thing to say. Why am I smiling? Why does it, in a way, make sense?

She steps one more time, bringing her into my space. I wrap my arms around her and we stand, holding each other, for as long as we both need. Longer than we should and shorter than we want. 

She steps back, still wearing clothes stained with blood. Hers, and I now know, others. The angry line on her head. An upraised chin. Challenging me. Or challenging… Something.

She turns away and starts to take off her clothes. Her nudity is not anything new to me. But this is different. Not a baring of flesh, but the way in which it’s done. Not the stony silence of someone who needs, desperately, to wash themselves. But someone inviting someone else to stay.

The clothes are too solid. Crusted and stiffened by the fled lifeblood of others. I go to help her lift the shirt above her head. I see her wince in pain as we both try to force it over her ears. She shoves me away and, with a smile I’ve never seen on her face, points to her discarded boots. I find her knife and, with only the slightest pause, I cut the shirt off of her.

She shivers beneath my touch. But when I go to move away she pulls me closer. Closer. So that I’m supporting her weight as she lifts one leg out of her pants, then the other. 

She steps into the water. Turns to me. Expectant. I pull off my shirt and step towards her. 

We stand there, one in the water and one out. Fingers tracing the lines on our bodies. Scars old and scars that aren’t old but far deeper. We stand there and look each other in the eyes and we don’t need to speak a word. 

She lowers herself into the tub, the water coming just up over her navel. I grab a towel and gently start to daub the blood from her neck. The dirt and grime and more blood from her shoulders and arms and wrists, the water in the tub slowly darkening as her pale, porcelain skin emerges.

I did not notice, or feel, the moment I lost her.

The moment that some ghost of Stuart took over. 

Only that she was too still. That the smile, if there had been one, was gone. 

“Beryl?”

Nothing. Vacant eyes slowly swivel up to look at me.

The fucking bath. He always gave her a bath.

“Beryl! Hey! Hey… Come back to me!”

I pause, grimacing at my own words, before cupping her face in between my hands. 

“I’m here. I’m here. Harlan is here, whenever you’re ready.”

And she does come back. And with her comes shame. And anger. And whatever moment we had is sorely diminished by the wall that, we both know, will reside between us and anything physical. 

“I don’t care,” I say. But she doesn’t say anything in response. And ten minutes later, after drying herself, slowly, she dresses in clothes provided by Cyrene. Clothes I wouldn’t have picked for her. Airy. Open. Too bright. 

After buttoning the last button she turns to me and heaves in a shaky breath. “You’re an idiot, Harlan.”

But she gives me that smile.










“The debt. What is it?”

Cyrene pouts. “Are you in such a hurry to be done with me?”

“Yes.”

“Well, then.” She pauses, as if to deliberate. 

There is little doubt in my mind of what she wants. “To fuck,” Sheila had said, and for once those words passed her lips derisively. And I can’t help but agree with her. Cyrene has made her intentions very plain. And not because I think she eyes me with some sort of sexual desire. No, this is a woman who enjoys power. Dominance. To have her way with me is secondary to subjugating me to her will.

If this is the price I have to pay… Well fuck. I am a person far too degraded to put much stock in this; a carnal act without love, friendship, or even respect. In fact, it’s astounding how much emphasis sex held in my life before. Jessica will understand. Beryl will… understand. I think.

She steps closer to me. Close enough that I see Beryl arch an eyebrow. She leans into my space, head in my chest as I stand stony, still, waiting for her to finally speak. She inhales deeply, breathing in my scent in an act both intimate and grotesque, before suddenly wheeling and walking to her chair.

“Outside this tent is a car. Two of my people will take you to where you need to go. When you get there, you will kill a man by the name of Erik.”

“What?”

Her face is stone. “Did you think that I would ask for something else?”

I’m completely flat-footed. I feel my face flush as I realize how much I have been played. Manipulated for the sake of manipulation.

“You want me to kill a man?”

“Yes.”

Silence in the tent. Even Sheila is dumbfounded. 

“Why?” I finally croak. 

“Why you? Or why him?” She paces over to the sideboard and pours a generous amount of tequila into a glass. A glass that she hands to me. “You, well, you were picked because…” She gestures towards the tent’s entrance. “I don’t have fighters. I don’t have… killers.”

“I’m not a killer.”

“No? How many does it take before you are?”

The question sits in the tent and I know I’m not the only person counting their tally. 

Does a city count?

“And him… Erik.” The name comes from the back of her throat. A history giving the name rage and violence that raises the hair on my arms. “It only matters that his death will be a fulfillment of a promise I made long ago.”

I take a sip of tequila that turns into a sloppy gulp, the liquor spilling down my chin and pattering onto the floor. 

“Why?”

“Because it’s your debt.”

I’m tired of being manipulated. “Tell me why. Or we walk out. I don’t care about this deal.”

“Your word means nothing?” She steps closer, mouth parted and teeth bared. “Don’t test me, Harlan. I will be the end of you and all you hold dear.”

“Fuck you.” 

Beryl’s hand appears on my arm. Not to hold me back, but to let me know she is here. I know she either has a knife in her hand or is close to it. I see Sheila shift. She moves almost sensually, a casual rearranging of her limbs that I now know is the precursor to violence.

“You don’t know what you’re saying,” Josey says. “You need to rethink this.”

Cyrene casts a look about the tent. Venomous. Angry. “You think I haven’t thought of this? Do you truly want to test me?”

“Your people aren’t fighters. And apparently,” I take a step towards her, “you’re in here with a killer.” 

She takes us all in. The stillness. The tension. The air metallic with violence. Then she laughs. “Fine. Fine. If you need to know why to do this, then I will tell you. But…” She gives me a long look. “You will do this. Or she,” a finger pointed at Beryl, “will die. Her life was the deal. And I take these things very seriously.”

I almost grab her. I can feel my hand around her throat. The danger to Beryl bubbling and gasping and then gone. 

I take a step and I see Sheila begin to uncoil. I feel the whisper of movement as Beryl moves behind me. But it’s the meaty hand of Theo falling on my shoulder that halts everything.

“The old man is in here. He has a gun,” he whispers. A whisper that doesn’t fool anybody. 

It suddenly makes sense why the tent is so big on the outside. So small on the inside. 

“He’s not the only one. There are four rooms in here.” Cyrene is confident again. Calm. She takes my half empty glass and takes a sip. Gives it back to me. “Let’s be friends again. Yes? I tire of this.” She snaps her fingers and people file into the room, her father at the head. He carries a small bag in his hands, a grim smile on his face. Those behind him carry weapons.

My gun is out and up and at her head in an instant. We are a circle, tidy and closed and efficient. And ready. “Another step and she dies.”

“I think not.” Cyrene almost seems disappointed. She nods to her father and he opens his bag and flips it over, spilling bullets onto the ground. “My people aren’t fighters… But we have our skills.”

I pull the trigger. I know that my gun is empty, but I’m really hoping she’ll flinch.

She doesn’t. She just smiles as hands slide the guns from our grips. As we are pushed down onto our knees, as if made to kneel before royalty.

 “I told you, a leader does what they have to. And…” Her mask drops again. “I would not ask this of you if I didn’t believe in it.”

“What do you mean?” Josey says.

“You all still pretend. Still act like you haven’t seen monsters. Been monsters. You are surprised that others have seen darkness as well.”

None of us respond. 

“I… was not equipped for this world.” She steps closer to me. Her voice drops and the others make a circle encapsulating us. The players and the played. 

“I was… A different person,” she whispers to me. “My job was taking pictures of myself and posting them online.” Her eyes find her father’s. “Dad was rich, never home.” A hard look and then back to me. “Mom was not my mom. When this happened… I was in a hotel. I…” She gathers herself. Slowly rebuilds her mask piece by piece as we watch. When she starts to speak again she is back to Cyrene the sibylline. The queen in her court. “I didn’t know how to survive. But I met someone who did. Someone who saved me.”

“Erik?”

“No.” The slightest flick of her eyes as she looks at Theo. “Darrell.”

The way she says it means that he’s dead. And the silence is one that we know not to break. There are certain names that you know, you just know, the ramifications. Jessica to me. Mickey to Sheila. 

Stuart.

“Erik runs a town up north. It’s blocked off. Now, it’s blocked off. When we wandered in there it was much, much smaller. They were just starting. They call themselves the Preservationists. They want to keep everything Christian. Everything… white.”

“Darrell was a brother?” Theo rumbles.

“Yes.”

The story is unsaid but laid out before us like a map. We have only to look from one side to the other to understand where the valley cuts through the mountains. 

“How do I know this is true?”

She looks at the ground. I can’t tell if it’s genuine sadness or another role she is playing. “Does it matter?” she finally says, fiery eyes slowly raising to mine. “She stays here until it’s done.”

“And how will you know it’s done?” I say, eager to find any loophole that will get me out of this. 

“He has a tattoo on the back of his head. Bring it to me.”

What?

I do not know what to say. I had been prepared to deal with a different bargain. A different agreement. One only reflected upon myself, not on others.

“Why not do it yourself? Why me?”

Her face darkens. “I told you. My people are not fighters. They would fail. And you…” Her eyes go to Beryl. “You have no choice but to succeed. 

“No?” 

“No.” A sharp rebuke. All playfulness gone. “Don’t kill him and she dies. Don’t come back, she dies. Try to deceive me… you all die.”

Cornered. Backed into a small space. The animal inside of me pacing back and forth, waiting to be set loose. To take a chance on fighting, or running, rather than this insanity. But me, Harlan, I know I have to agree. I know that I must wait, and it makes me petty.

“Shitty way to treat people. Shitty example for those who follow you.You fucking liar. You fucking bitch.”

She gives me a look of disappointment. “You lead people, so you know it.”

“Know what?”

“That those who lead cannot operate in the same way. We do things, horrible things, and we take the consequences unto ourselves. And we do it quietly. Because those ideals, those religions, those wonderful things that allow people to hope… can’t exist without someone cleaning up the mess.”










The price. It’s hard not to dwell on my own stupidity for not asking what it would be. For assuming it would take some other form. Something less sinister. Something, that once paid, wouldn’t still cost me.

Had Cyrene told me to murder someone and then I’d find Beryl… I wonder if I would have done it. 

I know I would.

But this… Killing this man. Even painted as someone who has killed for nothing more than to preserve his idea of a way of life… Am I any different? I executed Don. I killed…

I can’t think about that.

I should say no. I shouldn’t dabble in other’s anger. Or madness. Or hatred. I shouldn’t keep adding to the darkness that covers this world.

Do I somehow subdue these men driving us? Tie them up? Return to the encampment and break the others out?

They aren’t fighters…

But Beryl will die. That… That had been promised should I break the pact. She would be killed. Offered as some sort of sacrifice. And maybe the others as well. “Blood for blood,” she had said that night before slicing my palm. Gods, I was so blind. And she sure as hell meant it. This… mission… had been stewing inside of her for a long time. An obsession finally revealed. 

I don’t want to do this. That is true. But what bothers me isn’t the killing. It’s the fear that I will get caught. Or captured. Or killed. That I won’t make it back to the others. Or to Montana. 

Those fears are there. But I’m not worried about the killing. Or at least that is what I try to tell myself. My hands are tied, his life or Beryl’s. I realize that the worst part about it is what I imagine Jessica would think of me if she knew. Or my mom. I use the unseen eyes of others to try to figure out what I should feel about murder. Murder in order to save…

“Will you stop that?”

I realize my hands have been drumming a beat on my lap. Nervous hands, knowing what their future holds. I clasp them together and give up on trying to unravel the thoughts in my head. I can’t help but wonder what John would say. What he would ask me to do here. 

Fuck it. I have no choice.

The men driving us are the same that picked us up. I don’t know their names nor do I want to. For them, they vacillate between open hostility and nervous questions. Something about me going on this venture, something so important to Cyrene, offends them. They feel incapable. Which they fucking are. 

“You a good shot?”

The driver tilts the rearview mirror down so that he can look at me. The mirror also shows me the truck trailing behind us. Cyrene’s father, there to monitor and report.

“Am I a good shot?”

“Yeah. Like, you gonna snipe him?”

I snort derisively. “Yeah. That’s what I’m going to do. Perfect.Then just wait for them to throw out the body. Brilliant.”

The driver glares at me before angrily flipping the mirror upwards, as if by erasing our eye contact he can end the conversation. 

I should be careful. I know I’m goading them into conflict to explore an avenue of escape. A way out of this. 

There isn’t one.

Theo has his arms crossed. Chin in his chest and eyes closed. As if making peace with what he’s going to do.

“You shouldn’t have come.”

“I know.”

Cyrene had allowed him to accompany me. Sheila and Josey also tried, but she wasn’t letting more of us out than were staying in. Which was a smart move, if I’m honest.

Theo has his eyes closed, thick fingers slowly kneading his elbows and forearms. I’m glad the brute has come along. To share whatever onus this casts upon us. To, hopefully, make sure we both get out of this. Physically and metaphorically.

But I also want to be alone. To write this small, dark chapter of my life and then rip the page from the book and burn it. If no one reads it then, perhaps, no one truly knows… 

I am a monster.










February in Montana. The thickest part of the winter. The hardest to get through. The time when it truly seems as if the sun will never return and you start to resign yourself to life in an ice age. 

Hard snow. Frozen layers windswept or shoveled into small mountain chains around neighborhoods and streets. We stand by the lake. Old footprints are preserved in ice and kept uncovered by the howling wind. 

“We aren’t doing this.” I say. I almost have to yell it just to get through the heavy scarf wrapped around my mouth and nose.

I can’t see Jessica’s face, just her eyes, but I know she’s smiling at me. That mischievous smile, the one that dares me to back down. She holds up a hand and slowly pulls off a glove. Wiggles pale fingers in the cold. Then the other hand. 

I scan the area behind us. The cabin a hundred feet up the hill. The two neighboring houses. Empty. Or at least no smoke from the chimneys. 

When I turn back around Jessica is already down to her t-shirt. She plops down on the ground and starts to pull off her boots. “You better hurry up.”

Fine.

I hurriedly start to strip down. “In and then out. This would be a stupid way to die.”

“Well, yeah. It would be.”

She pauses, seemingly uncaring of the cold, waiting for me to catch up. “Ready?”

“Yes. Fuck! The quicker we are done the better.”

We pull off the rest of our clothes, the touch of the ice on bare feet burning like we’ve walked into a fire. We hobble down the frozen beach, me cursing and her laughing, down into the freezing water only recently devoid of its ice cover.

The plunge. “It doesn’t count unless you go all the way under,” she had said. And I know she’ll hold me to it. So I go in recklessly, hell bent on getting in, and under, and out.

I’m unprepared for the shock. This is something beyond cold. It almost feels like a physical blow. I hold my breath but the air is still forced out of me. Lungs deflated. Immune system slapped into submission. Heat and energy leeched out of my body at an alarming rate.

I rear back up out of the water and am already sloshing onto shore in under five seconds. I hear her gasp behind me as she also breaks the surface. “Oh my god.”

We gather our clothes and speed walk up the slope, cheeks and hands frozen and lips blue. She swats my butt as we trudge up the slope. “Better hurry up. This would be an even worse way to die.”

The steps are cleared of ice and we trot the final few up to her friend’s house and to the hot tub. The hot tub that was promised me at the end of this stupid venture. The hot tub that would make this whole thing something to laugh about.

The hot tub that doesn’t work. 

The moment we take off the cover we know it’s broken. Cold, stagnant water greets us. The power button does nothing. 

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

She walks to the lower door and jiggles the handle. “Well. Shit.”

“You didn’t… check this before?” I want to say more but my teeth are chattering so hard I can barely speak.

“Nope. This would actually be a really hilarious way to die, though.”

She is laughing. 

God, I love her.

She pokes a hole in the screen of one of the windows and pulls it off. Somehow we maneuver the window open and topple inside, wooden limbs making the whole process an arduous one. A dark hallway until we find the bathroom. The light bright on alabaster bodies hunched over to somehow keep what heat they have. 

She turns the shower on, not waiting for it to get hot to climb in. Her hair is frosted into thick strands, her face a mix of purple and white. She is so beautiful… I follow her in. 

We do a slow dance, rotating in a circle in each other’s arms as we share the blessed heat. We melt. And come back to ourselves. And smile at each other. Deeper smiles. 

“This… This would be a good way to die,” she says, arms wrapped around me as we come back to life.

Our child was conceived that day. Sometime after doing what I thought was the most reckless thing of my life. Jumping into a frozen body of water. Breaking into my first building. Falling in love. 

For the first time. 

“We’re almost there.”

I’m broken from my revery. A smile still on my face. A smile that fades as I think about what she might think of me if she could see what I am doing. Would she understand? I think she would. She would see that I had to become what I am to protect those around me. So that I can protect her. And the child. My son.

She would be showing. I never saw her with the belly, and I hadn’t thought about that yet. How big she must be right now. How scared. Winter coming, and the child, waiting for the first heavy snow to arrive. She must—

“Har.”

Theo pats my arm. The car is stopped, parked off the road behind a gas station. I look behind me. The truck that followed is swinging off the road and ambling up a track that disappears into the hills. The man in the passenger seat turns to look back, eyes flitting from Theo to me. “Don’t forget the tattoo. Cyrene’s orders.”

“Orders?” I say the word, and he cringes, but he doesn’t backtrack. 

“Their compound is three miles straight up the road. We’ll wait here for you. Once it’s done, I wouldn’t waste any time.”

“Motherfucker shut up,” Theo snaps, his calm finally breaking. “Just try not to shit yourselves while we go do your dirty work.”

We get out and they pop the trunk so we can retrieve our guns, as if we might have been tempted to use them had they given them to us back at the camp. Either Cyrene is being overcautious or she truly does have a good read on me.

“We got a plan?” Theo asks as we start walking. 

“Other than beating those fuckers up when we get back? No. I’m guessing we shouldn’t take the road, though.”

Theo heaves a sigh as he stares out at broad, empty pastures that are far more brown than green. “At least there isn’t any water.”
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MEN ARE SUCH lonely creatures. They make an island of themselves in order to hide from whatever pain they imagine waits for them on shore. To pretend at strength. To pretend at control.

An island in the middle of a vast sea that is suddenly drained away in a torrent of emotion. Lust. Violence. A savage exultation. 

Then peace returns.

Only their eyes give them away. The restless spirit bent upon wandering from one soul to the next, never staying with one for too long. 

And we women are no different. If men make an island of themselves then yes, we are the sea. Encompassing. Surrounding. Ever present. We seek to capture these wandering souls and make them our own. To plunge their island beneath our vast ocean and make them one.

To tame them.

Lest they tame us.

The warp and weft of the world. A dance done by fools and the joyous.

Unless there is love.

The two women bring me things. Food. Wine that I don’t drink. They sit across from me and ask me about the downfall. If I had any idea of what happened. Where I was, what I was doing the moment it started to happen. What job I had before. They ask me about Harlan. They ask about Josey and Theo, too. One of them tells me she hopes we stay with them, that she and Theo would “have a good time.” She pushes her boobs out, mink shawl and bra the only things covering them, hands making a lewd gesture that draws a laugh from her friend. 

They ask me questions. Some banal, some intrusive. They probe, and push, and pry at me as if we were just gossiping hens spending the day in a salon. Eventually my silence tells them to leave. Or maybe they feel my anger. Maybe they finally take a moment to look into my eyes. 

They do not stray far. The two women sit outside my tent on a blanket, pretending to sunbathe. It’s not hard to understand. These are my guards. I hear them tell Sheila and Josey that I want to be left alone. A blatant lie. Or at least a form of putting words in my mouth. It doesn’t deter Sheila though. 

“You need bigger tits than that if you wanna just wear a bra,” she says as she walks past them. Then the flap is pulled aside and she sticks her head in. “You okay, bitch?”

She says it with a grimace, as if the only way she can inquire about someone’s wellbeing is to insult them at the same time. 

“I’m fine.”

She nods, then puts one foot into the tent, lowering herself to a kneeling position, a bottle of vodka in her good hand. “They watching?”

I take a second before glancing over her shoulder. The big black girl averts her gaze after we make eye contact, pretending to laugh at something the smaller girl said.

“Yeah. Kind of.”

Sheila rolls her eyes. “Great help. This is for you, take a pull.” She hands the bottle to me before slowly unbuttoning the front of her pants with one hand, bandaged fingers waving in the air as if we were having some sort of heated discussion. Reaching into her panties she pulls out a folded knife. She tosses it down onto the sleeping bag between us. “Our guns are gone. Even the rope. They said they sent them with Har.” She snorts. “One of ‘em is walking around with Josey’s shotgun, acting like he just got gifted a new cock. Fuckin’ idiots.”

I pick up the knife, go to put it in my boot. 

“Sorry about the smell.” She grins her wicked grin. The smile that doesn’t really let you know if she’s joking or not. The smile that keeps everyone at arms length. 

She gestures to her pants. “I can’t button this up one-handed. You mind giving me a little help?”

I button up her pants, and even smile back at her. She’s a bully. But we have an understanding now. And as much as proximity, and touch, are a foreign thing… Knowing that she has my back erases any discomfiture. 

She snatches the bottle back and takes a pull, and then hands it to me so I can do the same. Alone I wouldn’t want to drink it. Together, now, the burn is a welcome acknowledgement that we are in this together. And that means a lot to a person like me.

She backs out of the tent. “If ya don’t want to talk that’s fine, don’t need to be a twat!” she exclaims loudly. Hard not to roll my eyes as she walks away. Josey gives me a wave and a confused look. I hope he’s not buying Sheila’s act, but maybe it’s a good sign if he is.

I close the flap quickly, as if angry. Before they can see me smile. 

I do want to be alone. Or I don’t. I think I’d just feel alone no matter what. Trying to hide my worry for Harlan, my rage at Cyrene… My incomprehension about this “mission.” What will happen to Harlan? What will happen when he comes back? 

I want to be alone in case I disappear.

But I stay put. In mind and body. Thinking about what has to happen. We, or at least I, am a prisoner here. Until the deed is done.

Whatever that means.

But she is duplicitous. I love that word. As if there is two of someone. Two versions, one good and one evil. And one is in charge. Not too different from myself. Except instead of good and evil I’m split into a silent drone and the wolf who howls.

I sink into my home. Sand beneath my feet. River rocks that I feel like I should pause to admire. To feel the smoothness beneath my fingers. Yet I find myself at the entrance to the giant tree. Standing outside the massive doors that are sealed to everyone but me, my fingers tracing the edges of the handprint that is the lock, and my palms the only key.

I go inside. 

My private place. Mine. But I feel like a thief in the night. Skulking, slipping away when I have a chance moment. A trespasser. 

Someone who shouldn’t be here.

But I want to. I need to. I trot through the lower levels and straight to the breaking room. I don’t don the boots, or the glasses, or the gloves. I shatter the plates with bare hands as I vent my frustration with my helplessness. With my inability to act as someone I love risks his life. An anger I am familiar with, but all the worse for how far I’ve come. Anger that I did not know I had held onto so desperately, reemerging from the shadows like an old friend.

“May I come in?”

My first impulse is to stay. Go farther up into my tree. Deeper into safety. Especially because it isn’t Harlan’s voice. Or Theo’s. Or Sheila’s. Or… 

I open my eyes. Cyrene is bent over at the flap, staring at me speculatively, one eyebrow raised. “Do you meditate?”

I shake my head. “I’d like… to be alone.”

She gives me a wry smile. “That’s what I hear. But I’m here to help.” 

She maneuvers into the tent and I lower my hand to my boot. To the new knife I’ve acquired. I might not get a better chance to cut the head from the snake. 

She produces a straight razor. “Thought we’d clean up your new haircut. I… Haven’t ever cut hair. But I had mine done a lot. Before.” She gives me a smile that is supposed to mean something. 

“No.” I say it and I mean it. No to all of it. No to the haircut. No to the false implications of shared girlish behavior.

“I thought you would want to look good for him. Since he made this deal for you.” She raises an eyebrow at me before heaving a sad sigh at my lack of response. “That is, if he comes back. But maybe… Maybe he wanted you back more than you did…?” Even now she can’t help herself, prying and pushing, anything she can to find holes in my defenses in which to insert her manipulative tentacles. A new tactic with every breath. 

“What… do you want?”

She laughs. “Well obviously not a good conversation. No, I thought perhaps you had a message for me from a mutual friend?”

Right.

“Ghost… He says you need… to leave. He says, no more debt.”

She takes this sentence impassively, staring at my mouth as if waiting for more words.

“Interesting. It’s funny how men speak words and think that somehow makes them true.” She eyes me, gauging my response, or lack of response. “Like saying they love you.”

I don’t say a word. But my face must speak for me, for she laughs and comes farther into the tent. 

“Sometimes you learn more by the walls a person puts up than by what they say or do.”

The knife is in my hand now. Pike’s head is up, it swings from Cyrene and then back to me. His brown eyes questing, a low rumble in his throat as he picks up on the tension.

“Why are you… here?”

“Because you would not have come to my pavilion, even if I had asked nicely,” she says, a smirk on her face. “When you are queen you must pick your battles. Besides, special visits make my ladies jealous. And my men. Makes them work harder to be seen and heard. Pathetic, really.” She looks at me, takes in my posture, my hand on Pike that she can see and the other that she cannot. “I have loved. Been loved. So I know you won’t kill me. You would die and your friends would die and then your man would die. So you can stop pretending that option is on the table.”

My silence feels petulant. Small. For she is right, in a way. And wrong. Her overconfidence, and arrogance, might end up making it worthwhile.

“Why are you here?”

She reaches out and pets Pike even as he growls. His eyes are wide and he looks to me to gauge how he should respond. I wish I had a way to tell him to take it, to accept this grotesqueness until later, when all will be made right. But I don’t think that would make sense to an animal’s mind. Fuck, it doesn’t to mine.

“You’re beautiful when you’re angry.” Her voice drops. “Are you sure I can’t fix your hair?” Her hand reaches out towards me, cupped… and pauses. “I’m lonely. Can you at least not hate me for that?”

I do not respond. I do not see her end game with me, but I understand that there is one, and I’d rather remain quiet than see it come to fruition.

“I have a lot of power here. Not enough, but a lot. But I don’t know if any one of my people would do what your man did. You see it right?” She settles herself onto my sleeping bag, hands clasped in front of her knees, linen wrapped body hunched forward, as if we were just two girls on a sleepover. “And then come back. That’s the exceptional part. Especially when he has someone else.”

“How did you—” 

I fall into her trap too quickly, the pleased smile appearing and disappearing in a millisecond. I realize how much I’ve been played. Every word, every movement, designed to draw a reaction from me. And every time I don’t react, well… That’s another weapon for her to use. She isn’t clairvoyant, she’s simply a huntress let loose in her own private forest.

“Oh honey, it’s as plain as day.” She pretends that she wasn’t working on a hunch. But she has me knocked off guard. I wonder what snare I’ll step in next. My eyes close. I am so weary. My wordplay skills are woefully unpracticed and inadequate to fence with someone this polished in the manipulative arts. Against my will my feet find their way into the sand. 

No.

But I’m already there. I’m already relishing the land that’s all my own. The smells, the silence, the pieces of home manufactured by years of turmoil. 

No.

I turn. I walk away from the rampike. From my home. My tree. My sanctuary. And it’s all rather sad, now that I see it with fresh eyes. The landscape is sparse, and unpopulated by anything green, and suddenly small. I’ve never looked at it from this point of view. I’ve never… I’ve never wanted to turn around. Because my sanctuary protected me. But now… 

I have family to protect and I can’t do that from hiding. I see that clearly now. Though this place was my sanity and haven for years, I am no longer that helpless child. I have my pack and I will fight for them and myself. I will run no more. 

When I open my eyes Cyrene is stroking my hair, my head against her chest. The purr of her voice an odd counterpoint to Pike’s uncertain growling. 

“I can protect you. I can make this easy.”

And I know that I have fallen within her web, and my only desire is to stab her, stab her, kill the spider and try to escape. But my terror is the black, vertical line that has defined my life. And overlaid that now is the red nimbus of anger, passion, love… Of something more. Of staying for something more. After all the abuse, the chains, the pain, I choose to be here. And this decision lets me tolerate her touch until she thinks me hers. I can’t bandy words, nor can I spill her blood. But I can let her think me tamed. I can stomach her familiarity because I am here for something more. I hear Ghost’s voice. “A wolf can put his foot in a trap, a pack can’t.” 

Maybe my tree isn’t big enough any more. Or maybe I’m just tired of the shadows. But there are some injustices worth suffering for the sake of the people around me. My family. The greater good… I’ve always learned quickly. This is the first time, maybe, I’ve actually applied the knowledge.

So she strokes my head and snips my hair and coos her grotesque little words into my ears. And I take it. And I don’t shake… until later… And I don’t kill her… That will also be for a later time… But when she leaves I drink from the bottle of vodka with an abandon that has no place in my predicament.
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“POPULUS TREMULOIDES.” AND my dad would point to his favorite tree. Or clump of trees, their leaves shivering and whispering to a breeze I cannot feel. “Quaking aspen. Know what’s cool about them?” 

I already knew what he was going to say but I let him say it anyways. I liked the way my dad talked about nature. As if he were proud of it. As if it were something so maligned and bullied you had to marvel that it not only persisted, but made a celebration. 

“They’re a single root system. They aren’t separate trees. This is one organism, one heart beneath all of this. Spread out… They can fill a hundred acres!”

And my dad would smile and I would smile and we’d both stare at these thin, flighty little trees that were so much more than they appeared. Dainty, frail little things that, to me, always seemed nervous. I think they’re my favorite tree, too.

Not today. 

Theo and I pause at every rustle. Every whisper. It’s almost like the aspens are mocking us. Word spreading along the root, passing word that two idiots are doing their best to sneak through these hills. And their little leaves laugh, and we freeze, wondering if this is the end.

Neither of us wants to be here. But we both want to be done with it. Ten quick steps forward followed by ten minutes of motionless. Waiting to see if the stick that cracked, or the bird flushed from the bushes, was heard by someone else out there. Looking for us. 

You could tell Erik’s group isn’t taking any chances. There is a roadblock set up right next to the sign signifying entry into Mackay, Idaho. A Winstead for Sheriff banner on the left side of the road. A sign for the farmer’s market next to a wooden cutout painted to look like the American flag, large black letters on it that read “we support our troops.” 

And a new sign. One larger than the rest, positioned against a new wall, one that resembles a barn door, stretching across the entire entrance to the city. YOU ARE SEEN.

I lower the binoculars. 

Jesus. I hope not.

“You are seen?” Theo asks. 

“Yeah.”

We stand silent. Thinking of what that means. Resisting the urge to whirl around. To scan the trees. To lay flat on the grass.

A heavy hand grabs my arm and pulls me to the side. “There’s a man on the roof!”

Theo’s whisper is loud. Loud enough that I instinctively crouch down, my turn to pull at him. 

“What?”

“You’re fuckin’ loud.”

Truth is it would be hard to be heard. The wind is fairly constant. A breeze that runs the length of the valley that houses this small town. Constant swishing of grass and leaves. A steady rustle that surrounds this city less than a mile long and not even a mile wide. Shrouded beneath twin mountain ranges. One road in and the same road out. 

Highway 93. My road home. 

I guess I would have dealt with these people eventually. And they don’t seem nice. 

The man who paces the roof uses the scope of his rifle to scan the road. To scan the mountains. So far he hasn’t looked in our direction, and seems to ignore our part of the woods entirely. A fact that makes me wonder if someone else is paying attention that we cannot see.

We skirt a low hill and trek along a line of thick trees towards the west side of the town. A small dirt road crosses our path. You are seen echoes in my head. Do we try to cross? 

“What’s the plan?” Theo does his best to lower his voice. To rumble more quietly. It’s a small improvement. 

“Cyrene couldn’t tell us shit about this place. Or wouldn’t. Other than it’s small. So we have to figure out a way to get a good look around. But they’ve posted lookouts. And if we wait for night…” I give him a shrug to say “we’d be taking a chance.” He raises his eyebrows.

“You don’t have a plan?”

“You didn’t just hear me?”

“Always seems like you have a plan,” he mutters. 

“Yeah, well, guess I’m a shitty assassin.”

I try to smile. To make this moment a joke. But I feel sick to my stomach. More like prey than a predator. 

“Man, fuck this shit!” Theo smacks his fist in his palm. “Fuck this.” He looks at me, almost hopeful. “You want to go back?” he says softly. “We can get Beryl and the others. Get out of this.”

I’ve thought about it too much already. I know the answer. But I still pause. Anything to get away from here. In the end I still shake my head. “Cyrene is too thorough. She will make sure someone is there to kill Beryl, even if it means the death of all of them. She’s that kind of person.”

He nods. “Yeah. So we’re fucked.”

“Yeah.”

We sit in silence. A dirt road. The swish of trees and bird calls. Water somewhere in the distance. 

And cold. I belong here. I think the worst part of this whole thing is that this feels like home. I would have preferred to leave this land untarnished by unnecessary blood.

I will be the monster I need to be. I will be a monster to protect those I love.

I repeat the mantra in my head. And slowly. Slowly. An idea forms.

“How fast can you run?”

The moment I ask it Theo begins to shake his head. “I fuckin’ knew it. I knew you were going to say something I wasn’t gonna like.”










“If you don’t want to do this…” I say it one more time. And he shakes his head again. He could say no. He could tell me to think of something better. But we both know that there isn’t going to be a sneaky way in there. It will have to be something outlandish. 

It was a long trek out and around so that we approached Mackey from the other side. As if we were coming from the north. That this moment is the closest I have been to my home is ludicrous enough. 

The trip around took us through brush and bramble. A mix of trees and forest and at one point we had to wade through a slough. So now, covered in dirt and grime, our pants stained from our overland travel, we prepare for the final embellishments. 

“Both of us?” Theo asks, hefting the knife. 

“Just me. You don’t have to go nuts or anything, just so that it looks like you mean business.”

He gives me a grin. “Maybe I should just head-butt ya in the face a few times?”

I laugh. “Just for old times sake? Yeah, maybe you should.”

We stand there for a second. Both smiling. I wonder if he, too, is thinking about how far we’ve come together. Gods, this man terrified me. And I hated him. 

You truly can’t judge someone without getting to know them…

I’m brought back to reality by this thought. Of finding a faceless man. Erik. And killing him. 

Theo sees it. “The knife?”

“Yeah. The arm.”

He takes a deep breath. Then whips the blade across my shoulder. 

“Fuck!”

“I’m sorry man, I’m sorry.”

I grip the arm as blood begins to sheet down. And I laugh again. “I fuckin’ told ya to do it!”

“I know. I just… I feel bad.”

“Maybe I should knife you a bit as well. Really sell this.”

I clap him on the back and we head out to the road. The evening just creeping in. Shadows just beginning to lengthen. 

I give him my pack, along with my gun. The binoculars. The rope. And everything else that was supposed to help us with our… mission. I hold my hand out for the knife, wiping my own blood off on my shirt before sticking it into my boot. An action that reminds me of Beryl. Reminds me of why I’m doing this.

 I will be a monster for you…

I allow the cold in the air to seep in. Cold grimness. A grim task for a grim land. The north has always known the cold. It knows that you need the death of winter in order to savor the rebirth of spring. I will be winter. 

“They have to see you or else they won’t send out people after you.”

Theo nods. He knows the plan. He knows he has to be quick. That he’ll have to get back to the men in the cars before he is caught. 

This is a stupid fucking idea.

“If, for some reason, I don’t get out of there…”

I don’t know what to say. Keep going? Find my family? My child? I can’t ask that of them. “Go find someplace you can be happy.”

“Shut the fuck up, Har. Sometimes man, sometimes.”

“Sometimes what?”

“Sometimes you’re a little bitch. We been through too much for this shit to take us down. So stop with your whining.”

I guess I don’t need to fill the air with unnecessary words. And I can understand his anger. I’m a little pissed at myself for concocting this plan.

We clasp arms. Bound together by more than the blood that courses down past my elbow to cement his fingers to my forearm. Death and life, yes. Sorrows. Pain. And the knowledge that we have become better men for it. 

And worse.

I whack him on the arm and push him away and head down the road. I start to trot. Then I run. Clutching my arm. The road is flat, and smooth, and devoid of anything. And the outline of the sentry on this side of the building is clear in the evening light. His gun, too.

“Help! Help me!”

The reaction is immediate. The man fires his gun into the air. Then it’s brought down and leveled at me. He yells. I’m breathing too heavy to know what he says, but I get the gist. STOP.

I freeze. But I cast frantic looks over my shoulder. Push the limits of their patience by walking forward. Hands far out to my side. Blood dripping from my fingers and shirt also crimson blossomed. Fear in my eyes. Fear that they won’t buy this ruse. Fear that they’ll just shoot me. Fear of what my failure means.

Men filter out from the sides of the barricade and trot towards me, AR-15s out and at the ready. 

“Please! Help me!”

I turn around. Theo is waiting too long. He has to come now. NOW. Or they will be too close. 

Then he comes running. The long shadows holding onto his dark form longer. As if he was simply part of the evening duskiness bleeding into physical form. 

“There he is!” I scream. He comes to a halt. Freezing as if caught by surprise at the approaching men. “That nigger is trying to kill me!” 

He raises his gun and fires a shot up high over my shoulder. I fall down. Crumple. Then watch as he takes off back the way he came. I lie with my face on the pavement, willing him to go faster. Faster. 

I’m almost caught by surprise when I feel arms grab me. Not roughly. Men are helping me up. Someone is saying, “easy there, easy there man.” 

A man grabs my chin, with urgency, not out of an attempt to be rough. “Who was that? Who shot at you?”

“Black man… He jumped me out of nowhere. I was just walking.”

The man stares at me. Appraising eyes. Calm eyes. “He shot you?”

“No.” I hunch my shoulders. “He cut me with a knife. Then he… he took my gun. And everything else I had.”

There is a quiet. I stare at the ground, still breathing heavy, hoping that they simply think me in shock. Oh god, they don’t believe me.

“A fucking coon, right here in our back fuckin’ yard!”

There is a chorus of agreement. I sneak a look up at the calm man. He is holding his hands up for quiet. There is now a brightness in his eyes, the fire of righteous anger.

“Two groups. Five men each. You move fast. And you get him.”

He turns in a slow circle, naming men and dishing out orders. But I’m not listening. I’m staring at the giant eagle tattoo on the back of his freshly shorn head. 

“We’ll get that nigger, don’t you worry friend,” Erik says to me as he dismisses his men to hunt for Theo. “We know these hills, he won’t get far.”










 

Erik stays behind. He takes off his jacket and puts it around my shoulders. To comfort me. And he says things that one might say in a situation like this. He tells me I’m safe. That I’m lucky I got to them in time. Just in time. Two other men trail behind us as he takes me into Mackay.

He leads me up the main road towards the heart of the small town. What used to be a small town. A ten foot high wall has sprung up in the city proper. I count six blocks that the wall has spread. 

“It goes all the way around,” Erik says. “We’ve worked really hard to make this a safe place.” 

For now.

A thick wooden door, reinforced with metal sheeting, sits in the middle of the wall. One of the men opens it to reveal a secondary metal gate on rollers, and we pause as it is slowly hauled aside.

Fuck.

We walk down a street that is almost disturbing in its normalcy. Two young men chop wood to add to what must be twenty cords already stacked and covered in tarps. A young woman takes shirts down from a clothesline. Two children run shrieking across the street chasing a ball.

We take a turn down a street and Erik guides us to a small white house with red trim around the doors and windows. The driveway is divided by pine trees on the left, aspens on the right. An oak looms in the far corner of the yard.

Everything in its place.

At the door he dismisses the men. He tells them to bring any news to him here. I wonder how much time that gives me.

He opens the door and gestures me inside. I’m watching the men walk down the street out of my peripherals. Do I have time now? Do I… And here is the part that I haven’t taken the time to think about. Do I knife him in the back? Do I take him by surprise? 

As if looking him in the eyes will change anything. Except, perhaps, that while he dies, he might see the apology on my face.

“Ann! Get your kit!” he bellows as he walks down the hall. I pause at the door. Unsure now. 

“C’mon man, get in here. We gotta get you fixed up.”

I follow him down the hall and into the kitchen. A backdoor slams and a short, mousy blonde woman comes running in. Heavy makeup on her face is at odds with hands covered in dirt, a trowel still in her hand. 

She takes in Erik leaning on the counter and then looks at me. Relief floods her face.

“Erik! Damn you! I thought you were hurt again.”

“Sorry to disappoint.” He gives her a big grin and then points at me. “Just this guy. Got cut up on the road.”

“Oh no. Oh… Well sit. Let me get my stuff.” She opens a cabinet and pulls out a heavy duty first aid kit that she slaps down on the table and opens with an air of proficiency. 

“Where are you cut?”

Before I can answer she is glaring at Erik. 

“Is that your coat? Don’t answer. Of course it is. And I’ll bet it’s covered in blood as usual.”

She shakes her head at him as she helps me pull off the jacket. The slice Theo gave me wasn’t too deep, but it does throb. After running it’s had time to swell up and pulling off the jacket causes me to wince.

“I swear that man doesn’t have one article of clothing that he hasn’t ripped, or bloodied, or stained beyond recognition.” She speaks conspiratorially but I know Erik can hear her. He watches her work, a smile on his face.

“Don’t just stand there! Light some candles. I’m not going to have any light here in a few minutes.”

Erik doesn’t say anything, he just pulls out a lighter and walks in a circle around the room, lighting tall, thick candles mounted on every conceivable ledge.

“Do you want stitches? It could probably use ‘em…”

I shake my head. I want the least amount of kindness from these people before I destroy their world. 

“Okay. Well, I work in threes here. Hydrogen Peroxide first, alcohol second, Neosporin third. Bacteria… Bacteria is one of the worst things, now.”

I just nod. She pours peroxide on my wound, dabbing at it with a cloth before studying my face. Looking in my eyes. She turns to Erik.

“Is he okay?”

“Just shook up. I think.”

“Oh. Okay.” She turns back to me, gives my other arm a reassuring squeeze and a small smile. “You’re safe here. What’s your name?”

“Harlan.”

It is hard not to lie. I wanted to lie. More than that I didn’t want to say anything. 

“It’s nice to meet you Harlan. I’m Ann. Did he introduce himself?”

I nod before realizing he hadn’t. “Uh…”

“Don’t try to cover for me.” Erik walks over laughing, hand proffered. “I’m Erik.”

We shake hands and I meet his eyes. And I look at him, truly, for the first time. A shorn head, although I can’t tell if it’s because he’s bald or for some other reason. The stubble on his face is a mix of black and grey hairs, probably younger than forty. He’s quick to smile. 

And his hands. I’ve met only a handful of people who strike me more by their hands than by their faces. Uncles, mostly. Ranchers. Farmers. Knuckles and joints swollen by years of work. Proud work. The whorls of their fingerprints almost visible, as if the dirt they work in has been captured and mixed into their very essence. Something they are so a part of that it cannot be washed away. 

Hands that have shed blood.

I’ve seen these hands.

He returns to his spot on the counter. Like a man unwilling to sit until he is sure the day is done. His hands lay spread across the counter. The tools of his trade. Ready to go to work. Always.

“Do you need any food?” Ann says. She asks this, and I say no. Because I can tell that Erik knows something is wrong. That he knows this whole situation reeks. I have stopped being thankful for survival. I’ve turned away all help. I’m a man who wants to be alone with him… for whatever reason. He knows.

Footsteps on the porch. Did they catch Theo? 

The door opens and feet approach and only Ann looks to the hallway. Erik studies me with something like sadness, mixed with the mien of a man pleased with a puzzle. 

“Sir. Here to… Ma’am. Brian needs you.”

“What happened?” The words from Erik are quick, sibilant. 

“Brian broke his leg. Stepped in a rut in the dark.”

Erik still keeps his eyes on me. “And the… nigger?”

There is an uncomfortable silence. The silence of men who rarely disappoint. Or are afraid to disappoint. “He got away.”

I try not to breathe a heavy sigh. I lower my head, instead. Best they not see relief. Best they keep thinking me a small man, too afraid. 

“Ma’am? With your permission? Brian…”

“Of course.” 

Ann’s words sound odd. I think she, too, was waiting for Erik to say something. But he had eyes only for me. 

Footsteps. A door banging shut. The nighttime sounds filling the room.

“You’re a shitty actor.”

Yeah.

“What do you mean?”

He gives a little chuckle. “You should have practiced saying ‘nigger’ a few times.”

I stare at him. Not sure where this is going. Wondering why I’m wasting time when this is my moment to kill. 

“The word has been made to carry weight, as much as it’s bandied about. Was bandied about, I guess.” 

He goes to a cabinet and pulls out a bottle of whiskey. “This is an expensive bottle. Would have cost… I don’t know, a shit ton of money. But now it’s free. But I don’t give it to just anyone. Which is weird.”

He pours two fingers into a glass and hands it to me before pouring a glass for himself. While his back is turned I ease the knife from my boot and slip it into my shirt sleeve. 

“Maybe because it was valued before, I think it should be valued now. Do you follow me?” He takes a small, slow, sip. Eyes over the glass still studying me. “It was rare. And cherished. And it hasn’t changed. Only the world has.”

“I think I understand you.”

“Do you?” He crosses to sit across from me at the table. Long legs crossed and one hand on the glass, the other dangling out of my view. “Israel had a culture. A rare, esoteric culture that they are… were… proud of. They didn’t let anyone in. The Chinese had a culture. Buddhists. Hindus. Africa… But if you’re white you can’t close yourself off. You can’t say ‘this is ours, and it is rare, and cherished, and we aren’t letting you in.”

“I understand.”

He slams a fist on the table. “Stop. Fucking. Pretending.” He looks down, as if regretting his words, before tossing the rest of his drink back. “You knew about us. You knew that our borders, however small, are closed off to people of a certain color. And you used that to get protection. So stop.”

I don’t say anything. I don’t know what to say. And for some reason, with him speaking about something so passionately, however I might feel about it, seems to be the wrong moment to kill. Is there a right moment?

“I don’t know why I feel like I need to justify… But I always do. I always do. I’ve had this talk with more than two dozen people. And everyone always stays. Maybe that’s why I go through this bullshit. I need to be sure people understand, and agree.”

I stay quiet, waiting for him to continue. Waiting for him to culminate with something that will bring me to my feet and give speed to my hands. 

“I love blacks. I love all people.” He spreads his hands. “I just don’t think we can coexist together. And rather than sacrifice our culture, or the peace that can exist within it… I’m building a home. And one day, I’m all for trading with them. With anyone. As long as they understand that we stand alone as a people.”

We stare at each other. I don’t know how to respond, and I don’t know if I should attack now, or if there’s something wrong in committing murder whilst a man is speaking from the heart. The conversation doesn’t matter, but I know every word will forever be engraved in my memory. 

“How I said ‘nigger’ gave me away?”

He laughs. “Yeah. You flinched. A small thing. A thing you’ve been programmed to do.” He laughs again. “Look man, I don’t care that you lied. I do want you to know that shit won’t fly here. IF you want to stay. And I think you should.”

He leans forward now. Intense. A small smile on his face. “Put aside what you thought we were about. I’m talking about preserving something that’s truthful. That’s honest. For everyone. This is the best thing for everyone.” He leans back, delivers the line that I’m sure he’s said a hundred times. “We can’t coexist as one. But if there is enough to eat, a cat and mouse will eat side by side.”

So many times in my life I’ve been told philosophies. Or religions. Or judgements. Fuck, we all have. People of little backbone are always trying to recruit people to their personal cause. To give them assurance. Purpose. A point to their existence. A chance to have discovered something, a color for the blind. 

But there is always an exception. Every time. That’s the problem with trying to outline a grand scheme. A divine plan. Or even biology. There will always be an exception. Everyone fits the mold until someone doesn’t. And wouldn’t it be boring if that wasn’t the case?

“We can teach you how to fight. Defend yourself. And we need hands in the fields. Winter is knockin’. We’ll need hunters. We’ll need people like you.

I stand up. Drink the rest of my drink. Walk to the sink and put the glass in it. As if there is still running water. A dish to wash and not something more.

I turn to this man. Still watching me. It’s odd now, knowing his hubris. How little he thinks of me. How sad he can see through my deception but not to the heart. I feel for him. 

I do.

But I think of Beryl. Who, by joining in my journey, has intertwined herself with home. With my trip to home. I think of what that means to me, and what that death, what all of those deaths would mean to me. And I let the grim, grim, cold take over. 

There is something in me, still, that won’t just stab this man and be done with it. Not yet. But a shameful part of me whispers that I waited until I was sure that he would be surprised before I faced him. 

“Erik. I’m here to kill you.”

The words sit in the room. And Erik doesn’t move. Or say anything. His head tilts, confused, and then… Nothing. Because why would a man say this and not try to murder you? 

But then I do. The knife comes out from my sleeve and I advance on him. He lifts his hands, the hands that know more than him, and they grip my wrist in their steely grip. They control my right hand. The knife, inches from his throat, is turned away.

He propels himself up out of his seat and clutches at me, our bodies circling in a slow, awkward dance. A wheel of willpower and flailing arms, a swirl of activity around the knife gripped by two hands. The eye of an unnatural storm.

He is a hard man. A hardened man. But part of him lingers in our former life. He hasn’t walked the precipice of despair. He isn’t willing to go to the depths. He isn’t willing to slice his own hand to allow the other to go free. He thinks that, once arrested, I’ll stop. Plead for forgiveness. He still isn’t at that point where you are chained in a room. Chained and beaten and it is all, or nothing, and nothing is absolutely not an alternative

I take his empty glass and slam it into his face. I push the remnants deeper, shards scoring deep into both his cheek and my hand, hot blood and sweat and both of us gasping with pain. And when he lurches backwards, trying desperately to get away. I force the knife into his throat.

“I’m sorry.”

I’m not sure if I mean it. For him, I guess. I’m sorry that I had to do it. And I’m sorry for Ann. 

No…

He bleeds out in front of me. And I can’t move. His head is turned to the side, the gill on his neck gasping blood with every passing second. His hands try to reach up, but stop, as if they know that this is the one thing they can’t mend. 

And I’m sick. I’m sick in my head. Still gripped by the cold darkness that allowed me to get to this moment. To murder. 

Haunting is explained to me in this moment. I don’t know if my mother is dead, if Jessica is dead… But I see myself through their eyes. I see myself. And maybe that’s how everyone perceives themselves, or fuck, has morals. At this moment, right now, I’m thinking about how I’ll lie about killing him. To people I don’t even know are alive. Because they’ll know how far I’m gone…

You signed up for this.

Erik is dead. His last breath seconds ago. Minutes ago. How long?

Now. The final task. I push his body over onto its stomach. The candles flickering and guttering and making this altogether too sinister. I wish it was pitch black. I wish that I was puking or crying. I wish so many things. 

I take the knife and, not knowing any better, stab into the top of his head with the point. I maneuver it along the skull, under the skin, sawing around the tattoo that is Beryl’s passport. 

The grimness has embraced me. And I, it. And I’m dull and yet far too sensitive. I feel the stickiness of the blood on my face. I feel the tough, elastic tension of skin separation. I feel, I feel the gruesomeness of what I’m doing.

But I don’t hear the soft patter of feet approaching. I don’t hear the sudden silence of someone who walks in on something that, for the rest of their lives, will be a starting point. This moment made me do this, or do that… Or become this.

“Daddy?”

I turn. Because jacked up on so much adrenaline you can’t help but whirl around. Face a rictus of fear and regret. 

A little boy stands looking at me. Pajamas covered with trains. A teddy bear. A little blue blanket. Looking at the form on the ground. Uncomprehending.

What have I done?

My breath is coming in labored gasps. Exertion and the build-up to sobs. My stomach up by my chest and my chest empty. I feel sick. I have to reach out a hand to the table to steady myself. I close my eyes. 

“Daddy?”

I take in a shuddering breath. Open my eyes again. Wipe my face with my forearm. I hope I’m not as scary as I probably look. As I feel. I kneel in front of the kid.

“I’m sorry. You need to go back to bed now.”

“Why?”

It sounds like he’s asking for the reason behind being ushered back to bed. But he’s not. He’s as lost as I am. 

“Go. Now.”

I am gruff, almost mean with my words. It’s that or start to cry, beg this little person for forgiveness. 

He turns and goes, muffled whimpers as he totters down the dark hallway. 

I stare down at the body at my feet. The murdered corpse of a father. The back of his head a bloody mess. Finish it. 

I bend over to finish the job when there is a pounding on the front door. Whoever it is doesn’t wait to be greeted, the door swinging open and heavy footsteps coming down the hall. 

“Erik! We got him! We got the fuc—”

I can’t wait for him to take in the scene. It’s survival now. I rush him, tackling him back into the darkness of the hall. My knife goes in his stomach at a bad angle. Slides along ribs. He is squealing, high-pitched moans of distress. Hands claw at my face and hair. I’m on top of him, trying to stab him, and he brings his knees up around his stomach. Hands still trying to push me away. And it’s his hands that suffer the most. If my murder before was the essence of wrong at least it was quick. This one is torture. He yells out in pain. He begs me to stop. The knife breaks when I stab him in the shoulder. We wrestle. He is bigger, and my strength is fading fast. The only thing that allows me to prevail, I think, is that the man is too frightened to fight back, he thinks only of defending himself, never seeking to leverage his weight against me. And eventually, after far too long, my hands find his throat. 

I squeeze his neck for a long time. And I stay there, knowing that if I’m not sure about this, then it’ll mean my death. I think these thoughts and am disgusted by myself. Truly, what have I become?

Theo.

The man had been yelling about capturing someone. It can only be one person. 

Fuck.

I roll away from the body. Hands cramped, throbbing with pain, the cuts on my left palm and fingers still bleeding. And there is a feeling of something foreign underneath my fingernails. Blood and skin and death. 

I’m tired. Exhausted. I stand up and lean against the wall. The distant sobs of a child and the flickering of candles keeping me company as I try to regain my breath. My senses. My sanity.

You need to move.

I feel like a savage. Hunched in some primordial cave. The first man to kill for something other than survival. The first man to kill for someone else. 

I dry heave, bile burning up my throat and into my nose, a small spit-up onto my chin and into my beard. I need to leave. I need to find Theo. But running from here feels wrong. Fleeing a heinous crime. There is no system for justice, not anymore. If I run from them, and get away… That will be it. I will just be a monster that disrupted the life… The lives… Of these people without offering any explanation.

It’s done.

It’s done.

I go to the body of the father. Of the man who took me into his home. A man who, though I did not want it, laid bare a part of his soul to me. And I finish sawing off the tattoo. I wrap it in paper towels and stuff it into my back pocket. Just the action alone almost makes me retch again.

It’s done.

I take control over myself. Steel my will. I will have the rest of my life to agonize over the last twenty minutes. 

I cast one last glance around the room, memorizing the details of the carnage. My wake of destruction. A permanent image for my masochistic soul.

The man had a gun. A gun he didn’t remember to go for, such was the essence of my attack. A monster from the shadows, stabbing and clutching with a ferocity for which he couldn’t fathom the reason.

I take the gun and I leave by the back door. Even if I wasn’t worried about being seen, there is no way I could take the front door. The door through which I had been invited. And given succor. 

The darkening sky is twisted by incoming clouds. Black sky mixed with dying blue. Brightness around the edges. St. Elmo’s fire left unattended. 

The town is six blocks by six blocks. The wall is connected to houses at some points and running free around others. But it’s complete. And absolute. And that makes me nervous. Makes me feel trapped. Even as I skulk from shadow to shadow. A heartless animal. Here to fight, in order to have flight. A predator that wants nothing more than to run away. 

But I won’t.

It’s not hard to find Theo. The town itself is like most towns. The main road running through it home to the businesses; banks and post offices and taverns. The surrounding area is the homes. Homes that are dark and silent. Or flicker with small candles, the homes containing families waiting for their men to come home after a night’s dark work. 

Hoping they come home. Though not as worried as they should be.

Theo is just off the center of town. Main street. In between an ancient looking movie theater that simply reads “MAIN.” A shop advertising coffee and bait and tackle on the far side. And in between them is an antique store. A flat-faced building of dark brown wood illuminated in the headlights of a large truck parked in the intersection. Heavy beams of light that make every shadow a giant. Every man in the road a pale apparition or demonic shadow.

A large metal arm protrudes from the antique shop. But there is no sign. Only a rope looped through the steel triangle where the arm connects to the building. A rope stretched taut around the neck of Theo. He stands on the tips of his toes, alternating between one foot and the other, desperately trying to raise himself up enough to keep gasping in air. 

He is bloody. His nose still streams red, making it even harder for him to take a breath. His hands are bound behind his back, his shoulders straining to break free. One man approaches him and, without warning, plants a fist in his gut. The punch drives the air from Theo’s lungs and causes him to lurch forward. It almost brings me out of the shadows. 

I grip the gun. Do I shoot them? Which one? 

The men stand in a rough semi-circle. Waiting. Waiting for their leader to come and direct them in their justice. Twelve of them. Although I think there might be one or two sitting in the truck. 

They’re happy. Excited. They were given a tough job and they came through. And it means more, I think. It justifies their fears. The wall. It is evidence that they were right to be afraid. Especially of this man and everything he represents.

I should’ve started a fire. Driven a car through their fortification. Made some sort of commotion. A distraction. I had hoped, foolishly, that I might escape here without causing any more destruction. Yet here I stand, wondering which of these men I should kill first. 

Damn this place and damn Cyrene and damn myself most of all. 

There is a discussion. One man grabs another and points down the road toward me. Towards Erik’s house. Two men tromp in my direction, brightly illuminated and then gone. I ease backwards around the corner of the house, pressing my body into the doorway of the small home I peek around. The scratch of boots on pavement. 

“He’ll come when he’s ready. Don’t know why we gotta go fetch him.”

“I’m tired. Sooner we be done the better.”

“You’re always tired.”

“I’m just… the older I get…”

Their voices fade away. Fuck. I’m out of time. The moment they enter that house is the moment this place goes on lockdown. And I doubt they’ll bother keeping Theo around. 

I need to be bold. I retreat backwards before darting across the street. Running across grass and gravel in a loop that will take me around to the other side of the intersection. To an alley. To hopefully the back of the antique shop. 

No one suspects anything right now. Right now, this is the safest place on earth. Walls. Numbers. Flush with victory. 

You’re running out of time.

The alley I was hoping for is more a rough dirt road along a ramshackle fence. As quiet as I try to be I’m still making a lot of noise in my haste. My boots crunch on gravel. I slip in the dark and fall into a chain link fence. It doesn’t matter. They are far louder than I am. And any small noise outside of their circle could only be one of their own. The threat is tied up in front of them. You don’t expect a bull, tied up and surrounded, to have a friend. At least, a friend idiot enough to come after him.

Entering the antique store requires breaking a window. Or finding a way to break the lock on the absurdly thick door in the back. Or picking the lock. Or doing a number of things that would be entirely too time consuming. 

I’ve entered a point of no return. At least in my brain. Time is gone. Any minute this sad, abhorrent jig of mine will be up. All that is left is recklessness. Or maybe I want to be caught. Punished. I want someone to say, “just tell us why.” 

So I can explain to that little boy.

I stare at the building. Each second a large grain of sand filtering through an hourglass. There are bars on the lower windows. But above, smaller than their brethren below, are windows of some office. 

A breath. A foot on a doorknob. Hoisting myself up until I can just grip the edge of the shitty little tin roof. Hanging free over what is, after jumping from a bridge, a truly laughable distance. Swinging a leg up. Cringing at the noise. Trying to use the caulk around rusty old bolts to keep myself from falling. Scrambling. Cursing. Frustration causing me to punch the window upon arrival rather than using the butt of the gun. Or my elbow. Or anything logical. Blood from my fist and my forearm patters down onto the tin roof, a different kind of rain than it’s used to. 

There is only a momentary lull in the noise from the front of the building. Only the smallest moments of confusion before the sound is dismissed. 

Doesn’t matter. The window is so… so fucking small. But apparently I’m in a mood for punishment because I haphazardly scrape the glass out with my gun, barely taking a breath before diving in. Small blades cut into my shoulders and back, a self-flagellation that is a grimace and a smile. And fuck me, but I pull myself through that hole and inside, savoring every moment that I am in pain. 

I ignominiously wrestle my way into a pitch black room, bruising my face and elbows on a desk centered beneath the window. I can’t see anything. Every movement sending something toppling or my knee into something. 

But I keep moving. Fuck stillness. Fuck silence. Every laugh that I hear outside, every jeer, somehow seems directed at me. At how stupid I am for trying to get home. What a fruitless venture. Instead of finding your family you’ll ruin one.

What a monster.

I crawl. Casting about in the absolute blackness until I find stairs and I crawl down those too. 

Light at the bottom. I turn a corner and it turns into brilliance. The light from headlights creates a burst prism into the lower level of the store. A playground of knives and stuffed birds, animal pelts and grandfather clocks; odd sundries in a dark room that would make Poe jealous.

Muffled voices echo through the glass, the voices high and fast even as their shadows slowly slide across the wall. And I move slowly, too. Crouching and crawling. Slinking in the shadows as I do my best to avoid any light, cursing the dusty mirrors intent on blinding me.

I move behind the counter, avail myself of their knife collection. There is a blade that’s bigger than the rest. An easy choice. Oddly shaped, it goes out straight before taking an odd curve forward. Like it wanted to be a hook but then gave up. A penitent knife begging for forgiveness. Thick and heavy.

And then there’s nothing but the door. Nothing but to walk outside. And I do take a second. For the first time in this horrible new world I don’t think of Jessica, or Beryl, or my family.

I think of a little boy. I think of him and I hope that, since forgiveness is off the table, that he might be made to forget.

I push the door open and it jingles, the comical intrusion of our past life. One last customer departing a store devoted to a time long gone, and it’s as if I were truly leaving some semblance of myself behind.

Men freeze. And then someone laughs. I think they mistake me for one of them. Someone playing a long, and elaborate, and useless joke. A chance to scare the man slowly hanging in front of me. 

I step forward and raise the knife in my left hand. An oddly dry hand grasping the gun with who knows how many bullets. 

A scream. 

No. A keening slowly rises and then escalates into a flood across the square. A cry that can only be one thing. 

 I wish I had covered his body. 

I’m sorry, Ann.

A song only the most fragmented of souls can release. A truly horrific scream, it freezes everyone with the intensity of its despair. Its terror. 

And they turn to look back in the direction of its calling.

I cut at the rope above Theo’s head, sawing with my oddly shaped blade until he sags back into me. 

Someone yells. I shoot the pistol wildly, hoping to push them into cover as I drag the gasping trunk of my friend back into the shop.

He struggles weakly, thrashing about and our momentum propels us into a shelf of china. 

“It’s me! It’s fucking me!”

He doesn’t turn around, instead he slowly sinks to the ground in the aisle, a great shuddering breath giving way for shakes to take hold of his body.

“I didn’t think…”

He trails off and I know what he means. I know he’s had far too long to wonder where I was. If I’d come. Or if I had completed the mission and already left. 

The mission?

Haphazard gun shots outside. A window shatters. Yelling. They are confused, disoriented. I hear raised voices. Questions. Running feet. Incredulity.

I drag him to his feet again and we stumble to the rear of the shop, bumping into chests and drawers and falling into a rack of clothes in the middle of the fucking room. 

I cut his hands free with my own bloody fingers, and I’m thankful that this isn’t a moment of stillness. A moment for him to look me in the eyes. 

“We have to get out of here. Quick. Before they mobilize.” 

My own voice is dead, just a grim outline of the here and now. Emotion banished until this is over.

But Theo can’t move. He is shaking, his breath coming in and out of him in long rasps. One hand rubs his throat, pulling at it as if the rope were still wrapped around it. The other clutches his side, the one that bears the bullet-hole gifted by Don.

“Theo?”

He nods, his eyes still closed. “I just…” He can barely speak. “A minute.”

Fuck.

Any chance of getting out the way I came in is gone. Hell, I know Theo wouldn’t fit through the window. 

Lights sweep across the room as they move the truck to face directly into the store. Broken china and broken glass from the window litter the floor. Theo, swollen nose and eyes closed. The whole store now brighter than day. 

Flickers as shadows cross in front of the light. 

“Hey! Fuckers better come out now. We ain’t gonna be nice to you if we have to go in and get ya.”

As if they’ll be friendly if we walk out.

A rifle blast adds punctuation to the threat, though I can’t tell if they shot at us and just missed or if they shot it into the air. 

I cast about near me. This is a goddamn antique store. There has to be guns. There has to be something we can use. Something to fight these…

You’re the monster here.

I try to shake off the look on the boy’s face. The carnage reflected back to me by twin pools of innocence. 

Jingle.

The door is opened. A gun blasts and then I hear boots stamp as men hustle through the doors. 

Idiots. You could have held us here.

I don’t know how many bullets I have. I’m afraid to check.

A hand grabs my wrist. Theo, still rubbing his throat, but his eyes are open. He points towards the back. At the man peeking out of the room at the top of the stairs.

It won’t be long until we’re seen. Until someone yells out our position and they open fire. 

Theo squeezes my forearm, eyes asking me, imploring me to come up with something. 

I hand him the knife. Lean in close. “Don’t go for the door unless you know you can make it out. And don’t stab me.”

He gives me a horrified stare, but nods. Trust. He trusts. Maybe not that we’ll get out of here, not both of us, but that we’ll try. And why shouldn’t we? A storm destroyed our world and we, the survivors, were almost dashed to pieces. The same hearts that fought to survive the end of it all still beat in our foolish chests. It would be folly to cower now.

The world slows. Grim. Cold. Heartbeats measuring time as I find a coat at random from the rack in front of me. Pull it on. Hoping it will give me an extra moment of hesitation before they shoot at me. Then I’m taking a few steps forward. Out of our hiding place. Shoulders hunched as I take five bold strides forward, gun out as if I’m looking for someone.

“There! Watch out!”

Whether they were yelling for their comrades to look out for me, or yelling at me to get back into some sort of cover, I’ll never know. But they waited too long before they started shooting. They waited until I emptied my gun into the headlights stationed outside the window, plunging the store into complete and utter darkness.

Then all hell broke loose.










I got hit. A hot streak across a shoulder blade that has numbed my left arm. 

I count myself lucky.

After the light vanished there was a firework show of blasts. Then silence. And now it is utter blackness. We are in the middle. Somewhere. And they have us surrounded. But they can’t risk shooting in case they hit one of their own. 

Let them come and try to take us. We’ll see who has the nerve in the dark. I just hope Theo is feeling up to a fight. I really, really hope that he is getting pissed off.

A curse as someone slips on the stairs. Whispers from somewhere else. Someone yells, “don’t shoot unless you got ‘em right in front of ya.”

I crawl back toward the case where I got the knife. Maybe I’ll get lucky and be able to find another one without causing too much noise. It’s also close to the area in which Theo and I broke all the china. Anyone goes by there I’ll hear them.

It’s spooky. Terrifying, really. Hearing soft exhalations in the darkness. Grunts from people moving. Knocks on the floor or on walls. Sweaty palms adjusting their grips on guns. 

But the silence is worse. Silence makes you wonder if someone has spotted you. Is sneaking closer to double check. Or is now simply waiting for you to make a move. 

Crunch.

I smile to myself. A feral smile as I give myself over to the animal. I slip into the darkness, more at home in this world than I have any right to be. 

Hands feel out the floor in front of me as my seeker takes another deafening step. I find a cracked porcelain plate. The curved edge perfect in my palm and the shattered edge sharp to the touch. 

I’m patient in the dark. I think I am. When each moment is an eternity filled with fear it’s hard not to do something. Anything. Run or fight.

But I wait. Poised. 

There is a whoomp thirty feet away from me and the sound of someone hitting the ground. Hard. Someone shoots their gun.

Everyone freezes, both sides wondering if someone was hit. Each side hoping that they got lucky. 

I move in the stillness, spinning around the corner in a crouch, propelling myself into the man squatting in front of me. I slash at his eyes with my shard while my left hand grabs for the hand that has the pistol. He lets out a little “aah,” the sound you make when you know someone is trying to scare you but you still get startled when they jump out. Only this time there isn’t laughter. Only harsh stabbing and hot breaths and moans of pain. I take his gun and move away. Circling around and a little ways away from my original hiding spot. Better to let him moan and bleed and maybe draw one of his companions close. Better to let his sounds cover mine.

Better to let him live, right?

Silence but for this man. Silence but for a man either dying or dead if he doesn’t receive aid. Now. Tense silence. Every ear strained. Every muscle tense. Then a creak. A yell and then grunts. A tussle. The room left to listen to the sound of a blade going in and out, a meaty thud followed by a soft squelching. Moans. And then nothing but the soft panting of a man struggling to breathe. 

“Casey! Casey is that you!?”

A man charges towards the noise. Then another. I ghost along with them. When I get close enough to hear their breathing I shoot five times. Five shots in a row at waist level. In case they’re crouching. Shots that will hit one, if not both of them. Other gun shots ring out as I drop to the floor, crawling away from where I was. Moans of pain follow me. 

I do not want them to suffer…

I’m being methodical. I’m being what I have to be to get through this moment. I push remorse, and doubt, and despair away. 

There is cursing. A man shoots wildly. Something drops from the wall with a crash. And then silence again.

It’s too much. Someone bolts for the door. The barest outline of a thin form desperately clawing at the door handle, missing, a wrench that makes the jingle ring out with harsh authority. 

I shoot him in the back. 

Theo and I were trapped. Now, we are all trapped. No one in here can leave. Not until this is over.

“Was that him? Was that one of them?”

Silence is all the answer he needs. Seconds later a gun opens up, aiming at the spot from where I shot the man. But I’m already gone. Already crouched behind a counter that, if I remember correctly, housed jewelry. 

I don’t know how many people came inside. I don’t know how many of them are dead. Should I run for it? Get outside and hope Theo can make a run for it?

No. No I won’t be doing that.

Voices from outside. Someone yells, something that I think is directed at those of us in the building. No one answers. No one wants to give away their position. Not to us, not to the creatures in the dark. 

There is a scratching. Tiny, minute, as if someone is trying to find a path out through the wall with their fingers. Maybe they are. But then there is a glow. Small, wavering, an orange obscured by the vast amount of smoke its producing.

“Who’s doing that? Who is doing that!” A panicked voice from one of the men. And for once I agree. I don’t know if it’s one of them or Theo, but this will take us all down. That was my endgame… This is out of my control.

The fire blossoms, I see that books are being piled onto the scraps of clothing that served as the kindling. “Show yourselves!” A man screams, his shadow crouched near the flames, feverishly feeding the fire before backing away to resume the hunt. 

A new kind of silence. The crackle as the fire gains sway and the room begins to take shape. A sfumato landscape of lumps and angles, fire reflected in the eyes of the birds and elk and deer that bear witness to this folly. 

Who will last longer? Will we be seen before we see them? Who will try to escape the smoke first? 

The fire is hungry. The cavern that is this shop is filled with nothing but ancient wood and tattered cloth, items desperately waiting for the kiss of flame to end their existence. Smoke floods the room faster than the fire spreads. Harsh, acrid vapor of wood mixed with oil and plastics and years and years of mankind. 

I drop to the ground, covering my mouth as I try to stifle coughs that burn. My eyes water and it’s getting harder and harder to see.

You have to get out of here.

The room is engulfed now. The heat escalating with each passing minute. There are yells from men on the far side of the room. A hasty retreat up the stairs by a man coughing so hard I wonder if he’ll make it to the top. The store is glowing, but through a mile of clouds. Air, fresh air, now becomes the overwhelming desire. I stumble towards the door. Shadows loom out of the smoke. Two men also trying to escape. I shoot one, but I don’t see where I hit him. The other falls into me and we collapse onto the floor. Coughing, gasping, both of us knowing that if we continue to fight we’ll both die from the smoke. Both of us far too stubborn, or scared, to let the other go. The man is on top of me, each of us holding the other’s gun away from us. But then he drops his pistol, and his free hand finds my throat. Begins to squeeze. 

The panel behind the man moves. The large hanging pelt of a bear detaching from the wall and swinging around to loom above us. 

I must be dead. Or hallucinating. But then I see Theo’s eyes beneath the large canines. A black bear paw plunges downward and the man on top of me exhales in shock. Another plunge. Another gasp that is a whimper. 

I roll the man off of me and am pulled to my feet by a demonic creature spattered in blood. Bits of flaming detritus scorch my cheek and singe my hair as we stumble forward and plunge out of the window into the sudden coolness of night.

I can’t see very well. It’s all a blur of tears and I am shaken by a fit of coughing that seems to never end. But when I finally begin to collect myself, climbing to my feet as our more current danger emerges to the forefront again, the street is still. There are four men on their backs, or sides, coughing or not moving at all. One man crying with a hand over a face blackened by soot, his arm a long length of red blisters. Around them stand a couple men and women. People who have come to help. People who have no idea what the hell is going on.

Theo rises beside me and I can see the fear in their eyes. A snarling figure from some horrible other world, knife dangling from his hand and blood coating his clothes and fur. My hands are bloody, too. Arms bare of clothing, the tattered remains of my shirt smoking and covered with black-rimmed holes. Hunched awkwardly as the wound to my back begins to throb. A snarl on my face.

We are a nightmare incarnate.

One of the men on the ground forces himself up on a knee. An older man, his beard singed and his clothes ripped and torn, points a shaking finger at us. He tries to speak, but no words come out. No words, but his message is clear. 

I see a couple of the men reach for their guns.

“No.”

The voice that comes out of my chest is guttural, smoky, and far louder than I thought it would be. A voice that is a warning. A voice that is tired of this violence. 

They freeze. One of them takes a step back. Perhaps we are too demonic looking. Or they are too confused, too disheartened by what’s happening to keep fighting. 

“No,” I say again, and I know there is violence in my eyes. Death cannot be controlled, cannot be corralled… But now, right now on this night, these men are dead if they push this any farther. We are gone over the edge, across the chasm, truly ghouls of the night. If they tempt us we will end them.

Please don’t.

They take another step back. And one of them raises his hands over his head. We turn and walk away into the night as other figures run towards the fire. Buckets in hand, desperate to save their town. A town with a wall, uncomprehending of what, and why we came here.










Theo and I make our way to the gate that I came in through. Thankfully, there is no one there. The screams and yells of people, the growing roar of a fire… that’s enough.

We open it and leave, and shut it behind us. I don’t know why. As if to signal the end of our presence. That the nightmare is over.

We don’t say anything as we circle the town and then move back onto the road. We aren’t stealthy, there is no pretense of caution. We know no one will follow.

Tonight.

We stop at a small hill to turn and look back at the burning town. Three houses, at least, are engulfed. I wonder what Ann is doing. Is she throwing water onto the fire, saving her grief until some time later? Is she weeping over his body? Or is she standing somewhere, wondering where I am with hate and murder in her heart?

“I feel bad.”

An understatement.

Theo snorts. “Fuck those motherfuckers. Fuck every fuckin’ one of ‘em.”

I don’t ask him why he said that, nor does he ask me why I feel bad. We understand. There is just the barest whisper of space now; between words and actions, between morality and obscenity. Reacting to danger means not waiting to be proven wrong. Survival means no hesitation before you swing the knife or fire the bullet. Morality is simply how bad you feel afterwards, it has no place in the before.

Oh how John would be saddened.

“Did we get… What we needed?” He asks.

I nod. I’m unable to meet his eyes.

“And Cyrene?”

Theo says the name and the implications are clear. Do we go meekly back to her, prize in hand? Or do we do this our own way? I unconsciously put a hand over my back pocket, to where the flesh of a man resides.

Goddamn her.

I want nothing more than to go back to the car where those two men await us. To kill them. To take their car and return to Cyrene and make her pay. To destroy her and any that would stand in my way. 

And then I see a little boy. And blood everywhere. And suddenly it’s everything I can do not to break down. To cry forgiveness. To cry for myself. To cry at the idea of my child having to live through something like that. It takes everything I have to push that into some far corner of my brain. For later. For sometime a long time later.

“We go back. We play nice. But with new rules.”

“Fuck that.” Theo hands me the knife before shedding his bear skin, somehow seeming to grow larger without it. He tosses it off the road and into the bushes. “Fuck playing nice.”

I can’t help but agree. 
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I CAN’T SLEEP. Harlan would tell me to try, that I will need my strength for what will come in the next day or two. But I don’t believe he would sleep, so neither will I. 

But I’m exhausted. My head spins from the wound or from the vodka. I feel nauseous. And not just from the unwanted touch of Cyrene. Too many fearful images crowd close, my mind flowing from one thought to the next with no guidance, myself a passenger and no one manning the helm.

I run a hand along the stubble on the side of my head, gingerly probing the cut that winds its way back behind my ear. It’s a dull throb now, the pain helping me focus myself as I wait for Harlan and Theo to return. And as I plan for what to do when they arrive.

I’m content being used as bait. To play the part of the damaged girl, too traumatized to cause any problems. It pleases me knowing that this isn’t true, anymore. For the most part. And I’ll have to hope the others can see what I’m doing.

People will die.

So be it.

Maybe this should bother me. Maybe I should be bothered more about what happened in the last forty eight hours. A lot of death. A. Lot. Of. Death. People met and befriended. People met and murdered. People who I didn’t get a chance to know before their time on this earth was over.

But I don’t care. I’m more bothered by the people outside. I listen to the girls chatter, about things they miss and things they used to do. Phones and computers. Fast food, of all things. I pity them, even as I’m filled with disgust. They are stuck in an old way of thinking. They haven’t awoken to the true nature of things, haven’t seen the world for the beauty as well as the horror.

The world that was. They talk of nothing else, it seems. How everything was documented. Or photographed. Or put on social media. They wonder if that’s all gone now, or if it could be recovered. Resurrected. As if that’s important.

I pity them, even as I recognize the pangs of jealousy.

I spent my whole life waiting for someone to take a picture of me. Tag me in a group photo. Just hanging out. Me and my family. 

“You need, like a toothbrush, or some face cream, or anything?”

One sticks her head into the tent and asks me in a voice far too loud.

“No.”

“Gotcha.” And she winks and cocks her finger at me, an imaginary gun firing as she smiles. 

You have no idea.

She returns to her friend and I hear whispers, then titters, as if there was something funny to be found in our brief encounter. As if we are still girls in high school clawing and pecking at each other in some hormonal-driven attempt to establish a hierarchy. I remember those days all too well. Odd to find them here. 

There’s this universal feeling that we’re better. That we’re stronger. Perpetrated by Harlan. He wouldn’t have us think anything less of ourselves. I think. 

And I don’t think we could… Think less. We’ve been through a lot. That we’re still here is meaningful.

But it’s not always accurate. Theo thinks of me as a pure woman. A pure woman defiled and tormented and now… 

I try not to think about what he sees now. But I see his devotion. And I love him for it. But it’s a devotion to put me back together again. The female Humpty Dumpty. To protect me. Fuck, he has protected me. 

But I’m not who he thinks I am.

And I can’t convey that to him. Or I won’t. I could, for lack of better words, spell it out for him. 

I never had a big brother. 

Am I twisted, wrong for wanting to hang onto it?

 Eesh, I’m drunk.

Pike’s head pops up and he looks outside. A couple seconds later I smell cigarette smoke. Sheila’s derisive laugh breaks the silence not too far away from my tent. I wonder who she has found, at this time of night, to pick on. She is angry. Something I understand. Sheila gets the harshness of the world. The strong live and the weak survive. But to her those rules should be concrete. How dare they make exceptions? When we die she will fuck death and tell him how bad he sucks at his job. 

Theo and Josey try to get her talking, sometimes, after a long day of walking and a bottle of some liquor or another has made an appearance. They’re curious… Some of the survivors still wear the remnants of their past, the tattered clothing of old personalities, old habits. Not Sheila. And so they all try, however quietly and hushed, to figure out what she was like before “this.” Is she the same?

Probably. Hard to imagine her any other way.

But I was different. 

Different than what any of them might think.

And I don’t want to tell them. 

I don’t want to tell them.

I don’t want to tell him.

When you’re passed around a lot, you pick up on human behavior. You notice the little things, the tics, the way people stare or don’t stare, the way they remark or stay silent, the way they touch…

My mind un-focuses and I am fourteen. I sit across from Jim Bob and Hilda, both grandparents in their sixties. Retired. But fit. Still mobile and lucid and wanting to give a home to a wayward child. A discarded child in her early teens.

And they talked to me. They asked questions and, of course, I had a rep from the city there to observe. But it was when Jim Bob asked if I needed any new clothes. 

I knew.

The way you do.

I had become pretty. I didn’t know what to do with it. I hadn’t known anyone long enough to really talk about it. But the looks changed. The glances, the way my representation from the state emphasized the word “problematic.”

I realize that people spend a lot of time ignoring the unwritten languages thrown their way… Body language and sideways glances and smiles that mean anything but mirth. When people stare at you and when people stare at anything but you.

But I understood. 

And, to my shame, I loved it.

Forgive me for being a teen, a young teen, who had never been loved. I thought I saw a way into staying. STAYING. So I’d play into the attention. And someone, I’m assuming the wife, would make a phone call, and I’d be shipped elsewhere.

You use what you have. And when you’re young… It’s desperate. And then apparently it calms until you’re seventy. Then you’re desperate again. Desperate to make a human connection. 

So I’d sidle up to potential dads. I’d wear halter tops and I would talk about dance when, to be honest, I just wanted to talk about how I wanted a dog. 

I wanted to be loved that FUCKING bad.

I don’t like who I was before.

I was so far behind. 

I never had a boyfriend.

Fuck, I hadn’t really had a friend, unless you called the case lady who looked out for me for four years a friend. But it’s not the same. It’s not the same. It’s not.

I existed in a permanent form of waiting. Waiting for my first… Prom? First… Date? First… Family?

Purgatory manifest.

I waited, and I struggled. Not really, as it turned out, because I was in school and didn’t have it all… bad. But I couldn’t let go of the fact that I had been forced to wait my whole life.

For nothing.

And then I received a crash course in just how bad it could be.

I was taken by a man who wanted to be a father and a lover at the same time. I was taken by a man who kept me hidden from the world while telling me everything that was happening in it. I was raped, and tortured, and coddled, and loved, and choked.

I killed.

I killed him.

I killed it.

Where was I? 

I received a crash course on… everything.

I am angry, but not like Sheila. I share her rage at the injustice of the world. But my fury also comes from fear. In many ways I’m no different than the dog who growls at every hand, not knowing the difference between the one that pets and the one that beats.

I hold onto my anger, for it not only brought me back, but it allows me to carry on. To survive. But now, after today… The flames of my ire have subsided to the glow of hot coals. I’m just tired. And worried. Worried, rather than fearful. And one doesn’t have anger at the winds that howl. One doesn’t bemoan the heat of the sun or the brightness of the moon. One endures, or one does not. 

I am broken. This, I know. I am a monster. A broken, silent… suddenly horrified… monster.

Where was I?

Pike moves farther up onto my lap, eyes staring up at me with worry. As if he can see the dark spiral of my inebriated mind. I close my eyes and try to steady myself, fingertips resting on Pike’s belly as it slowly rises and falls in a steady, comforting rhythm.

Okay. Okay.

Everyone looks at each other, looks and tries to see what came before. Is the person weaker? Stronger? Warped? Too much the same?

I became who I was meant to be. I finally belong. I belong. 

I belong.

Two words that I can say unequivocally. I have a family now. Orphans. Like me. 

And I don’t… need. 

I don’t need to break things, or steal. Or clamor for attention.

These survivors… These… Warriors… are enough.

I love. Even if I haven’t before.

I know it.

I don’t care that I’ve never done it before. 

Everything is new…. A wonder. 

And I am calm. I am calm. 

NOT SILENT.

Placid. 

I am…

Black and white.

Harlan worries so much. Worries… And I know this is from John, about his humanity. He thinks he is a monster. He isn’t. 

I’d know. I would fucking know.

Fuck, I’m drunk.

I can kill now. They try to get to know what we were before… Fuck, everyone was scared of death. Of killing. We’ve all changed. 

For me, I will kill to protect my family. I will kill to protect myself. And I don’t feel……….. Remorse.

Remorse is a word that I feel needs to be separated into twenty. 

Regret. 

Sadness.

Penitence.

Guilt.

These are words you equate with remorse. 

I don’t have them anymore. 
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I RIDE IN the car. Silent. Still. And the men in the front seat don’t say a word. When I approached at daybreak they looked surprised. Perhaps that I was back so soon. 

So soon?

It had been less than a day. A day in which an eternity of horror had happened. Another day to add to the rest. Days that I won’t forget. Perhaps if I have enough of them they will blend together. Dissipate. Cancel each other out. Or perhaps I’ll just go mad.

They don’t remark about the absence of Theo. I’m covered in blood and soot. Hair and body burnt. Clothes burned or stained or gone. 

Words are not needed.

So we drive in silence. And I almost sleep. Doze. But not quite. I simply enjoy the time in between dark moments. The hours in which I have some small control, or at least comfort, of nothingness. 

It’s over far too soon. We pull into the camp. A camp that’s almost the same. Except this harmless animal has sprouted fangs. Guns and dark looks. 

I guess I wasn’t wrong.

We stop and the men are anxious to get out of the car. To get away from me. To report to their leader. 

The car is in an empty area. Empty, but surrounded. Cyrene approaches, her ladies-in-waiting flowing behind and around her. The men gather around the taillights of the car. A yin and yang of solitude.

I get out, stretching my limbs as I move. I roll my neck up and turn my face into the sun. As if it, instead of water, can rinse me of the layers of blood and grime that coat me. And I stand like that, waiting for her to speak. As if I, for once, am the one communing with unseen forces and her the mere mortal.

“You have returned. This makes me happy. But… Your friend?”

I turn my gaze to her. At the edge of the group Beryl, Josey, and Sheila, are escorted to join the circle. I shake my head. 

She grimaces, as if this truly injures her. “I’m so sorry. He struck me a good man.”

“The best.”

Sheila and Josey look shocked. Incredulous. Beryl doesn’t meet my eyes, her head still facing the ground. Arms wrapped around herself. 

What happened here?

My anger, kept in check, bubbles close to the surface. “What did—”

“Were you able to complete your task?” she interrupts. A queen speaking to a knight. Knowing he’d only return if the deed was done. 

I pull the paper towels from my pocket. Spotted with blood. I slowly unwrap them. Pull out the flap of skin, the ink stark on the pale scalp. I hold it up, show it, before tossing it at her feet. “It’s done. Now we will leave.”

She nods, not bothering to look at the flesh at her feet. “Blood has been paid.”

I’m almost fooled. Just for a second. My hope that it will be this easy overriding my reason. But none of the people move. None make a way for us to go… anywhere. Not to our car. Not away from here. 

“But…” Cyrene raises a finger. “I’ve been told that you did more than just kill this man. I’m told you set fire to their town. That you have potentially brought ruin…” She trails off. Hands go to her head and she grimaces dramatically. Her coterie step forward in concern. Silence as they watch her. Slowly, she drops to a knee. “A child. A woman. Anger. They come for us. Vengeance. Cold. Fire. Bees. Crows. Bones. Birds. They come.”

The women around her try to help her up. She waves them away, forcing herself to her feet. “It has been seen. You have brought their wrath upon us.”

“Lies. They believe we came from the north.”

She hisses at me. “It has been seen.” Slowly she gathers herself. Makes a show of recovering. “I will require another service of you…”

There it is. The craving for power. The way in which she works. The lure, the trick, the wrapping of herself around someone. Once she knows how to have power over someone, she keeps it at all cost. And that cost for me is Beryl. 

“My binoculars are in the car.”

She looks at me quizzically, sensing the lack of surprise. “Why should I need them?”

I turn and point to a distant hill. “You’ll want to look.”

With a flick of her finger a man trots to the car and brings out the binoculars. She doesn’t break eye contact with me as he hands them to her, doing her best to divine my intentions before bringing the lenses up to her face. 

I hope Theo had enough time. C’mon Theo…

Only the slightest parting of her lips, the slight exhalation of breath as she finds the target.

“We picked him up yesterday. I’m surprised that you didn’t notice he was missing.”

She lowers the binoculars, tossing them behind her to one of the men before stepping closer to me. “You think to use my father as some sort of pathetic blackmail?”

I give her a smile. “You didn’t foresee that? Surprising.”

She spits in my face, the benevolent facade fading away in an instant. “You think just because you have my father that I won’t kill you all?” 

Cyrene stalks back to her group, pausing in front of Beryl. A finger gently lifting her chin as she makes a show of pulling her close in an awkward embrace. She fondles her face. Beryl does nothing. Cyrene smiles at me over her head, triumph in her eyes, before roughly shoving Beryl backwards. A man catches her, and he holds up a knife, brandishing it smugly. Cyrene looks to me, arms held out wide. “You are so lost. So simple. You have no power here.”

“No.” I can feel myself starting to shake. Suppressed rage and exhaustion and the desire to kill her and be done with this utterly stupid scene. “You are the fool. You misjudge me. And worse, you misjudge us.” I raise my voice. “You don’t know who we are.”

I don’t see the movement but I hear the sound it makes as Beryl’s knife plunges into the thigh of the man holding her. She whips it out and holds it to the throat of the person to her left. Sheila whips her head back, cracking it into a man standing a hair too close. She puts her hand on his gun, a smile on her face, and I hear Cyrene whisper “no.” Sheila takes his gun and drops to a knee, scanning the crowd. She shoots once, red blossoming above the knee of a man foolish enough to rush her. Josey, in his relaxed way, finds it all too simple to take the pistol away from the stunned man next to him. 

And then a silence in which they don’t move. None of them. Because as Cyrene turns to look I pull the odd, crooked blade from my hair and hook her throat. I reel her back and into me, rough, and I pull the knife up so she has to stand on her tiptoes. A small trail of blood runs down over her collarbone. But I still pull. I pull until I feel the moment that she knows who is in charge of this moment. 

“You knew,” I whisper. “You knew about the child. About the town. You knew. And you think there are no consequences?”

I’m holding her too tight to let her speak. Gods I want to kill her. To wash this dusty road with her blood. And I know I wouldn’t feel a bit of remorse. 

A boy’s blue eyes look up at me from in front of Cyrene. The blue blanket and the pajamas covered with trains. “Why?” He says. 

I close my eyes to him. Feel the moment. Feel the thud of Cyrene’s heartbeat fast against my hand. The hand that holds the knife. Count the people in my mind. Count how many more will have to die if I spill Cyrene’s blood. 

But what if you don’t? What about those consequences?

I wonder what Mickey would do. What John would do. Mostly I wonder what is the right thing to do. 

Kill her. Kill them all. 

That’s what I want to do. Is it right? No. Is it wrong? No. Burn the field to get rid of the weeds. Kill them to save others from their devices. Theirs? Or just her? 

Kill her. But what comes after? Blood. Blood and more blood. Do I care anymore?

No. Yes. No.

Yes. 

I want to, someday, be able to look my own child in the eyes. And I don’t want him to be afraid of what he sees. I want to hold onto the small, barely-lit coals of humanity that are still inside of me.

“Put all of your guns in the trunk of this car. Now. Or she dies.”

They do. They file past us, escorted by my friends, and suddenly they are the helpless, harmless, pathetic wastrels that we first encountered. Except for the angry eyes. The eyes that look away from mine, that drop their gazes after looking into my face.

I shove Cyrene to the ground. “Your father will be let go tonight. First sign that we are followed, I kill him.”

A croak. A laugh from the queen on the ground as she holds a hand to her throat. A laugh as she looks at her own blood on her fingers. “We will see each other again, Harlan. It has been seen.”

“Shitty for you. Because if you can see that then you know, if I ever see you again, you will die.”










We take not one, but two of the cars from this clan of thieves. I take the cars favored by the men, the spies, the weasels who drove Theo and I out to succeed or die. And I let Sheila, a large grin on her face, slash two tires on every other car that they have in their possession. 

It would have been more of a victory if any of the vehicles had more than a quarter tank of gas. But that is their way; to use until gone and then move on. To think of the future is not their job.

It is Cyrene’s.

They huddle around their leader. Some of the girls cry. Some of the men clench their fists and puff their chests out. One takes a step out from the circle, as if to have words with me as I take food from their stash. 

“Look,” Beryl says and points to her own eyes. 

The man steps back into the huddled group, face a shade more pale than before. 

The spell is broken. I can’t help but see these people as children. Errant teenagers acting out in order to gain attention. Attention that might lead to some sort of connection. A tenuous line to hold onto as we all try to make sense of this new life. I remind myself that not all have seen the horror we have seen. The terror. The darkest side of a moon foreign to this world. 

I do not begrudge them this. How could I? I am a murderer. A liar. A deceit to people I called friends. How dare I look down on these people?

Still… Children playing at survivalist games will not dictate our future.

I stare at them. Perhaps the only difference between our two groups is that we are aware of what we have become, and they are not. People who know not what they are… yet.

The butterfly effect… That whole metaphor used to drive me nuts. A flap of a butterfly’s wings might end up as a hurricane on the other side of the planet. But now I see it. The ripples of small acts in one life echoing forever in another’s…

Like that boy.

But I still hate it, because it isn’t phrased correctly. A hurricane, and the butterfly, they are out of control of everyone. They happen because they will happen or they will not. To rail at them is folly. But us… Me…

You want to be a good person. But for who? For your friends? For your progeny? I let strangers on the road live, and they kidnapped Beryl, and then I end up killing the father of a child. I end up killing more people than I can count in the darkness of some antique store. For what? Had I killed those three idiots when we met I would not be here. I would not be caked in blood and my mind coated, clotted with these dark memories. 

The mercy effect. Fuck butterflies. 

We drive. Beryl and I alone. And she knows words, and when to speak, and definitely when to not. And it’s not long before we pick up Theo and Cyrene’s father. And they don’t seem to want to speak either. As if they had a talk and have come to an understanding. To be honest, her father seems more at peace than the rest of us.

I drive as close to the ruins of Mackay as I can. Spitting distance to the smoke. To the missing chunks in the wall. To the missing sentries and the damp, low hanging clouds that serve as a reminder of how much mourning must be happening. 

I shove her father out. I tell him he’d better be quiet. I tell him many things, finding myself pressing his face into the pavement until I feel Beryl’s hand on my shoulder. And then Theo’s. I hear them say things but I don’t actually hear them. I stride back to the car with Theo and I don’t remember thinking anything, my body suffused with a rage that drives out all rational thought.

Beryl rejoins us after a time. 

She drives after that. Just us. I lead them, because I must, out and away from Mackay. Away from my final road, highway 93, because I will not try to cut through that town. 

We circle back around south. And every step of the way part of me wants to meet someone from Cyrene’s camp following us. A chance to vent some of the anger, and hate, and despair inside of me. To give away what haunts me, to transfer it to another. 

As if that’s possible.

And we drive. And we drive. But it’s only forty-five minutes before the car dies. And only two hours of walking before Beryl says, “we should stop.”

And I didn’t know just how much I was waiting for these words. 
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I DON’T KNOW what happened. After all we’ve been through, Harlan will not say. But we stop that night and he takes Sheila’s bottle away from her and she doesn’t say a thing. In fact, after the initial surprise, she looks pleased. 

I sit with Harlan, and even share a few drinks with him. His hands are a mess of small cuts, and a few deep. Fingers swollen and angry. His sides and elbows, too. He takes off his shirt and sits silently as I do my best to bandage the inflamed, crusted seam across his upper back where a bullet grazed him. He drinks, and I pour the liquor over the wounds, and he doesn’t make a sound, only kicking the floor with his heels with eyes closed. 

Afterwards he doesn’t talk much, but when he does it isn’t about what happened. He mutters things about changing. He says he thinks that maybe John was right. 

He doesn’t say much after that.

So it’s my turn. For every morning that I wake up thrashing, or every night I tremble and toss, he has been there speaking to me. Describing things or events, painting a picture of a home, and a life, and something to perhaps look forward to.

I don’t have much of that to share. Nor do I have the words. But I can hold him close, and be here, as he has for me.

Pike settles in. He squirms his way between us and can’t get comfortable. He pushes us apart and somehow glues us together. He demands and gives at the same time. He is cuddly, and utterly disgusting, and wholly integral to whatever healing is going to happen.

I hum. 

Pike sleeps. 

And there is something between the deep breathing and a soundless tune that seems to calm Harlan. Something that allows him to also find slumber.

Simplicity. That must be it. For it works its same magic on me. Pike is at home. You would not trust a person who trusts so quickly. You wouldn’t trust anyone who would give a part of themselves so unselfishly. But maybe that’s the essence of being human. To hide true thoughts, true feelings. To disguise everything to achieve something else. I’ve seen it. 

I’ve done it.

And the sad part is that we are missing out on so much. This dog only knows the worst. Yet it gives everything of itself in this second chance, never wondering if our motives are good. An utter optimist.

He nips at Harlan and Har cuffs him, softly. I didn’t know I had dozed and they had decided to play. The moment I sit up Harlan stops, as if he is guilty of something. Guilty of taking a moment to himself. Part of me wants to cuff him for that. Part of me is glad that he can do this at all, take a moment to be what he is instead of what he thinks he has become… Even if it leaves us with an asshole for the rest of the day.

Oh, Har.

It’s forgiven. Doesn’t mean he’s not an idiot.

Doesn’t mean I’m not, either. He needs time to recover from whatever happened. Not just emotionally. I… He can’t afford to have his wounds go bad. Infection could have serious ramifications. 

This is what I tell myself as I lie to him. When I tell him there are no vehicles nearby. When I tell him the rain is too thick and the wind too cold for us to venture out the next day. And when I tell him that Theo’s neck needs another day to recover. Every day that I convince him that we need to hunker down, and wait to get a fresh start tomorrow. Lies that are for him, which is true… As much as they are for me. 
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I’M SITTING IN the cafe, again, across from John. But he isn’t speaking, I am.

“Fires would hit Montana every year. But every seventh year was supposed to be the worst. And we would fight it, hard, every time. And that always made Jessica mad.”

“Why?” he says, genuinely confused.

“It makes it worse. A forest needs to burn to be healthy. Needs to be swept clean in order to grow properly. And fighting it every year just means there’s more undergrowth to burn, and spread fire, the next year. The more undergrowth, the more small trees and plants crowded together, the more everything is sick. Malnourished. Not growing… Naturally.”

“Just like people?”

My turn to be confused. “Huh?”

“Isn’t that what you’re saying? That to be healthy, to grow properly, we need to ‘burn’? Go through problems?”

I nod. “Yeah, I guess that’s what I’m saying.”

“Would you say that maybe this whole “thing,” the downfall, is just like a forest fire? That maybe we had become unhealthy, and we needed a burn to restore order?”

I give him a long stare. One that he gives right back. I can’t help but feel like I’m in a courtroom with him. Being led into saying something I shouldn’t. Do I think this? Do I think that this whole thing might be a good thing? Gods no. Not for what’s it’s cost me. But what has it given you? What has it shown you? 

“I don’t know. I think yes.”

“I think I agree with you.” He gives a small smile at my surprise. “I do.” He eyes me, head cocked to the side as he ponders his next words. “A forest needs to burn. But I don’t know if I agree with you setting fires.”










Standing tall. You don’t know you are doing it until you are not. Days of assurance. Pride. Whatever charisma is inherent in a leader. For I am the leader, right?

I don’t feel it today. Today, I do not stand tall. Today, my head is bent and it is so, so hard to lift it. For to raise my chin would be to look others in the eye. Today, that is hard. 

I will be the monster for them. I will be the monster…

It’s true. And we’re all safe. We are all together, and uninjured, and… whole. But the quiet moments in between doing things; driving, scavenging, cooking, eating… Killing. These are the moments when I am bowed by an unseen wind. A wind that is getting stronger.

Icy draughts and frosted mornings. Frigid afternoons that defy the warmth of the sun. Sudden storms. As if the world were a mirror for my inner turmoil. Now we are both frozen in place, a dark wasteland glimpsed in grays, and blacks, and whites that are not pure. 

Winter has arrived. 

Days of little movement have proved costly, the season sneaking up on us out of nowhere. Lucky that we aren’t caught between towns. Lucky that I listened to Beryl.

“This is fucking retarded.” Sheila tries on a pink coat, grimacing as it fits her perfectly. “What are we going to do when it snows? Plow the roads?”

A good question.

“Is this why you asked me to come up—”

She cuts me off. “And what about food? What about staying warm? What about—”

I hold up a hand. I’m too tired for this. Mentally exhausted from thinking about it. From never not thinking about it. “I don’t know. Okay? I do not know. But I’m going. And no one has to come with me.”

I try not to sound dismissive. It would crush me if one of them, or all of them, decided to abandon this madness. Especially Beryl.

I know that I’m leading them into tragedy. Even now, if they left, what would they do? Where would they find food? Where would they stay? 

But I have to go. I have to get home before the last good parts of myself fall away. Before I have to do anything else that… Before I am unrecognizable.

“Fuck you,” is all Sheila says, rooting around in the closet for more winter clothes. I leave her to it. I understand why she’s pissed. I just hope that she finds something that’s not pink. Any more of that and she might get violent.

Beryl is downstairs, eyes staring out the window, and for a second I freeze on the steps as I catch a glimpse of the girl I first met back in that horrible house. Only difference is the gun on her lap. The heavy, dark clothes. And the light in her eyes when she turns to look at me.

“Prepare yourself, Berly, Sheila’s new look might cause you to laugh, and I’d strongly advise you not to give in to that impulse.”

A lopsided grin. “As bad as Theo’s new stuff?”

Hard not to laugh at that. Theo has taken to adding a new layer of clothing every time we stop. Muttering small words of wonderment at how cold it is, how crazy people must be to live here. Vests and multiple hats and at least three scarves have transformed the giant into some sort of flamboyant art collector. And I don’t have the heart to tell him that it’s not even that cold yet. At least, not as cold as it can get.

My smile fades away as I’m reminded of just how scary the winter can be. Especially if you’re caught out in it.

“Did you get more socks?”

She rolls her eyes at the question. I’ve asked them all a thousand times. Boots. Socks. Blankets. Bullets. Water. Matches. Bullets. Bandages. Bullets. No wonder Theo and Josey said they needed to go look for food. 

But this has to be the final push, it fucking has to be. 

“What did you say to Sheila?”

I give her a look. “You know.” I pace around the small room. The wind picks up outside and the walls creak, branches scrabbling at windows and wind chimes from every house on the street fill the air. I like this place, it reminds me of my home. Beryl is still looking at me. Not you, too.

“What are you thinking?”

She arches an eyebrow at me. She knows that I know. We both know I’m just being petulant. “I’m thinking… We’d better move fast.”

And that’s exactly what we do. Or, to be exact, what I force them to do. Early mornings and later nights. Now that the days are so short, I want to milk them for all they’re worth. 

And I don’t pay any mind to the complaining. To the downtrodden looks as we cast about for a car. Or how a truck starts, but then dies on us a mile later. The silence as we trudge along, wind whipping hair across faces and noses and cheeks red with cold.

And I don’t stop to investigate the flaming RV on the side of the road. I don’t stop in Clayton, Idaho, where a billboard has been painted over to read CHAINS ARE THE ONLY WAY TO KEEP THE RATS AT BAY.

I don’t stop. It feels good to put my blinders on. A racehorse only allowed to see the track ahead of him, ignorant of flailing hooves and lashing whips. Violence kept on the periphery. Only the one goal, everything else can do nothing but slow me down.

And I get away with it for three days. Days of hard walking and short-lived driving. Eyes tired and aching from squinting at a road that’s creased by snow blown sideways in ribbons, a white filigree too capricious to stick. Yet. Eyes tired and aching from glancing from the road to the gas gauge and back again. Eyes tired and aching from seeing the creased faces of my glum companions in the back seat.

Keep walking.

We find a shitty, wine red Ford Explorer with half a tank. It starts, and though it rattles and clicks, the old thing appears to be drivable. A boon to people stuck walking for the last day and a half. Makes me do the damn stupid thing of starting to hope.

We start the ascent to Gibbons pass. A twisting road with a steep embankment on one side and a scary plunge on the other. Trees, trees, everywhere, snow ghosts standing still and silent in their millions. An audience holding its breath.

“Slow down, please.” Josey says please and it sounds more like “fucker.” The SUV fishtails on some ice, as if to prove his point, and I ease up on the accelerator.

“It’s going to be worse going down,” I say without thinking, and Theo elicits a small groan. 

We round a curve and there is a gaping hole in the guardrail. Far below I see the carcass of a semi-truck laying on its side. Elevation signs crop up, coupled with yellow warnings to drop speed to 25 miles an hour. Dips, and turns, and a wind pushing our top heavy vehicle around until even I am feeling sick to my stomach. 

Then a brown sign on the left. BITTERROOT NATIONAL FOREST. And ahead of that, off to the right just past a junction in the road is a green sign partially obscured by ice and rime. A bear barely visible on the right corner, just beneath letters that spell out Montana.

The top of the pass. The last few feet of what was Idaho melting into… home. Breakneck speed suddenly arrested as emotion clouds my vision. I pump the breaks and swerve into a turnout. Silence in the car. Waiting for my cue to speak, although I’m not sure I can. My jaw is off, turned to the side and teeth gritted as I work to control myself. I guess I didn’t believe, truly believe, that I would get this far. That this moment would ever come. That maybe I was destined to batter myself to pieces against an invisible wall, always seeing the other side but never able to breach it. 

And now that I have…

I get out of the car and walk forward. Walk a road that is no different than that which I have been on these last thousand miles. Bits of ice and rock and faded yellow lines. 

But beyond is a sky bigger than anywhere in the world. Blue mountains and air so cold it burns the lungs. Wind whips my hair across numb cheeks. I feel so small, here, but somehow invincible. As if this is more than just the top of a mountain, but the top of every damn obstacle I’ve faced. Now vanquished. All I have to do is get down, now. One last journey through a land in which I share a heartbeat. 

I guess that’s hope I’m feeling. 

Pike’s wet nose hits my hand a second before Beryl’s hand joins it. I look over at her and see happiness in her eyes. For me. All for me.

Doors slam and footsteps approach. And we stand there, looking out over a land vast and empty and wild. As if we were the first explorers to cross this threshold. In a way, I suppose, we are.

I turn and give them a smile. A genuine smile, one that doesn’t pull on the scar on my lip. A smile that, for once, doesn’t stand as a precursor to violence. “Welcome to Montana.”
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THE BLIZZARD HIT us midday. 

I curse our luck. I curse myself. I, out of anyone here, should know how capricious the weather is. Theo was driving and started to panic as the road went from black to grey to white. 

We pull over and I take over driving, feigning more confidence navigating in this weather than what I truly feel. The car silent as gusts of wind nudge us this way and that. A cat playing with a mouse.

I try to pretend that we aren’t in trouble. But we are. I know the tiny dots on the map stand for places that aren’t big enough to be towns. And those are sixty miles apart. Welcome to Montana.

“Should we stop? Wait for it to stop snowing? We can’t see.”

I look back at Josey. “We stop, we won’t get started again.”

The headlights illuminate snow flecks that zip around outside of our car, a frozen wasp nest knocked from a tree. The wind howls and makes the silence in the car more ominous. The only thing I have going for me is that I have the whole road to myself. I push the car as fast as I can, waiting for the roar of the rumble strip to let me know when I am at the edge.

“Keep an eye out for a house.”

I have already said it at least three times now, and it’s not like they aren’t staring out the windows, desperation growing in their eyes.

I take off my gloves to better feel the road through the wheel. It’s getting colder. Fast. I crank up the defrost as the windshield turns into a diaphanous lens into the kingdom of Boreas.

“How much gas do we have?”

Beryl speaks calmly, her whispery speech made more ethereal by the ghostly vapor expelled from her mouth.

“Enough.” We aren’t going to make it.

Theo shifts in the back seat, and I watch him pull the hat farther down over his ears. “Why the fuck would you live here? Ain’t no wonder no brothers up north.”

I flash him a smile. “This ain’t shit. Been through much worse.” Should I have said that? “Guys, the weather here changes like that,” I snap my fingers, “ten minutes from now we could be driving in sunshine.”

I don’t believe it and I don’t think anyone else does either. Hands grip the sides of the car as we skid more and more, nervous heads leaning forward to check on the diminishing gas gauge.

“What are we going to do, you fucking shit, when we run out of gas?”

Sheila is getting scared and that means she is angrier than usual. Just what we need. 

“We’ll be fine.”

She doesn’t let me brush it off. “Fuck you. Give us a plan.”

Can’t be mad at her for asking. I got us into this, I was just hoping I’d be able to get us out before things got dire.

“If we don’t find a place to hunker down we will be stuck in here until the storm ends. We’ll find a place in a lee so that the wind will keep the snow from drifting. And we’ll be cold.”

Sweet plan.

Sheila snorted. “We should probably all get naked too, right?”

I don’t know where she is going with that.

In the end we make it another half hour before the snow starts grabbing at our tires. Not for the first time I wish for my old truck. Drifts are piling up across the road, the wind erecting barriers for us to cross. I gun the Explorer to get through a deep hump and the back tires slid sideways. Everyone in the car tenses as we fishtail, and then we are spinning, helpless to do anything until we came to a stop.

We hit the guardrail hard enough that Josey smacks his head on the window. He curses, inhaling through gritted teeth and clutching his skull. I try to pull forward but the SUV just bucks and shakes as the wheels scrabble for purchase. 

I try rocking it free; shifting from reverse, to forward, and back again. Just the angry scrabbling of tires spinning on ice.

We don’t budge.

I kill the engine. No sense wasting what little gas we have left. Silence but for our breathing and the howling of the storm outside. 

“Fuck.”

Beryl rubs my shoulder and that only makes me feel worse. This is on my head. I had made it plain that no one had to come with me on my wild goose chase. But I had made it plain, too, that I wanted them along.

I get out of the car, eager to get outside before someone asks, “what do we do now?” 

The snow is thick and deep, the fluff replaced by a muddy, icy sheen where we skidded. The front end just barely rests against the guardrail, the smallest of dents where we hit.

“Fuck.”

I hustle back to the car to grab my gloves, and hat. And maybe throw on a sweatshirt beneath my coat.

“We’re stuck bad?”

I almost snap at Josey for asking. I nod, knowing I’m just mad at myself. “We need to dig it out.”

“With what? We don’t have a shovel.”

Goddammit Harlan. I feel the disappointment of my parents. I should know better. I grew up here. 

“We’ll use the hubcaps.”

We pile out, pulling on hats and gloves and coats. Pike hops out, only doing a cursory circle of the car before peeing, then requesting with a pointed nose to be let back inside. None of us blame him. Fuck, it’s cold. My nose is already numb, the icy bite of the wind stings my cheeks. The familiar feel of powder making it’s way into my boots as nostalgic as it is unwanted. Theo mutters a constant string of expletives as we scoop snow from the undercarriage and around the tires.

We take turns, and it doesn’t take us long to clear out a spot in front of the Explorer for people to push. It doesn’t take us long to clear the tires. It also doesn’t take long for new snow to start to replace it. 

I open my door and grab the floor mat, gesturing to Beryl to give me the one from the passenger side as well. “Theo, Josey, you mind pushing?”

“Not all of us?” Sheila asks, and I can’t tell if she’s offended or relieved.

“Need as much weight as we can get in the back.”

“Then maybe Beryl and I should push.”

I ignore her and trudge around to the rear bumper, kneeling to position the mats behind the tires. 

Theo and Josey stand watching me. “What’s with the mats?” Theo asks.

“We don’t have kitty litter.”

The two share a look, perhaps wondering if I’ve lost my mind.

“So the wheels can grab onto something. Hopefully. If you guys can push from the front, we’ll rock her back, get her going again.”

I climb into the car without waiting for a response, the cabin feeling almost cozy compared to the outside. I start it up, waving at the men outside to start pushing as I throw it into reverse. Rev, relax, rev, relax. The Explorer shudders and shakes, the engine growling, then growing to a roar and… we do nothing but slide a few inches to the side. I see the front of the car move up under the straining of Josey and Theo. But we don’t move backwards. The smell of smoke starts to fill the car.

I kill the engine and pound the steering wheel. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”

Josey and Theo climb back inside, breathing heavily. A new silence takes over. A defeated silence. The silence of people given time to imagine just how shitty the next hours will be for them.

“Now what?” Josey asks. As if he doesn’t already know.

“We’re stuck here for the night.”

“For the night?”

“Yeah.”

I pull my gloves back on. “I’ll grab some food and blankets from the back.” That they could have crawled over the seat is not lost on me. A sign of the mood. The slap of the icy wind is almost a nice reprieve. 

I kick at the snow as I walk to the back hatch. I hate this feeling. Helplessness. Guilt. Anger. I remember this same sick knot in my gut after sliding off the road with my sister. I was going too fast for the conditions, as I was now, and we ended up spinning into a ditch. Half an hour of arguing over what to do. Half an hour before we even saw another vehicle.

A tow-truck pulled us out after an hour. He didn’t even charge us. “I already pulled out eight people,” the man said. “This is white gold.”

We were so relieved. Neither of us wanted our mom to have to come get us, nor did I want her to know how reckless I had been driving.

But there will be no friendly savior to pull us out of here. There won’t be anyone coming by, not tonight, maybe not for a long, long time.

“Blankets and water. And protein bars. Keep the water someplace warm so it can’t freeze.”

Sheila doesn’t make a joke about her vagina. A bad sign. 

We pass food around and try to get comfortable. Theo was already cramped, his large shoulders stuck in a permanent shrug, and it’s getting more and more claustrophobic with five people gobbling up the oxygen. Josey can’t stop fidgeting and I’m afraid that Sheila might stab him. This storm had better end quickly.

No one talks. I can’t tell if it’s anger with me or despair at our situation. I don’t want to tell them that we’ll be okay. I don’t want to lie. I don’t want to get stabbed either. 

I feel the burden of companionship. Dammit but I’ve always wanted to be liked. To be accepted. Everyone does, right? But there were those days after I broke my leg in high school in which I retreated into myself. Got to know myself. And I’d let everyone fade away. Liberating, at least for one who had felt so much pressure to become something. Liberating in that you no longer lived and died on the opinions of others. But now I have something worth working to keep. A family of sorts. Or friends. And woe to them that live or die by the decisions of one such as me.

I start the car and blast warm heat, eye watching the dwindling gas gauge for the slightest movement. It’s quickly growing stale inside and it has more to do with temperament than bad air.

“My dad used to carry pebbles in his pockets.”

It’s the only thing I can think of to say. A truth, of some sort, at least to break the silence with something other than an apology.

“He’d pick up rocks that were shaped like hearts and bring them to my mom. He’d find cool rocks for my sister and me, and it was just something we expected when he got home from work. He’d show up with his thermos and lunch pail and hard hat… and a rock. And he never told us what to do with them so our rooms were littered with them. And once a month most of them would disappear. My mom, trying to keep a tidy house. But she knew which ones were important.”

No one has any choice but to listen. And I can’t tell if they’re interested or not, and I can’t find the courage to look in the rearview mirror and find out. But I’m tired of being quiet about the past. And I’m just fucking tired of the quiet. No, that’s wrong. I like the howl of the storm and the stillness inside. I’m tired of the anger and frustration in our group. I want to talk about good things. 

“So we get older and I turn sixteen and I don’t go out and get drunk at some kegger with a bunch of seniors. Instead, since I don’t know what drunk is, I find my dad’s whiskey and get after it. And I wake up in my room and my dad is sitting there next to my bed holding a rock.”

I didn’t realize this story would hit me, but I need a second to continue. A second to pause and feel the melting snow drip down my spine and the howling wind give the car a sway. 

“He’s sitting there, and I try to pretend that I’m cool and I thought, back then, that I had fooled him. And he holds out a pebble. And it’s plum colored, shaped like a UFO. He says, ‘I was skipping rocks when I met your mother. I almost threw this one.”

I can still see my dad, clean-shaven and so much larger than me.

“And I threw a teenage fit. I told him I didn’t know why he was in my room and what the fuck was up with the rocks he was giving us. You know what he said? He said that rocks are alive. He said that the earth makes rocks the same way that we store away memories. Something happens, big or small, and the earth would clench and breathe and there would be a mountain. Or a pebble. Rocks were the memories of the earth. And if you listened to what they had to say then they would listen to you.” 

I sneak a glimpse at Beryl. “Pretty weird, right?”

She doesn’t say anything. Not that she would. Her eyes are her voice more than ever.

“And he always told us to take our stones with us. Keep them in our pockets and share the world with them. Share our fears and doubts and successes.” 

I think back, a grim smile on my face. “He said that if we stay in touch with the land then the land will talk right back to us.”

I look outside at the howling wind sending streaks of white into slowly building drifts. I feel like a stranger here. Even though this is my home. The north has always been my home. 

Silence greets my story. As it should. I don’t know what they are thinking. Perhaps embarrassed for me that I am turning maudlin in dire circumstances. Perhaps confused. Perhaps wondering if I have a stone in my pocket. 

I don’t.

Maybe if I did I would have felt this storm coming. Is this how it was back in the days of yore? Was your whole life bent towards predicting the weather or a toothache? Simple things, but deadly all the same. A whole life scrambling to avoid death by weather or disease or bad luck and maybe, just maybe, finding one minute of love in between?

“What happened with you and your dad?”

Sheila is making eye contact with me in the rearview mirror.

“You talk about him in the past tense. But not the rest of your family.”

This is hard for me to talk about, but in a different way than before. Had I been asked that question before all of this I would have said the same thing I say now, only I would have done my best to impart the pain that came along with it. To make them feel sorry for me. To show how rough I’ve had it. 

I know better now.

I don’t need to tell these people that it hurts. That it hurt, I guess. Now I just want to say this in the best words possible. My history is the only history, of this, now.

“His heart gave out. Years before all of this.” 

I had kept the rock they found in my Dad’s pocket. For awhile. I chucked it into Flathead Lake in the midst of teenage angst and anger. But I still remember what it looked like. It was so plain, I never understood what made it special to my father. I wish I had asked him where it came from. What stories it had told. 

Silence in the car. 

I really know how to keep everyone upbeat. 

A grunt from Sheila. “It’s good. He died. Before all of this. Means you have a good memory of him.”

I swivel around to look at her, confused. 

“My dad lived. Might still be alive.” Sheila’s face is hard. Impassive. But as she looks out the window I can see how hard she is clenching her teeth. “He was a good father. Wanted a boy, but I made up for it. We’d play catch and watch football together. Taught me to be tough. Confident in what I do. Then this happens and he turns into a little bitch.”

I wince at the callous words. Hard words from a hard woman. And they make me wonder, if anyone I know is still alive in Montana, will they be the same?

You aren’t.

“What did he do?”

Beryl speaks so softly her words are almost lost in the howl of the wind. And for a minute I don’t think Sheila hears her. Then she swings her gaze up front and cocks her head.

“He was the CEO of a company. He wouldn’t leave the office. Made me bring food up to him. Some days he would be crying. Some days he’d be writing notes and compiling a history of the business as he saw it so that his place would be preserved should everything go back to normal. Then he started blaming people. Then he started blaming me.” She snorts. “He was fucking weak. Josey you’re gonna have to move, I need to piss.”

She awkwardly slithers over his lap and then everyone is shielding themselves from the icy blast as the door is opened. I wonder if she was as cold to her father as she was in the telling of the story. It’s hard to imagine Sheila any different. 

I glance at Beryl, she’s staring out at the snow, eyes deep in thought. They are alike in some ways, her and Sheila. Both have been through a lot of pain. Loss. But where Sheila is all anger, a blunt weapon that clubs you in the face… Beryl is a thin blade, made for precision. A stiletto that you won’t see until it’s too late. 

She seems to feel my gaze and turns to look at me. A crooked smile and a hand that grabs mine. “I think it’s… good… for her to talk,” she says. And I nod, and squeeze her hand, and wonder if she knows how much her love cuts me to the core.
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THE INSIDE OF a parked car. Not a place I knew I hated. Until I couldn’t get away.

I guess it’s just the feeling of being trapped. 

Is my whole life going to be like this?

I wonder if any therapists survived the downfall. I think we could all use one. Though, glancing around, I don’t think there’s anyone here who would go voluntarily. Some pride, some stubbornness. But mostly because talking about these things would be too much. Words wouldn’t do the injustice justice. And that would demean it, I think. 

But it helped me, and I know it helped Harlan, when I asked him to tell Theo the story of how we came to Camelot. Catharsis, if only an increment.

Pike squirms onto my lap, the blanket draped over him encapsulating the heat he puts off like a little oven. Because of him my belly is hot, damp with sweat, while my toes curl up in my boots to try to retain what little warmth they have. I rub his head and he stretches, then his head rolls up to look at me, distress in his eyes. A look I’ve come to know.

“He… did it again.”

Sheila punches the back of my seat. “Are you fucking kidding me?” I hear blankets and coats rustling as everyone moves to cover their face, the incredible stench of Pike’s flatulence quickly finding a way to every corner of the car. 

Yes. Therapy will be required.

“The fuck are you feeding him?”

A stupid question, since we all know what he eats. He eats what we eat. 

I don’t hear it, but Theo must be laughing, for Sheila leans across to jerk the scarf down from in front of his face. “You like this? You like being stuck in here… with this!?”

Harlan glances up and looks in the rearview mirror. As if he didn’t know what was going on. Only now his hand reaches up to cover his face and he gives Pike a disparaging look. 

I used to know where his mind went. Now I wonder if it’s trapped in the future. Or in one of the places we’ve been.

The wind rages outside, a howl that rises and falls but never abates. As if there were more than one wind out there, each vying with each other to see who can rock our vehicle the most.

“People really like to live up here?” Theo asks again from somewhere in the deep cavern of scarves and hats. 

“The rest of the year is… nice,” Harlan says. He turns to look at Theo, the attempt of a smile on his face. “Winter keeps the riffraff and idiots out.”

I hear the soft chortle of Theo’s laugh and am glad. I know it’s forced. I know he, like everyone else, is worried. But he’s trying to follow Harlan’s lead. Trusting that we’ll get out of this. 

I’m glad I’m not the only one that is new to this kind of winter. My only time with snow had been at a ski resort, back when we had Doppler radar to tell us what weather to expect. Back when roads were maintained and there was electricity to keep us warm. Seeing snow back then was akin to seeing a tiger in a zoo. 

So this is what it’s like in the wild.

“The eggplant is another thing I’d like to rename,” Josey suddenly says from the back. It brings a smile to my face, this game of his. “Whoever named the grapefruit must have also named the eggplant. They must have been out of ideas.”

“So what the fuck are you gonna call it?” Sheila says, and I know Josey always waits for someone to ask just that. The showman who knows his audience.

“I think I’ll call it ‘purple cucumber.’”

Sheila snorts. “You can do better than that.”

“I’m willing to take suggestions.”

For awhile we debate different names, each of us proffering one and then voting. ‘Tuberdick’ somehow carries the day, and we all laugh the laugh of people of who are avoiding the problem outside.

Pike starts to whimper in his sleep, body spasming as he chases something in his dreams. I lean over and rest my head on his belly, enjoying the rise and fall of his breathing. Harlan has made me able to touch. To accept touches. To be held by him when I sleep at night. To Theo or Josey putting an arm around me or tapping me on the shoulder. Sheila swatting my butt and telling me to move over. But Pike is helping me take it to a new level. To the level where I can… be myself. To grab or hold or pinch or shove as one would. To find that area of physicality somewhere in between soft touches and violence.
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THERE ISN’T MUCH talk as the night settles in. Theo snores but we’re all pretty used to it now and I think most of us sleep. I have learned to recognize the soft exhales of Beryl, the little whimpers of Sheila, as they sleep. Josey’s loud sighs, as if every breath is the first breath after being stuck under water. I wonder what I do. 

I wake up frigid. My nose is freezing and my feet feel like lumps of ice on the floor. Dim light seeps in through windows covered with snow. At least we made it through the night. 

My head throbs. We need fresh air. My eyes feel swollen and my limbs distant, weak. I try to open my door, fumbling with the handle. It doesn’t give. I throw my shoulder into it, a crack as the plastic paneling breaks free from the ice. The cold outside is no different from the cold inside the car. But the wind, so small, makes it feel ten times worse. At least it’s clean. I can feel my head slowly clearing as the others mumble complaints from the back.

I try to start the car thinking to turn on the heat. To warm it up and drive it away on roads swept clear by snow plows.

The fact that it won’t even turn over jolts me back to reality. The haze in my brain clearing as I remember where we are, and just how bad being stuck here is.

Don’t forget who brought us here.

“It’s stopped… snowing.” Beryl gives me a wan smile, trying to be upbeat even if her eyes don’t mean it.

I nod, settling back into my seat as the fresh air starts to circulate. “For now.”

The seat isn’t warm but it was my home for the night, and I return to my hunched-over position, a poor, instinctual attempt to bring all the heat I can muster to my core. My head is bowed into my chest. It’s easy to find myself slipping back into somewhere close to sleep again as the pain in my head abates and depression lays its heavy hand on my shoulders. 

Memories flicker through me, bleeding from one into another so that past and present run together. My friends and I gather in a circle, waiting for the bus to go to school, huddled together because it’s freezing out, and also, well, you don’t go to school in eighth grade dressed as thickly as you did when you were younger. Not if you want to be cool. Our breath plumes and teeth chatter and we make fun of each other.

“You remember that?” I laugh. “Bus driver turned us in for smoking.” 

“Har?” A hand grabs my shoulder, jostles me awake. “You okay, man?” Josey asks. 

I feel foggy still. A shadow of myself, unfocused and unsure. My eyes are gritty, swollen, and my lips are so chapped and my tongue so dry that it takes me a minute of coughing and summoning spit just to be able to speak.

“I’m fine.”

I turn around to look at the others. 

“One of you wake Theo up? We need to get going soon.”

I say the words, but I’m as slow as the others to finally make my way outside. We are all tired, and sore, and mentally sluggish from our night in the car. 

“Stomp. Stomp your feet.” 

We mill around, trying to get our brains and extremities to wake up. I kick the tires of the car until it starts to hurt. I’d rather stare at the ground than look at the worried, or worse, angry faces of my friends.

We cut holes in the blankets to make rough ponchos and drink the rest of our thawed water. Five small, frozen bottles from the back are stashed on bodies to melt. After that, I don’t know. We’ll refill the bottles with snow, I guess. 

It’s hard to leave the car. Even if it’s useless, part of me is afraid to strike out into the unknown landscape. The car is at least shelter, a place to wait. For what? I keep putting the moment off. Five more minutes. Five more… Five more. 

“You guys ready?” I don’t look around to see. I’m afraid they’ll shake their heads. 

It’s a white wasteland. Two feet of snow coats the land around us, caved and marbled in drifts and valleys by the angry wind. A fence runs along either side of the freeway and the snow has mounded along the tops of posts and along the barbed wire. The road stretches out ahead of us, barely discernible but for the shallow drop-off of the embankments on either side.

There’s not much to say. We know there is nothing behind us. We can’t take off across snowy acres in the off-chance of finding a farmhouse. We move forward on the only path open to us, the road.

It’s not fun. 

Our feet were already frozen from the night spent in the car. Now mine feel damp, snow finding its way inside my boots. Our legs get coated with snow from plowing through drifts we can’t avoid. Those of us unfortunate enough to be sporting shoe laces are soon hampered by icy balls that bounce with our steps. At first we walk in a loose group, but soon we fall into a line, stepping into the footprints of the person in front of us. Pike forges through snow that’s sometimes up to his chest, occasionally snapping up bits of snow as if he could chastise it for being such an encumbrance.

My headache has returned in full force. The sky is a dull grey, the sun unable to break through, but the glare off of the snow is still harsh. I curse myself for not having a pair of sunglasses. 

There is little to no wind, but the air is cold and sharp as a knife blade. We breathe through scarves and sometimes put gloves over our mouths. The snot in my nose is frozen.

What a lovely day.

I stay in the front and do my best to keep my knees powering forward through the crusted snow. More and more I stop to scan the horizon just to give my legs a rest. I walk to the edge of the road and trip over the guardrail, almost toppling over. Josey doesn’t make jokes and Sheila doesn’t cuss me out. A bad sign.

We walk for a couple hours, barely talking, before I see the third mile marker peeking out of the snow. Three miles. 

I cover my face. Inhale and exhale. Just a moment. Then I slog ahead, a short-lived attempt to speed myself up. To try to burn off the frustration rather than expel it in a scream. I want to lower my head and yell “Fuck!” 

But that would do nothing but create more doubt, more fear. I remember the first time my mom sat me down and talked to me about cursing. It was my final year in middle school, and “fuck” had become an all too familiar word around the house. At least out of my mouth.

“Harlan, I don’t mind that you swear. But you need to know something about it.”

“Yeah.”

“The more you swear, the less power the word has.”

“Huh?”

She looked at me with that look only mothers can give. Part disappointment, part humor. “You wait for someone to swear around you that has never said fuck before, you’ll see.”

And I got it. I totally understood. I saw my mom swear for the first time when she showed up at the hospital to find my father dead.

Power, my mom had said. Power to sway, to influence. Power to discourage, too. I would have let loose a stream of vitriol a year ago, that’s something I know for sure. I fucking know it.

A leader can’t do that, so I keep it inside. 

This time. 

Beryl senses my frustration, but hopefully I’m not robbing the others of hope as we slog, and crawl, and stumble our way across a white, blank page of land.

Another hour later and I almost miss it. Too frustrated with the whiteness. The never ceasing sameness to the landscape beyond small hills and small twists in the road. My head throbs and my eyes hurt. But there… 

Tracks. 

The unblemished landscape is marred by holes followed by strange lines. No animal could make tracks like that. I hold my hand up but Beryl still runs into me. She must have been looking at the ground. 

“What?” Sheila snaps at me. Then she notices the tracks and has enough grace to look slightly sheepish. The prints angle down from a hill, a flurry of steps as they maneuver beneath the fence, before continuing on.

 Something is nearby. 

The tracks run parallel to the road for a bit before crossing further down. We stand in a small circle, the sweat on our backs cooling, causing shivers as we stand, hunched together, as if admiring a piece of art. Which I guess it is, a pencil line across an otherwise untouched canvas that could mean the difference between life or death for us.

A gun cocks. I turn to see Beryl sliding her hand up into her coat. She nods to me. 

“You want to follow them?” Josey breaks the silence.

I nod. “Don’t think we have much of a choice.”

He nods along, but he’s nervous about something. “When we catch up to them, how are we gonna do it?”

The question joins the cold in the air, invisible but felt to the bones. 

“Whatever it takes,” I say softly, and he nods. He takes off his pack and unstraps his shotgun, cursing the cold as he takes off his gloves to load it. The rest also make ready, a sad preparation for violence. 

We set off after the tracks, and I enjoy putting my feet in someone else’s struggles for awhile. I set a quick pace. Who knows how old these tracks are? And we have to catch them before nightfall. Or another storm.

The feet are smaller than mine, the strides shorter. A woman? A child? I pat the gun at my side, reminding myself not to trust too easily. 

We hustle through the next twenty minutes before catching sight of our prey. Our prey? The person is bundled up in a huge purple gaberdine coat, blond hair peeking out from beneath a woolen hat. A woman. She is walking towards us, returning from whatever journey she had been on. Behind her she pulls a sled, lightly loaded with small boxes covered with a tarp. She walks with her head down and doesn’t see us. We freeze, spreading out across the road, not in any attempt to be menacing, but simply so that we can all see her. She trudges forward, no sound but the crunch of her boots and the hiss of the sled behind her. I think she is muttering to herself, but I can’t be sure. 

She backtracks through her footprints towards a semicircle of cold and scared people without any idea of what she is walking into. No one says anything on my side, and I belatedly realize that they are waiting for me to do something. I can feel Sheila’s disdain. Mickey would know what to do. Mickey would have already announced himself and made this woman feel at ease.

“Don’t be frightened.”

Good one.

The woman jerks her head up and stumbles backwards into her sled, awkwardly falling on top of the boxes. She looks pissed for a second, only when she realizes that we are strangers does she begin to look scared. I take a step forward.

“We have been traveling. We are cold, and tired.”

She doesn’t respond and I take a deep breath. In her eyes this must be creepy, or strange, or both. 

“If you have shelter I would ask that my friends and I might be able join you for awhile. In return we would… Earn our keep.” 

Earn our keep? What do we have to offer?

The woman slowly pushes herself to her feet. She’s tall, close to my height. Hard to tell anything else about her with all those layers. Only that she is as cold as we are. She shoots looks back towards the hill and I can’t help but double-check behind us. 

“I…”

She fights a war within herself. One I’ve become acquainted with. Do you trust? Or do you keep them away? I try to help and fucking fail.

“Look, I understand we might not look trustworthy. We have gone through some hardships.”

Behind me Sheila snorts. “Fuckin’ A Har.”

I ignore her. 

“We don’t mean any harm. But we are cold, and we need shelter.”

She lifts a chin. “How is that my problem?”

A thick Norwegian accent speaks the words loudly and clearly, the vowels and consonants rising and dipping in sudden peaks as steep as the fjords of her homeland.

I try to give her a winning smile. “It’s not. I was just hoping you would find it in your heart to help us. We can’t go much farther.”

I try to say the last part without begging. 

She scans the group. Kind eyes taking us in; hunched shoulders and ragged clothing. I hold my arms out wide. I don’t want to have to beg. I don’t want to have to pull out a gun and threaten her with violence, either. But I know we can’t just walk away from this.

Sheila steps forward. Dammit. “Look, bitch, we could just follow your tracks back to wherever you came from. We’re being fucking polite.”

We all cringe, including the girl. “I know. It’s just, there are a lot of men in your group. I can’t…” She trails off. Takes a second in which she looks at me. “I don’t know if I have a choice, do I?”

I don’t respond. Everyone here knows that if I say “yes,” I’d be lying. The silence lingers, deeper even than the hush a frozen landscape provides. She still stares at me. “Here,” I say, and reach into my coat for my gun. I feel Josey tense, but I keep my eyes on the woman. “You can have my gun. You can walk us in if you want.”

I hear a hiss of air between teeth, apparently Beryl doesn’t approve. The woman slowly steps forward and takes the proffered weapon. She holds it flat, cradled in her two palms, as if I’ve given her a book to read instead of a weapon. Or maybe she does see the stories it holds, because she hands it back to me after a moment. 

“I would… it makes no difference.”

“Okay,” I say, relieved to have it back.

“You have to promise that you’ll not hurt anyone. And you’ll do everything Momma… You’ll do everything Karen says.”

“Within reason, yes.” 

I’m too eager to get going. To get my people warm. To lie down and sleep away this headache. 

“Are any of you pilots?” She asks, as if an afterthought, but I see the hope in her eyes as she waits for an answer.

We look around at each other, confused. Shake our heads no.

“Okay. Okay. My name is Jacqueline. Come with me.”










We trudge back the way we came on tired legs and Sheila mutters something about how we should have just sat and waited for her to walk back this way. In a way it’s good that she’s complaining again. Josey is making jokes, too. It means we’re going to be okay.

We duck under the fence and trudge up the hill. Jacqueline struggles near the top with the sled and I offer to take it. She agrees and I take hold of the rope. I pull, the cord going taut and my shoulders respond to the pull of gravity. 

Hurry up.

For a second I’m not on a snowy hill, my snot frozen in my beard and my feet blocks of ice. For a second I’m pulling a wagon full of canned goods up a hill in California. Stuart trudges behind me, his awkward walk scuffing the pavement. My hand reaches for my neck to see if there is a collar and I almost let go of the sled. 

For a second. 

Beryl grabs my elbow and starts me walking and I pretend like nothing happened. My heart races in a chest that seems to be squeezing shut. The fear and distrust rises in me and starts to slow my steps. Do the others feel it? Maybe we should have our guns out and ready. This could be a trap. Or worse, they’ll simply shoot us on sight. I would. 

It’s getting colder. My fingers are curled into fists inside my too-thin gloves. Muffled coughs come from the scarf that covers the entirety of Theo’s face. Beryl still has a hold of my elbow but now uses me for support, her steps frequently stumbling in the thick snow. If we are walking into a trap we won’t be putting up much of a fight. 

White flakes begin to drift down around us as we walk over another hill and follow the gentle curve of a frozen stream. There is a line of trees across an open field and there, just discernible, a small plume of smoke. The low of a cow from somewhere beyond the leafless wall disrupts the silence and makes this whole tableau feel surrealistic, as if we have entered a foreign land, forgotten when the rest of the world was being ravaged.

Jacqueline turns, her hands raised placatingly.

“Put your hands up, okay?”

I immediately draw my gun and I can hear the rest following suit.

“You fuckin’ dumb bitch.” Sheila says it matter-of-factly, her voice tired, as if she knew where this was going all along.

“Please.” Jacqueline is frantic, her hands waving in front of her and her eyes darting towards the trees. “Momma Kay is cautious, they’ll come out and make you give up your guns. But they’ll give ‘em back when you leave. Please.”

Three figures slowly stalk out from the trees, rifles aimed at us. A woman’s voice drifts across the snowy meadow.

“Drop the guns. Drop ‘em now or we drop you. Count of three.”

We could fight them. Hell, we might win. I put a gun to Jacqueline’s head and maybe we barter. But for what? To force our way into a house containing who knows how many people? To keep fighting when we’re already dead on our feet and half frozen? 

I lower my gun and turn to the others. Except for Beryl, the others don’t hesitate to follow suit. I watch her eyes dart to Jacqueline. Pike lets loose a low growl, eyes darting to Beryl and then to the figures approaching, tail held out stiff behind him. Then it gives a slow wag. Good to know he’s as confused as we are.

The woman’s voice echoes across the gap again. “Drop your gun, now!” Perhaps there is nothing to fear here. Or maybe something different. No. I’ve suffered at the hands of men. It should not mean that I automatically trust the fairer sex. 

But we have no choice.

As if coming to the same conclusion, Beryl lets the arm holding her gun drop to her side. The three sentinels slog through two feet deep snow unmarred but for Jacqueline’s old tracks. They keep their rifles on us the whole time, and fan out to make a small half-circle. They are wrapped like mummies; goggles and hats and scarves cover faces. Heavy coats and thick pants over slender frames. They’re all women.

“What the fuck, Jacqueline?”

The woman in the center holds up a hand before Jacqueline can respond. 

“Get back to the house. Tell Momma we got company. Two women. Three men.” 

Jacqueline leaves without argument, slowly taking the sled from me and heading towards the house, shoulders hunched against the cold, or from being rebuked, or both. The woman watches her until she disappears through the trees. I take a step forward.

“We are cold and in—”

Her gun jerks towards me. “Shut the fuck up, prick.” She steps off to the side, her gun still aimed at me. “Guns, or any other weapons, dropped on the ground at your feet. One at a time.” She points her rifle at each person in turn as they slowly pull guns from coats and packs and place them on the ground. I know Beryl doesn’t give her knife up. Don’t know if I appreciate that, or am afraid of her recklessness. I guess it depends on how this plays out.

“Get in a line, link your arms.” She gestures with her gun.

Is she going to execute us? What the fuck are we going to do? 

“Listen, we are just—”

“Don’t talk. You open your mouth again and I’ll shoot you. Understand?”

I’m not dumb enough or angry enough to say “yes” just to piss her off. And I’m cold. God, we are so cold. 

“Face me. Link your arms.”

One of the other women steps forward. “Felicia, we should let the women walk with—”

“No!” The woman named Felicia snaps. “We don’t know them, we don’t know any of them. We aren’t taking chances.” She turns back to us, bringing the rifle to bear on Theo. “Get the fuck in line!”

Pike lets loose with a small bark, putting himself in front of Beryl and casting wary glances at the women. A woman lowers her gun towards him and he cowers backwards, barking the whole time. 

“He bites, I shoot.”

I don’t need to glance over to know the look on Beryl’s face. I take her arm as we form their line. Theo is in the center and Sheila and I make bookends. I don’t know what they’re planning… Am I more help at the side? Or the middle?

“Walk backwards. You break the chain you die.”

We shoot looks at each other and she raises her gun. We take jerky steps backwards, our height and strides and the snow almost making the line topple. Honestly I think Theo is the only thing keeping us upright. 

We shuffle backwards, dead legs drawing on different muscles to slowly propel us through the thick snow. The three women keep pace in front of us, one gun pointed at each man in the line. Internally, I have to applaud the method. We will be too exhausted to try anything once we reach our destination. Nor will we know much of the layout of the land. If we get there.

Sheila stumbles and drags Josey down with her, dropping Theo to a knee. She swears and starts to release herself from Josey’s arm. He yanks her back as the woman on the right raises her rifle. Her eyes burn holes in the gun-wielder as she awkwardly struggles to her feet. I pray she doesn’t lose her temper and do something stupid. 

Sweat coats the inside of my hat and along my lower back, at odds with the nose and fingers I can’t feel anymore. Lungs burn raw from sucking in frigid air as we strain towards some unknown destination on shaking, exhausted legs. 

We aren’t given any directions, the women marching us backwards impassively. Somehow we stumble into Jacqueline’s tracks. We slog backwards, our line lumbering to adjust as the sled runner-tracks veer to the right. I shoot glances to the side, doing my best to memorize the hills, the ridge line, anything that might help.

The snow decreases and we stumble back into timber and bushes. The women are merciless, uninterested in helping us navigate the path through the thin and twisted trees. We are forced to bunch together, hissing and grunting as we try to convey directions to each other. Theo hits a tree and pulls the line to the left around it.

I sneak a glance backwards as we edge around the tree. A large building sits on top of a hill. But my eyes are drawn to a group of cows milling around a bale of hay. A lone horseman sits among them, his eyes following us as we are disgorged from the woods.

“Face front, asshole.”

We are marched steadily backwards in a direction that gradually curves around the hill. We stumble up a shallow rise and then the next step sends us plunging down. My feet barely touch the edge of the wall before we are tumbling backwards. I’m lucky enough to have a free hand to brace my fall, but Beryl has no time to disentangle herself, landing hard enough on her back to have the wind knocked out of her. 

“Motherfucker!” Sheila swears. There are groans from Theo but I can’t tell how Josey fared. We lie on our backs, breathing hard, legs cramping and shaking, completely drained of strength. 

I roll over and check on Beryl. She has her eyes closed, her face pinched with pain. “You okay?” I whisper. She gives a small nod, her mouth open as she tries to choke down a breath.

“Get up.”

We release arms and the leader raises her gun. “Keep yourselves locked together.”

One of the other women turns to her, seemingly unsure. “Felicia…”

The bitch just raises her hand and silences her subordinate. We link arms and maneuver to our knees. Slowly, leaning on each other and straining at the elbows, we rise to our feet. 

We are on a road. A road devoid of white powder. Icy walls of shoveled snow stand four feet tall on both sides of the path, a scary height to fall backwards tethered to each other. 

We start shuffling backwards. The road is slick, the ice a mix of snow and dirt and the occasional piece of gravel to give you a moment’s respite. Each step a deception. We start to climb the hill and it quickly becomes torture. Hamstrings shake and we slip more and more. Theo loses his balance and we topple over again, Beryl letting out a gasp as her head strikes the ground.

“Felicia, this is close enough.” 

Felicia doesn’t respond to the other woman, simply watches us struggle to our feet once more.

“Felicia, they’re going to get hurt, we should—”

“Walk. Now.” Felicia interrupts her cohort. We strain backwards. Slow steps as we seek purchase on a hill that is getting steeper and steeper. 

We fall three more times. After the third collapse we stay down. Theo is on a bent knee but Beryl is sitting, head bowed and her hand barely holding onto the crook of Theo’s elbow. 

It’s an odd standoff. The line of us facing down a gruesome hill towards three silent silhouettes. They stare back at us, guns held loosely at their sides as the wind whips and pulls at scarves and collars. They don’t tell us to get back up. 

They don’t say a word.

My chest is still heaving, icy wind tearing up my lungs even as sweat drips down my forehead. I focus on Felicia. If this is a death march she’ll be the first to raise her gun. Not that I could do anything. Maybe yell. Maybe push Beryl to the side. 

“Felicia.”

The voice is masculine, the words spoken so softly they’re almost blown away on the wind. But the way he says her name is a rebuke. A chastisement. Horror and surprise from a person who cannot believe his eyes. I don’t turn to see who is speaking, instead I watch the annoyance flash across Felicia’s face. 

“Get up.” She gestures at us, suddenly impatient. “Turn around and make a line. Hands on the shoulders of the person in front of you. You break out of the line you die.”

I want to tell her that the death threats are getting a bit redundant. I want to tell her that none of us would be capable of doing much should we wish to “break out of line,” nor would we have any idea where to go. I want to tell her all these things but my face is too cold and I’m too exhausted. And, of course, if we speak we die.

I become the head of the line as everyone shuffles into place behind me. Beryl’s hands rest on my shoulders, her body leaning into me for support. Ten feet ahead of us are a pair of steps under an awning held up by three wooden pillars. A pair of large oaken doors sit beneath an enormous elk skull, the antlers branching out almost as wide as the entrance itself. 

A man stares at me from the top step. He is short and stocky in build, and he wears nothing but a faded blue jacket and riding gloves to fight off the cold. White tufts of thin hair dance in the wind and a few days worth of white stubble resides on a face creased and lined as if he were born to winter and knows nothing other. But there is no malevolence in the look he gives me. Instead, the brow is furrowed above brown eyes that stare at us with… sadness? Worry? He holds out a hand and Pike, growling, approaches. But after a second the two seem to have an accord, the man letting Pike sniff him until he is satisfied. A tentative tail wag as he turns and looks back at Beryl.

“Ya gotta get out of the way Sam, or we can’t go anywhere. For fuck’s sake.”

The man lingers at the door, his lined face gaining more grooves at Felicia’s words, before turning to knock the snow off the black treads of his boots.

The man, Sam, and the two other women file through the door. I wait for Felicia to yell before I start walking, even as my heart cries for joy at the warmth that rushes out from inside the house. We tramp up the steps in an awkward line, grunting and groaning as the heat washes over us. 

The vast room ahead of us is lit by the flickering of a gigantic fire and the dull light of frosted windows in the fading light. My eyes hurt from the brightness of the flames, a dull ache behind them and the feeling as if they’re swollen. I didn’t realize what a toll the icy wind and glare from the sun had taken on my eyes. 

Forms move, heads turn towards me and I come to a sudden halt causing Beryl to run into me. People sit on couches and chairs, blurred figures that my eyes have trouble making out. Silhouettes made sinister by their silence. A hand is slowly lifted, a small wave from over by the fireplace, and I can barely make out Jacqueline’s slender form.

“Keep walking,  Jesus Fucking Christ!” Sheila barks from behind me. One of the women points a finger down the hall and I almost argue the command, desperately wanting to stay as close to the fire as possible. 

We wind our way down a dark hall filled with framed pictures, silhouettes of people too dim to make out, before arriving at a closed door. Felicia’s knuckles do a quick rap and then we are ushered inside.

A small fireplace glows with the coals of a neglected fire. That and the dim light from a window reveal a short, beefy woman sitting at a desk across from us. Short brown hair curls down and barely brushes her ears. She wears a plaid shirt with the sleeves rolled up to expose massive forearms, a shawl around her shoulders the only hint that she is affected by the cold. There is a large gap between her two front teeth. Even before the downfall, this would’ve been a rarity with most everyone’s teeth whitened and straightened to exactness. But it suits her and the aura of “old-fashionedness” that seems to encompass her. She is someone who was probably born and raised working the land and never gave two shits for her appearance. She might be fifty years old. She might be forty. Hers is a face aged by the wind and cold. But her eyes are warm.

“My name is Karen. I ain’t in the mood to deal with all of you at once. Most of you don’t look like you can do much talking regardless. Who speaks for you?” 

She is brusque, eyes taking in the whole group with a calm assurance. 

I step forward and I can hear Felicia say something scathing. 

“Felicia, take them to the fire. Get ‘em warm. Give them water and the leftover bread.”

“What about—”

Karen silences Felicia with a glance. 

“I’ll let you know how my talk with this one goes.”

Felicia hustles the others out of the room, zombies that walk with their heads down. It takes me a minute to realize that Beryl has stayed.

“Don’t trust him to speak for everyone?” Karen says, eyebrows raised.

“I don’t… trust you.” 

“Fair enough.” She moves the papers she had been working on to the side, leveling us with a gaze that will brook no bullshit.

“Sit down before you fall over.”

An old bench made from part of an even older tree sits against the wall. We sink onto it and I hope I don’t fall asleep it’s such a relief.

“I’m Karen. People around here call me Momma Kay.”

“I’m Harlan, this is…” I stop talking as Beryl’s hand squeezes mine. 

“I’m Beryl.”

“Jacqueline says she found you on the road. Says you asked for shelter. Says she doesn’t think you have any ulterior motives.”

I nod. “That’s right.”

“Jacqueline has her head in the clouds half the time. She thinks weeds are pretty. Where were you going?”

“My home.”

“You’re an idiot. Your family, or friends, are either all dead or you’ll be dead before you get there.”

I’m too tired to summon a response. The small amount of heat in the room melting my pants enough to turn them into a cold damp that sends shivers up my spine. My hands and feet hurt. But this is still harsh. The truth, even when you are aware of it, have spent hours pondering it, can still sound wretched from the lips of another.

“I’m still going.”

She shakes her head. “I had three sons. They passed. But I would have hoped I’d raised ‘em with more in their skull than that.”

I stare back at her. Fuck, I don’t feel like arguing over this. She stares back at me, eyes boring into mine. I get the sense that she is testing me. 

“What are you going to do with us?”

“Ain’t much we can do. We have food. Warmth, for now. It ain’t in our natures to turn away people in need.”

Thank you.

“In fact, I’m happy you’re here. I’m hoping that you will stay awhile. Although you’ll be working.”

“Stay? That woman, Felicia, she didn’t seem like she wants us here.”

“She… went through some… trauma… when all this happened. Makes it hard for her to trust. But I’m hoping your presence might help her heal.”

There’s something different in the conversation, something new that seems a little planned. A little rehearsed. 

“Everything is about balance. Too much water and you kill your crop. Too little and it dies.” She gestures broadly as she leans into her words. “Why do you think all of this happened? Why the world fell apart? It wasn’t balanced. It wasn’t…”

“Just say it.” I’m too tired for this. I want to figure out if we are going to live, or die, or how we are going to be used. And the last thing I want is to hear more justification. I do enough of that myself.

She gives me a long stare, one that seems to look past my eyes. A pause that lingers, inviting me to explain why I’m rude. Or why she should bother. A year ago this would have made me uncomfortable.

“I run things here. I was the first. But Felicia, she’s the fire that keeps everyone warm. And they listen to her. And they follow her.”

“So what’s the problem?”

Her lips twist and she looks out the window. “Do you know how this all happened?”

“Well, I know it has something to do with blood, but—”

She holds up a hand. “No, do you know why it happened?”

I shake my head.

“Felicia doesn’t know either. But she is pretty sure that it has something to do with men.”

I don’t know how to respond. But I’m starting to see where she’s going with this.

“Felicia, all of them… They blame men for what happened. For what the world was turning into before this all went down. Destruction of the world. Of culture. Misogyny. Bigotry. Abuse. They say it all led to this.” She looks down at the desk, one large thumb reaching out to dab at an ink stain. “They follow The Goddess now, and they have a certain… idea… of how men will behave.”

“They?” Beryl says.

She gives a smile. “Can’t say it doesn’t appeal. And yes, I hold myself as one of them. But I have counseled Felicia to not take it so far. To not flip the hierarchy so radically. That can only create more resentment.”

Silence as her words sink in. If I wasn’t so exhausted I think I’d laugh. Not at their new religion. But because I know how much it helps to find someone to blame.

I’d laugh thinking what Don would say to this.

“We will stay out of her way. And we will be gone as soon as we can.”

I stand up and almost sit right back down, my legs groaning and cramping at the sudden movement.

Karen stands up and walks around the desk to offer me, and Beryl, a hand. “I’d like it if you showed these women the other side of men. Showed them that it ain’t gonna work out to hate them.”

I can’t help myself. “And if we don’t?”

She looks me dead in the eye. “Then I’ll let Felicia do whatever it is she wants. And maybe that’ll be more help than keeping you around.” She takes a deep breath, closing her eyes as she exhales. “Please. We will open our doors, our pantries, and our hearts to you. The world has been torn apart. We should’t keep adding to it.” She opens her eyes and looks at me, and then to Beryl. “Ain’t going to be worth surviving the winter if we’re already dead inside.”
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HARLAN TELLS THE others what the woman said as we huddle around a dining room table. Bowls of beef stew sit in front of us, hands cupping them in an attempt to soak up more warmth. No one uses spoons, sipping directly from the white porcelain dishes. Salt stings lips cracked and broken, reminding me how thirsty I am. Water boiled over the wood stove cools in coffee mugs. Theo burns his tongue, but keeps drinking. We eat, and drink, our hunger the only thing keeping us from falling asleep at the table. It’s hard to think about standing up again now that we are sitting. 

“We can stay here. For the winter.”

“But we can leave if we want?” Sheila asks.

“We can leave if we can.”

A moment as everyone ponders this. What the weather means, and how it has a final say in our plans. I don’t know if we ever thought we’d be stuck anywhere by something as mundane as Mother Nature. The world was empty, and we were wanderers. This is something we hadn’t considered.

My head throbs and it’s hard to focus. But this conversation feels important. It feels like there should be questions, or some sort of consensus. But I’m too exhausted, too spent to come to any other conclusion than that the decision is out of our hands.

A clink jolts me upright. I didn’t know I was leaning on the table. I didn’t know I had closed my eyes. A woman is picking up the bowls. I watch her take them to a tub and start to wash them. Because they’ll be reused. Because this is a home, not a camp. My leaden mind watches her with fascination, the act seeming so foreign.

I glance at the others. Various forms of catatonic states all around, only broken by shaking hands bringing water to their lips. I hear a whispered voice, but I’m too tired to feel curious. But then I hear a groan, and the scrape of a chair moving back. And then Har’s hand touching my elbow.

“Come on Berly.”

We stumble down the hall, and I just keep my eyes on the back of Theo, willing myself to keep walking. 

The building is huge. The rooms on the ground floor get more heat, meaning the only bedrooms available are upstairs. We fall up them more than walk. 

A woman named Cristen, and Jacqueline, are patient as they guide us to our beds. Cristen is a brown-eyed brunette with an effusive smile and a natural, generous air. She offers a handshake to everyone as we enter the room, grip firm and eyes steady as she repeats our names three times and promises to try hard not to screw them up. Both of them hover as we move in, I think waiting for us to complain about the chill. Cristen tells us layers are important to staying warm. They linger even as the silence stretches, and it dawns on me that these are the first men of the same age they’ve seen in a long time. Our group is too exhausted to really pay attention.

“I’m sorry, about the… about making you walk. Like you did.” Cristen is able to get it out in pieces, and I know it’s hard for her to say. But we are too tired for anger. Now. And too tired to say that it’s okay. Theo finally rumbles something to her, his hands waving in a conciliatory manner that seems to satisfy her that we hold no grudge.

They leave. Two rooms, four twin sized beds. We opt for the one room. Blankets everywhere and most of us not in a bed. But before that there is something odd. A moment in which we draw close to one another, hands grabbing shoulders and pulling close. An odd clump forming in the middle of the room, and even Sheila taking part. A hug, a squeeze, a physical sob of relief.

Death and all his friends cannot shake us. Kindness, though, is a different type of enemy. 

True kindness? 

Karen might have welcomed us, but after our march through the snow… I wish I could believe. I wish I could believe. I wish…

The last thought before sleep swallows me.







 

As a species we have made it our mission to quantify things. The idea being, if we can measure it, we can understand it. Miles and kilometers. Likes. Teaspoons and tablespoons. Seconds, minutes, hours. Days. Years. A fling, love, true love. 

We survivors have been plunged into uncertainty, chaos. Who cares how far you walk or how many hours you sleep? The sun is up, or the sun is down. All that matters is if you’re alive. Still moving. And that means living in the moment, one long strip of time in which you are on edge. Aware. Ready.

Kindness has a way of erasing that. At least for a time. And I don’t know if it’s a good idea to give people time to consider themselves, to measure who they were versus what they are now. To ask the hard questions. How many people have I killed? How many innocents? How could I have prevented…

I count my words. That’s my road. I know Harlan counts something much deeper, much darker. I wish I could tell him it doesn’t matter, but I don’t know if I would care for him as much if it didn’t matter to him.

I rest my back against a wall, Harlan’s head in my lap, his hand holding mine with fierceness, even in sleep. I listen to the breathing in the small room. It reminds me so much of the orphanages and half-way homes in which I grew up. A comfort in that, even as it makes me sad.

We have been taken in. Adopted by these kind people, rescued from freezing to death. My family is heartened by this act. Quick, maybe not to forgive, but to try to understand the ruthless death march Felicia subjected us to, now that we have warmth. Now that our deaths have been forestalled. 

I’m less quick to trust. Not in their sincerity, I truly don’t believe there is something sinister at work here. Anything horrible would have already been done. No, it’s not a distrust in their intentions, and we have little to no choice in the matter now. 

I don’t trust it to last. 

I’m thankful for their kindness, but there is no way I would have let a group like mine into my home. Pity can make you blind. And if they’re dumb enough to let us in… Who else will come? Or how long before they realize their mistake and make us leave? 

I take in a deep breath. Pike lifts his head up, then flops back down on the floor, but not before I catch his questioning glance.

I know.

Am I thinking these things because I believe this is how one survives now? Or is this just the last remnants of my old life, my old anger, twisting this situation into something tainted.

I have been the recipient of a “good deed” before. I have been taken in and given a home and… I look at us from their point of view. Our hard eyes and hard words. The predatory way we move, the way we clump and shadow each other. This won’t last. No matter how much they wish to show kindness in this dark world, it’s only a matter of time before we are turned out.

You’re jaded.

My therapist would always tell me that. She would tell me that I push at people because I am too cynical to believe that they might actually grow to care for me. Perhaps. Or, I argued, I’d rather not get to know the neighborhood kids, or make friends at school, not if I’m going to have to leave them. So it’s best this way. Jaded. 

They, the would-be parents, always wanted something. Not overtly. But they wanted to fill a hole in their lives. Or some of them just wanted to show their friends and family how big their hearts, and wallets, were. 

Jaded.

I shake my head and try to clear these thoughts. We have a roof over our heads. We have time. And they have books, a whole wall of books, open for perusal. 

And they ask nothing of us.

Nothing beyond help with basic chores. They have a larder stocked with sugar, flour, salt, and canned goods. They have smoked fish. Venison. Cattle to be fed, and some that will, in turn, feed us.

Nothing.

So maybe they are different. Maybe I shouldn’t judge. We came to them, from the cold and darkness, and with nothing to offer. And still they took us in. I tell myself it’s different than couples perusing case files and interviewing with therapists and case managers to “find their child.”

We are like birds with broken wings, not knowing why these people are sheltering us, but knowing that it’s better than the alternative. 


HARLAN | 24




JOSEY LOSES A toe. Or most of it, I guess. I think that, in the end, this was how we all started trusting one another. Leading up to the amputation of the little black appendage, everything was still tense. We were there, but Felicia disapproved. To put it lightly. And we were all too… hardened, and suspicious, to try to make the first move. 

And then Josey started limping. Not complaining. He wouldn’t. Not after being run through the streets by strangers speaking in a strange language. Not after we’ve seen what we have all seen. But he didn’t hide it. The first sign, to me, that it was bad. A man like Josey prefers to suffer in solitude.

It was the second toe. The “Planter’s toe” as my mom called it. His was like mine, longer than all the others. And though the one on his left foot was fine, his right was black. Dead, darkened, with tendrils of red. And swollen beyond measure, the skin around the area stretched taut, bloated and painful to look at. 

It didn’t feel any different to my touch, but I think he was discomfited by my prodding. 

It was medicine by committee after that. Our fretfulness bled into their community, and soon there were new people coming to kneel before him. Kneel before the man who, after all the death and destruction we’ve all witnessed, nurses a guitar and a bottle of whiskey and won’t look down at his foot. 

Jacqueline helps. Or at least tries to. She brings a pot full of hot water for him to soak it in and sets out an array of bandages. Cristen shoos her away and examines the toe for five long minutes before rising to say, “you’re screwed.” But she winks and gestures a couple other women forward to take a look. And after that we meet everyone else. As if figuring out this thing, this small thing… A fucking frostbit toe… Can unite us. 

But it does. We learn who they are, and they ask us our names. And we give them. We give our names. The moment isn’t casual. I remember the time I pieced the scraps of paper together to find out that the woman who shared my cell was named Beryl. A name, given, is a statement of a future. 

There is a boy. Brody, I think. He was found and taken in by a woman named Renee. Wren, as she likes to be called, is a short woman in her late thirties with raven hair and a quick mind. The women keep a bottle of whiskey on hand for her when there is a night of quiet. Not because she is a lush, but because it takes a glass or two before she will sing. She has a pure voice. Joyous. 

I’m always reminded of my sister. Like Wren, she would lose herself in a song, voice belting along to the radio with a wild abandon. Nights that Renee sings always have me sending guilty prayers of well-being to those I’ve neglected. Even as I’ve grown more numb, more distant. Not to them, my family, but to fruitless worry. 

Doesn’t keep me from missing them. 

Wren can read people. I think that’s why she always offers me some of the whiskey, too. 

An elderly man doesn’t leave the fire. Everyone calls him CD and when he talks he makes it sound like he could get up out of his rocking chair and do all the chores himself if the “damn womenfolk didn’t lose their minds every time I tried.” He loves them. 

Jane is a teenager. She laughs too hard and curses too much and is prone to wild mood swings. She still sports a ring in her nose and at least eight rings on her fingers. She almost pukes when she sees Josey’s toe, but she calls it “badass.”

None of us know what to do about it.

Eventually, the old man, CD, tells Josey to come to him and, after only a glance, tells him he better lose it quick before he loses his foot.

Sheila volunteers.

It looked to be a nasty affair involving a heavy knife and a brand from the fire. Then Sam came in and carefully wrapped the dead toe in string. Tighter and tighter. He spoke softly, reassuringly. A steady cadence that reminded me of someone trying to keep a horse calm. 

Then when Josey tipped his head back to take another pull of whiskey, Sam had a carpenter’s chisel out and lined up in between the bones of the foot and the first knuckle. He brought the palm of his hand down on the handle before anyone could react. Josey sat upright and stared, but I think he had been more shocked by the sound than any sensation. “The fuck?”

Sam used hydrogen peroxide and thoroughly wiped the area clean before putting on gauze and light bandaging. “Keep it dry.” Then he picked up the stub and handed it to Josey, as if it was his responsibility to dispose of. Which I guess it was. “Keep it dry,” he said, “we’ll give it a day or two and then we’ll deal with the stubber.” 

Theo looked like he was going to faint. Sheila stared at Sam with something like admiration. Josey couldn’t take his eyes off the black toe in his hand. 

But in two days the wound is still clean, with no signs of infection, and various women take turns coming in to check on it. The little boy, Brody, in particular loves to hover around. He asks Josey, shyly, if he can see it each time anti-bacterial is rubbed on and the bandage changed.

Josey composes a lovely little ditty called “My car got toed.” Strummed on an old guitar of CDs. It’s a hit. And he’s a hit. The gift of music, and new stories, giving everyone something to look forward to at day’s end.

Sheila has taken to bickering with Felicia, and both of them seem far too happy discussing the merits of one gun versus the other. A relationship just a hair closer to violence than friendship. Karen does her best to keep them separated.

Having a behemoth like Theo around has also proven to be popular, whether there is shoveling to do, sacks of grain to be lifted, or if Sam needs someone to hold down a cow.

Even Beryl seems to have more life to her.

I feel like an outsider looking in. Observing the melding of two peoples with a wall of ice separating me from them.

It’s hard to be still. It feels stagnant. Against the grain of what I have become accustomed to. Even when confined to Camelot there was a frenetic amount of activity. No, that’s wrong. There was danger there. Here… The greatest danger is finding too much time to think. Too much time to dwell on all the decisions made, and what I could have done better.

“You need to chill, dude,” Jane says, “I just wanted to see your tattoos.” 

Chill.

An understatement considering how shitty my reaction was to her sudden questions. Her sudden, if innocent, touching.

I need to chill. 

And as each day goes by I feel the pull to do just that. And more powerful than that, I think, is the pull to satisfy the most neglected part of my psyche. Culture. To tell stories and listen to stories and engage in conversation. To learn, and to teach. To maybe write a few words down on a page. To share thoughts that have been pushed aside since this all happened.

Then I hear a shuffle. The whisper of little feet on a hardwood floor. And I turn to see a little boy, eyes wide in terror as he stares at the body lying on the floor.

Hard for me not to panic. To run outside. To demand that we leave there and then. 

Chill. Chill.

We have been living like primitives for so long. Beryl and I longer than most. Survival is the foremost thought. Food. Shelter. Warmth. And then the north. Stay moving. 

And now…

Now there is a chance to shed some of the trappings of the death dealers we have become. To stage a play in which we pretend at a bygone era in which there is time to relax, and socialize, and sleep a little late.

But I can’t.

Not at heart. I pretend for the others. But even in my pretense I hold back. I don’t want to allow this habit to infiltrate my bones, to make a home in my flesh and erase the instincts I’ve developed. But the little voice whispers… What am I fighting for? I might as well roam the forest and howl at the moon.

Josey sinks into life at the ranch like a man coming home from a war he didn’t want to be a part of in the first place. Theo recovers from another cough and begins to emerge from the reticence that has been his persona since Camelot. Sheila pretends to hate it. Maybe she does. But when the little boy walked up to her and asked her what was wrong with her hand she said, “it’s healing, day by day.” And I think she meant something more.

We awake with the sun, every day. Time is measured by the dim light filtered through winter clouds. It’s odd to me now, thinking of life before the downfall, and how little daylight truly meant to us. How often we wished for the night to come so that we could imbibe or party or say the day is over. Time measured by the glow of a phone instead of the sun.

Strange.

It’s hard getting back out into the cold. A cold that sank into my bones and hasn’t thawed. But we must earn our keep. A debt that grows with every day they feed us. Every day they offer their medicine, and fire, and words. Every day we take but give little.

And not all are happy to have us. 

So we go out into the cold and help Sam feed the cattle. Or feed the horses. Or muck out the barn. Or chop firewood frozen solid. Or shovel out the road that, for some reason or another, Sam insists stay clear.

It’s nice being around cows again. Limpid eyes that don’t see any alteration to their world other than the changing of the seasons.

And the night comes too soon, and we gather by the fire to pull out splinters, our bodies too exhausted to stay up, but our minds crying out for companionship. 

I’m pulling on my gloves, flexing hands sore from work that doesn’t involve holding a knife or a gun, when a sound breaks the silence. A keening. A high, melodic wave of song, sharp in the winter air, sung to an open stage.

I step outside to a quiet world. No blizzard, and no clouds either. For the first time in what seems like ages, I see the sun rising over the mountains. The land is blanketed, as if God is endeavoring to follow through with his disposal of all things mankind. Snow paint covering up an old, horrible piece of artwork. 

Jacqueline stands by the fence, hood thrown back, head raised to the sky. She sings, and the cows appear on the dell, trotting across the pristine white landscape towards her.

All but one.

A red streak that ruins the tapestry.

“Wolves.” That’s all Sam says. 

“Should we… Do we hunt ‘em?” Excitement thrums through my veins at the possibility of doing something. Of defending something. Of finding something dangerous to do.

He looks me in the eyes. “Why? Wolves gotta eat, too. At least, that’s what I’ve learned.”
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LIFE AT THE ranch is, to be honest, wonderful. Six women and three men. Well, two men and a boy. Brody is only six and the woman who found him, Wren, isn’t sure if Brody is, indeed, his name or the name of a loved one. He is a shy child, hovering behind Wren or one of the other women as soon as one of us enters the room.

An old man called CD sits at the window by the fire. He reads a book or sleeps or more often than not simply stares out over the land. Watching the cows or thinking back on some bygone time, I don’t know. He talks, a small smile on his face, of how this was exactly the way things were for him growing up. Heating snow on the fire for water. Making candles from animal fat. Spending the winter mending clothes. 

Sometimes he calls me Rachel. I don’t mind. 

The other man, Sam, is obviously more comfortable on the outskirts. He hates groups, and is rarely seen at any major gathering. If he is around the fire at night then he will be at the edge, and he will have something to work with in his hands. He doesn’t take orders, but he listens and does what Karen says. I think there is a difference.

I feel safe here. Partly because I don’t feel threatened by the men. Which is, I would think, understandable given the last couple years. But whatever fear I harbor from men pales in comparison to the hate that Felicia feels.

She is a woman of intensity. Dark eyes beneath dark brows and dark hair, cut short, shot through with white even at her relatively young age. A sharp nose above a pinched mouth. Striking in her severity. 

When night falls and the winds howl, she stands in front of the fire and speaks. She tells the group of the Goddess. She talks about how God is dead and now truth can finally shine, unfettered by ego and physical dominance. She talks about how men put themselves in power, how they ran the world, always with women under their thumb, until finally they destroyed it. She says that with the Goddess there will be a guide. Balance. Equilibrium. But men must first learn to respect her. They must learn humility and they must learn remorse for their prior ways.

Wren rolled her eyes at me when I first came to watch, but she is an ardent believer. I think everyone else is, too. Jane often snorts with derision, but she is derisive of most everything though, so hard to figure that one out. 

I think these people needed a change. Hungered for it. An upheaval from before. A way to say “we are starting from scratch.”

Felicia gives them this, and a way to pray, too.

And the men are given a system of behavior. It doesn’t matter too much to Brody or CD, the young and old either being beyond reform or already indoctrinated. But Harlan, Josey, Theo, Sam… They are required to attend all meetings, to listen and to try to understand. And there is a very specific code of conduct regarding the hierarchy at the ranch. Permission must be asked for, and granted, for almost all things. No decision that impacts the ranch can be made solely by a man. There is a long rant regarding respect that I lose interest in. But I snap back to attention when she brings up the punishments.

Physical discipline belonged in the man’s world, she says. But silence. Solitude. Servitude. Those are the tools by which The Goddess teaches. She can barely contain her glee as she speaks, her eyes directed to the corner of the room where my clan sits.

Felicia has plans for the future as well.

She says that the children born at the Ranch will worship the Goddess. She says they will grow up knowing a new respect for the feminine power. She speaks this, as if she would approve of a man and women coupling long enough to produce a child.

Brody loves these nights. He sits on Wren’s lap and nods when the women nod and says “yes” when the women say yes.

The women here seem to love it, too. And I have to ask myself if I don’t like it as well. This feeling of safety. Innate feminine kindness but with a backbone. With ferocity. Does this not make sense?

I ask, and I find the answer is no. I didn’t grow up being paid differently or being treated differently because I was a woman. Like Felicia, I was raped. But that same man took something from Harlan as well. The evil of one, or a few, or even many, gives you caution. Not hate. Better to kill them and be done with it than to waste time on something so trivial as malevolence. I do not think it fair to buy strength built on the hatred of a faceless mass.










The ranch is comprised of one large building, two stories tall with two wings containing guest rooms. There are two outbuildings close by; one is a shop that sits next to the barn. Sam stays there, a small trail of smoke from the chimney letting us know when he’s home. The other building is a bunkhouse, a small cabin that Karen says used to house the children who came here in the summer. Apparently the ranch would host a “kid’s camp.” Horseback riding, hiking, night classes teaching the kids about constellations… It sounds wonderful. 

Sam scowled when Karen told us about it, muttering something about “little shits.” 

They offered the bunkhouse to us, but it would be too hard to keep warm. The cold has too strong of a grip on the building, and it’s frankly too much of a pain in the ass to slog through the drifts back and forth. So we take turns in our room sleeping, and then keeping vigil down by the fire. A way for us to ease into this new routine, and a way for us to help. One of our “jobs” is to keep the fire going. What a harsh price we pay.

The blizzard rages outside. Sheets of white streaking by windows frosted shut. The house creaking with wind and the groans of wood warping with the cold on the outside and the warmth on the inside. 

It’s beautiful. 

I wrap myself in a blanket and watch the landscape change a million shades of white. And the others are happy, too. Thankful that we are alive. And taken care of. And not moving. And safe.

They go easy on us that first month. Kid gloves. Patience. Understanding. From everyone but Felicia. In a way that’s comforting to me. The others wish to know more about us but are too afraid to ask. They ask broad questions and avoid topics that they can only guess might upset us. All while yearning for more intimate details. To a group used to bluntness it can be awfully taxing. Felicia’s open disdain is almost a breath of fresh air.

To a point.

There are people who can read the behaviors of others well. I have always been good at it, most likely due to my hypersensitivity involving my living situations. Are we friends? Do I get to live here? Do they like me? And now, after everything, I would say that my awareness has increased a hundredfold. For everyone, I think. Gut instincts now trusted. We are like animals. Every nerve, every muscle striving to know just what kind of people we have encountered. I wonder if this is why everyone always seems either dangerous, or pathetic. Maybe it’s because we approach them as either predator or prey. It would be too human of us to find a place for them somewhere in between.

There are people who can read the behavior of others well… 

Felicia is not in that group. She lives in a literal world, still, even after the downfall. Even after suffering whatever tragedy found her in those first, dark days, she is unable to pick up on the undertones, the tics, the vibrations under the surface.

Otherwise she’d know how close she is to seeing the red of her own blood.

The danger is not just from me. I dislike her behavior, true, but I have reached a point in my life that I can ignore the small shit. Maybe even feel sorry for it. But there is a knife’s edge to pity now, if you feel sorry for something then that is a weakness. And weaknesses can cost you.

Like not killing Rita the moment I met her.

Felicia is a series of small storms. Fits and tantrums followed by loud silences. She scrambles for control over situations, over people, ways to stay grounded. Her religion is her purpose, now, and she clings to it with a vehemence that is borderline fanatical.

I understand this, had Stuart not drilled his warped and perverted sense of religiosity into us then maybe I, too, would have found sanctuary in theology. 

I had thought that she held more of a leadership position here, especially after the day we were brought in. Barking orders and dismissing Jacqueline. The way she treated Sam.

It isn’t true. She is loud, and passionate, and tolerated. 

The women that are close to her, that listen and reflect her ideas about a new Goddess, are young, and quiet, and also searching for something new. Something that would make the future less bleak. The same way that you would put aside your social life for fitness. The bottle for pills or pills for the pipe. A new crutch is always more stable than an old one.

There are moments of embarrassment now, as if they see her through our eyes. A point that is not lost on Felicia.

I know, now, that she decided to end our “recovery” time her own way, and that it was not at the behest of Momma Kay. She rudely marched into our bedroom and told us to get up, get dressed, and meet her in front of the house. Without further explanation she marched out.

We thought we were under attack. We came spilling out of the house, fanning out to the sides, scanning for danger. We didn’t have our guns with us. They had returned them, in a way, by putting them on a rack by the front door. We had wanted to take them to our room. Hell, I thought Sheila couldn’t sleep without cold metal somewhere on her body. But to take them from that rack was a statement we weren’t willing to make. 

And they weren’t there when we came down the stairs. So we ran outside as we were. And there was nothing.

Felicia was waiting with a long duffle bag full of firearms. Our firearms. She told us that if we were going to stay then she was going to teach us the proper way to not only hold a gun, but how to respond to her signals. That’s when Sheila almost killed her. 

She confiscated my knife. That’s when I almost did. The first time.

It’s hard to divorce myself of the hard logic. To try to retain a sense of kindness that I want, desperately, going forward. I can tell the others feel it, sense it, but haven’t accepted it in their hearts. Felicia is a problem. She is erratic. A fanatic. She will hurt someone in the long run, and it would be best to get rid of her.

I don’t say this to anyone.

I cannot be the instrument of her destruction. For there is no telling what Harlan would think of me after that… If I kill her offhand then there is a chance that he will find me too far gone. More than I already am. I know that he strives for something more, I know that he wants to be… kinder. 

Harlan is the one she really should be afraid of. 

If he killed her we’d rally to him. Sheila for sure, and Theo. Even Josey. 

She has labeled us as she first perceived us, and even after a few weeks seems unable to change her opinion. She struts in front of us, unaware of the rising ire. “If you’re going to stay here then you’re going to prove to me that you can help defend the ranch. That means walking the perimeter, scanning for signs. That means knowing how to shoot. It means knowing what to shoot.”

“Knowing what to shoot?” Sheila drawls sarcastically. “So the old rule of shooting the bad guys and not shooting the good guys doesn’t pertain here? Or is it just ‘shoot the guys?’”

Felicia’s face flushes and she takes a step towards Sheila. I find myself actually hoping she is dumb enough to pick a fight. 

“You know how to tell who is who in the middle of a wind storm? Or who’s out in the trees?”

Sheila smirks again. “I’d have to imagine that if someone is out in a storm instead of inside, they’re probably not friendly.”

Before Felicia can respond Harlan steps forward. “We’ll do it. Go ahead.”

I know Harlan is trying to diffuse the situation. We can’t afford to get kicked out of here. Not now. Nor, I think, would we want to take it by force. That would take us… too far. 

But Harlan saying “go ahead” came across as him giving Felicia permission. As if she wasn’t in charge of this little demonstration. She doesn’t say anything, but I can tell it has been noted and filed away for later retribution.

She unloads the bag onto a flat stump, producing two rifles and two handguns.

“Four bullets each, that’s it.” She looks around the group. “Take this to that near tree, and this other one to the fat dead tree in the middle.” 

She is holding out a pair of small tarps, large painted targets in the middle. She is looking at Theo.

“You got a problem with the word ‘please?’”

Silence. 

“You will do it!”

Theo shrugs. “No, I won’t. Especially when all I’m asking for is a little politeness.” Suddenly he laughs. “Fuck, my mama would’ve slapped you silly.”

Felicia is too stubborn to say please. To lose control of something she didn’t have control of in the first place. 

“I got it.” Harlan takes the painted targets and slogs out across the meadow. I wonder if he is demeaning her intentionally.

“Beryl? That’s your name, right?”

I nod.

“You’re up first.”

I pick up the handgun and walk a few paces in front of the others, Har giving me a nod and a smile as he returns. I do this because of the effort he is making. This is a waste of time, and bullets, and makes a mockery of what we’ve gone through. But we must try, and I cannot leave them the full responsibility.

“Kick your feet apart, they’re too close to each other.”

Well, fuck.

“Your left hand needs to cradle the other, it looks like you’re pushing it to the right…”

She trails off as I lower the gun. My head drops and I take in a deep breath as I try to master the rage that sweeps through me. I’m so intent on controlling my anger that I don’t hear the crunch of her footsteps coming up behind me. Only suddenly her hands are reaching around to grip mine and force them up into firing position again. 

Clink. A chain rattles in my mind, the clasp of a manacle making a small sound, a small sound that is so loud that it drives out all other noise. I cannot hear, I cannot see. I only feel the terror that comes with him forcing his touch upon me. My head snaps back and then I’m still. I cannot move. To move would invite punishment. To move…

My feet travel slowly, too slowly over the white sand as I head to my tree. As if I’m not walking in sand at all, but something thicker. The land doing its best to slow my steps.

Why?

I never used to feel sad, or angry, about coming to my home. Now… a melancholy settles onto my shoulder like a mantle as I open the stone doors and start to climb.

“Beryl?”

I pause in the breaking room. I feel the fury, lurking somewhere. But distant. I focus on it, try to bring it to the front of my mind. To find a way to replace the sadness with something more familiar. Anger. Anger is what works.

“Beryl.”

My eyes open. It’s like the feeling of water being drained from your ears after living in an ocean. I’m smacked in the face with the cold, though that’s not why my shoulders shake.

Harlan’s face is in front of me, eyes worried. “Hey. I’m here.”

“You think you can fucking get away with this? You’re all gone. You’re all fucking—”

Felicia’s sudden silence makes me look. She’s on the ground, nose bloody. There is a pain in the back of my head where it apparently came in contact with her face. Sheila stands over her, a newly acquired gun pointed at her head. 

“You touch her again, you die.” Harlan says it, and there is no other way to describe the words other than that they seem to linger in the air, a part of the cold now manifested forever in the winter of his rage.

She does not say anything. 

Ego made her do this by herself. And now she’s on her back, with a gun aimed at her head. Alone with a group that is, to say it lightly, not averse to a little violence if it will protect the core.

Thirty heartbeats of silence before Sheila meets my eyes. A silent message between sisters, and then she raises the gun and shoots the bullseye with the entire clip.










Har is the only one subjected to a “punishment.” His crime being the threat of killing Felicia. That kind of behavior, that kind of mindset, apparently, was what was wrong with the world before. He is sentenced to a week of servitude to Momma Kay. So far, little has been asked. Once, after I found him gone in the middle of the night, I tracked him down in the kitchen, making tea and talking with Karen. So I don’t think this punishment is a bad thing.

But it’s hard for me not to feel ashamed. I had made so much progress. Or so I thought. Now… Now I’m not so sure. It’s hard to leave Harlan’s side.

I know we had embraced the life as foragers. Scavengers. Fighters. Drifters on a wasteland carrying with them the promise of death.

This return to normalcy, even just the semblance of it, tests us in whole new ways. Another change. Another upheaval. And it’s hard. Hard not to jump at noises and hard not to carry a gun, or a knife, everywhere. 

I guess we are more comfortable on the edge. This is foreign land. Terrifying. If you’re stuck in a den of snakes, at least you get to see the snakes. 

Sometimes I see one of us cry, for no reason.

After everything, kindness is one of the hardest things for us to face.

Josey’s toe ordeal helped. A bloodletting for us, a bit of gruesomeness to ease the transition. A limp and pain and a place to channel our protectiveness. To allow the flame of full-fledged survival mode to still burn. 

And after a month I see us slowly start to relax. The tension in shoulders easing bit by bit. And the transition would be quicker if it wasn’t for Harlan. He prowls from room to room, window to window, watching the snow pile up, each foot another day, or week, or month… lost. Who knows if, or when, we will be able to leave. And his stress keeps the rest of us from fully embracing the respite.

He seeks me out occasionally. Not that he needs to, the tether between us keeps us in sync, allows us to feel where the other is in the house. But he’ll make a point to sit with me by the fire, to take a moment to be still even though I know he is ready to burst. 

And I savor this extra time with him. With my family. Time to heal. Time to grow.

Time.










The bathrooms inside are off limits to everyone but CD. He is too feeble to make it to the outhouse that resides fifty feet from the house, sheltered from the stormy weather in the lee of the trees that surround the property. The snow piles in drifts, shaped by the wind into a small chain of mountains we are forced to slog through. Theo goes with me, powerful legs forming a trail that will be gone within the hour. He went with me without asking, an escort through snow, and security when I’m at my most vulnerable. 

I appreciate it, the drifts are thick enough that I could see myself wading out into them and being buried before I reach the other side. 

At first this kindness caused some whispering. As if Theo were taking the choice from me. I ignore it, and since then some of the other women have asked Theo for his help in this matter. There is laughter as someone dubs him the “potty plow.” Felicia glares and refuses to ask for his help. I notice she goes out shortly after someone else has returned, though.

These people are eccentric, and silent, and loud, and every shade of nice. They have taken us in because they can. And I don’t know if it will make the winter harder on them, but it’s a touching gesture. 

There isn’t a lot to do. Or, I should say, there are far too many people to make it a big deal. There is maintenance, and cooking, and keeping the fire going. Heating snow into water and stacking wood. But after being on the move for so long, scavenging each day, searching for a place to spend the night…

This feels easy.

When you are raised, like I was, time is different. The outside world, for most people was a mix of work and play, school and homework. Routine. A comfort in knowing what your day holds for you, even if you bitch about it over a beer in the evening.

Not for me. A secret I have. Another one, I guess, that isn’t important anymore. I was so miserable, so lost in a whirlwind of home to home to fucking home, that I didn’t get to have a routine. I wasn’t allowed to become complacent. And it shrunk my world into tiny moments. Tiny, flimsy, whimsical moments always gone too soon. So I hoarded them. And I cherished them. And I think I lived an altogether fuller life. 

Because of my misery.

That’s something to think about.

I didn’t need to do the crossword. Or dust the plant leaves every day. Or make three meals for three people who didn’t want to be there. I didn’t foster a child to fill a void in a marriage. A process that, if everyone is honest, simply disrupted the routine that everyone was comfortable with.

I said yes to sneaking out late for nothing more than a walk. I said yes to skipping class. I said yes to going to the movies instead of going home. And I said yes to most boys. I wanted to belong, to be loved. I didn’t want to be kept.

There is a difference.

What is the most truthful thing I know? I know that emotions are relative. I know that what we feel is often the counterpoint to our condition. Anger is often a frustration with our own inadequacies or failures. Jealousy a symptom of an undiscovered insecurity. And love… Love is most often a lifesaver thrown from a ship barely afloat. But we clutch to it, and draw ourselves in, and climb aboard wondering how we lucked upon such a yacht. 

I say that because people can’t usually tell the difference between miserable and slightly less miserable. But we all see true love. We see the couple that inspires the rest of us to try, try again. 

I’m pretty sure I have something special with Harlan. But there is a “but.” But… He has a child. But… He has a woman he loves. But… We’re traveling thousands of miles to see if they’re still alive. But……… I’m…. Me. 

I don’t drink with him because I’m afraid, not of what I might say. God, I spend nights fantasizing about the moment my tongue breaks free of its prison. No, I don’t drink because I don’t trust my hand to stop holding his. I don’t trust myself because… After everything… I want to be held closer than what he dares.

Should that happen, well… Maybe I’m misguided. I know the chances of his woman, his family being alive are pretty slim. But I know HIM. I know that part of what drives him is his honor, however misguided. I know that he wouldn’t be able to forgive himself should he have to step in as a father and cast me aside. So I content myself with fingers that find each other for an all too brief a time. Fingers that speak more words that I have in all the years I have been alive. Hands clasped and the callous of his index finger caressing my knuckle before he jogs off to do whatever job he has assigned himself. Before he makes himself be alone. 

I don’t know if I’m in love with him. But I do know I wouldn’t love him if he wasn’t doing the asinine things he’s doing.

What is the most truthful thing I know? 

I know I’m no good for him. But I’m trying.

I stare into the fire as Harlan moves away, the warmth somehow carried with him and the sounds in the room fading away. 

My eyes close.

I’m in a bookstore. I can’t afford these books, but I come here and I sit in the middle of an empty aisle and I read and the employees don’t care. I sit and read and get to imagine myself in a life better than the one I live. 

Not this one…

A man peruses the books overhead and I shuffle backwards to give him space.

“You like fantasy? Or science fiction?” 

And he smiles at me. And I don’t say a word. But I see him again. And he reads the same things I do. 

And then comes the day he offers to give me a ride…

At least Harlan had the end of the world to blame for illicit trust. I was just lonely. And I paid dear for it.

“Why are you holding your knife?”

Theo’s gentle voice. Theo. My brother. And I open my eyes and look at him. Let him know I’m home, I guess.

“Just…”

He stops me before I can finish though I don’t know what I was going to say. Just thinking? Just remembering? Just…

“My Momma used to read Tarot.”

I smile in spite of myself. Theo always speaks as if you should understand his mind without knowing the backstory. As if a sentence can explain a constellation.

“Okay.”

“Nah, for real though. She could read cards. She’d always tell me I was a protector and a healer. Not something you want to hear as a man, ya know?”

He scratches his patchy beard, eying the knife I still hold.

“I was a linebacker in football. Only job was to stop the run or get the quarterback. I loved it.” He pauses. “I didn’t really think about it until now. But… I was so used to thinking I wanted to hurt somebody that it took killing to teach me that it sucks. Jesus, that’s a poor way of putting it.”

He shakes his head and steps forward and somehow, gently and gracefully for a big man, takes the knife from me.

“My momma told me I was a new soul. She said I had to pay attention to those who’d been around longer.”

He flips the knife and unceremoniously puts it back in my right boot, right where I keep it. “I’m paying attention, my friend. Just talk to me.”

I close my eyes and I’m in a room above a garage. Alone. A pair of manacles keeps me confined to a bed. Every wall is white but for the wall directly in front of me. That has chains. And blood. And—

“Time to go, guys.”

Sheila stands at the door and I take in a deep breath, bring myself back. I force my eyes open, a habit I’m used to now. Theo doesn’t look up. He doesn’t move. He just gives me a smile.

“I’m here for you warrior woman.”

I love words. I think had he said “Beryl,” or “sister,” it wouldn’t have meant anything. But he reminds me that I’m fighting, and winning, and he sees it. Small things. Small things. Small strides every day.
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JESSICA LIKED CATS. Growing up on a ranch she was around her fair share of animals; horses, cattle, pigs, dogs. And she loved them all. But the cat, Leonard, was her favorite. An orange ball of fur that was absolutely fearless. The dogs knew not to mess with him. Birds learned that this stretch of land was not to be nested on.

I remember watching him wait on a fencepost until a horse wandered near. He would leap onto their back and survey the field, a general in command, until he got too sleepy. And then he would curl up and take a snooze, a sunbathing passenger that the horses never seemed to mind. 

Leonard had a habit of bringing bloody little gifts of birds and mice and leaving them in Jessica’s bed. An offering, of sorts. Or a way to remind me who was the provider in this particular relationship.

I loathed him.

He wouldn’t bother Jessica’s dad, who tolerated him. He didn’t bother any of her friends, who usually wanted to pet him or play with him. No, as only cats do, he sought out the one person in the room who wanted nothing to do with him, and then would display an affection that bordered on violent. Purrs and head-butts followed by an attack to the hand. Every time I visited that ranch, he tracked me down. I tolerated him, partly because I honestly couldn’t think of anything, short of hurting him, that would keep him away. And because it made Jessica laugh so hard to see her cat crawling all over me. It was worth it for her laugh. But dammit if that feline didn’t dog my steps.

Brody seems to have a similar habit.

I do not dislike him. How could I? I barely know him. But I do not want to be around a child. I do not wish to go outside and make snowmen, or read him a story, or listen to him tell me about his toy trucks. 

I don’t want to, in any way shape or form, be a dad for someone. Not a male figure of any kind. Not an uncle, brother, or even a friend. Not while I’m not there for my own. Not after I… 

But the more I pull away, the more I ignore him, the more important it becomes, it seems, for him to get my attention.

Everyone tries to run interference. And for awhile he’s content being tossed around in the snow by Theo. Even Sheila offered to read to him after his second attempt to climb onto my lap was rebuffed. That lasted until she said, “this is what kids fucking read?”

Only Momma Kay has no sympathy for me. 

“To distrust people is one thing. To distrust a child is another.”

“I don’t distrust him.”

She levels me with a stare over her teacup. “Perhaps that’s the wrong word. But you hide yourself from him. I think that’s worse. Whatever you’ve seen, or done, or look ahead to…” She trailed off, as if afraid to say it. “You’re not a bad person, Har, anyone can see that. But hiding the good parts of yourself, that I take exception to.”

A good talk. But I’m too ensconced in my own darkness. Locked into the winter of my choice. 

I’m all too happy to work. To take sentry duty when I can. Though volunteering for others apparently means, at least to Felicia, that I am disdainful of their abilities. The women who let me take their turn were given a lecture the next day, so I stopped. 

I haul up buckets of snow to be melted for water. I clean. I help in the kitchen. I bring in firewood and I burn it. But everywhere I go I catch a glimpse of a boy trailing behind me. 

There’s not enough work in the world for me to do.

Today I am upstairs in bed. Alone. I have been able to nap in spots during the day. Times when there isn’t too much darkness, and there isn’t a deep silence. When I can hear the others speaking below, the clatter of dishes, the slam of doors. When the wind howls through the walls. When there isn’t a stillness… Then I can relax. For the house is too alive for me to drift off into a sleep deep enough for dreams.

Beryl was talking with CD when I slipped off upstairs, and she let him hold her hand, and I was happy for her. I was happy that she was lowering her walls, somewhat. And I couldn’t be mad that she wasn’t with me because she always gives me a look when I come up here, the question in her eyes. And I shook my head no, I wanted to be alone. 

I don’t know if that’s what I want or not. I don’t need more time in my head. But I also can’t stand to pretend that I’m okay. 

Jessica used to take me down to the lake when we were bored, or hot and tired after a long day of work. Or just because. I think the lake was something that united us. Always, always, that was the place I knew I could find her, and vice versa.

“You know how to slit the devil’s throat?” She asked me once. I had never heard of it. “It’s when you take a smooth, thin rock, and if you throw it in the air, just perfectly, it doesn’t make any sound when it enters the water.” She tossed a rock, it slowly rotating into the air before it sliced into the water with barely any sound. “It doesn’t splash, either. That’s slitting the devil’s throat.”

A splash was made. But no one here saw it. Only I know the sharp stone that drifts slowly downwards into the deep regions of my heart. Only I know of the throat that was cut.

“Do you want to see what Sam made me?”

I hadn’t heard the boy. He is sitting in the corner, clutching a wooden figurine daubed with simple paints. He doesn’t seem to care that I’m in bed. Or that I had been trying to sleep. As soon as I turn he holds it out to me. “It’s me when I grow up.”

I don’t take it until it becomes clear that he won’t stop holding it out to me until I examine it. I grip it, turning it over in my hands. A blue coat and grey pants and black shoes. It looks more like a union soldier from the Civil War than anything, but I don’t tell him that. I hand it back to him.

“Do you like it?”

“Yes.”

“You can play with it if you want?”

I shake my head. “I don’t want to, thank you.”

“I have other toys. Do you like tigers?”

Yes.

“I don’t… I don’t wanna play.”

He nods as if he understands. He walks the figurine across the floor, then makes him jump up onto his crossed knees, shuffling him forward with some sort of swagger.

“What’s wrong?”

The question catches me by surprise. “What do you mean?”

“You’re sad.”

I don’t know how to respond. I can’t, at the moment. I can’t because suddenly I see myself through this little boy’s eyes and it’s… horrible.

There are steps on the stairs and then Jane’s head peeks around the corner of my door. She blushes when she sees me in the bed, her hands finding piercings on her face to adjust, rings on her fingers to twist. “Sorry, I was… Brody!”

He grins up at her and keeps playing with his soldier. “It took you a really long time.”

“Get out here! Now!”

He smiles up at her, shaking his doll as if it too is laughing. She reddens more as she enters the room, an attempt to bodily usher Brody out failing as he thinks she’s playing. She casts me a rueful look. “I’m sorry. We were playing hide and seek.”

“I’m the best looker,” Brody proclaims, suddenly serious. “I find everyone. I’ve even found tools Uncle Sam has lost.”

Jane heaves a sigh. “You didn’t win this one, you cheated. You know you’re not supposed to be…” A guilty glance thrown my way.

“Supped what?” he asks, all seriousness.

“You aren’t supposed to use this room when Harlan is in here. He is trying to sleep,” she finishes lamely.

“I still don’t unnerstan’ why.” 

She grabs him by the hand and drags him out, desperate to keep the situation from getting more awkward. 

The boy is a rock thrown into my lake. No one can see the splash, but I feel as if my throat has been cut.
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THE ORDEAL AT the compound did something to Harlan. Which was to be expected, I suppose. And at first I thought his silence, his distance, was also a by-product of the extreme exhaustion we suffered from just getting to the ranch. Coupled with a new environment in which he was commanded to exist in the background, to follow orders… I thought he was doing his best to play nicely.

But there are the nightmares.

I don’t think the others are aware of them. Nothing loud, not a thrashing of sheets or the spasms of someone in a fight. Quiet terror, in which his body curls up, hands clasped white-knuckle tight in front of his chest as if he were begging.

When awake he is still our Harlan. At least overtly. Helping with jobs, quietly checking in on his people. Our people. Asking Karen questions about the logistics of the ranch. Sharing small stories from his own part of Montana.

But the bags are there beneath his eyes. 

Perhaps, I thought, it was guilt that was haunting him. The closer we get to his home the more he hates himself for the bond forged between us. That plays far too well into my own nightmares. So I have indulged in this self-pity, for far too long, and I didn’t notice just how poorly he was doing.

He has taken to staying up late, the witching hour sentry duty belongs to him, and him only. That Momma Kay often keeps him company, their mugs of tea left out on the table each morning, does little to ease my concern.

It’s as if he wants to work himself to death. And when he isn’t working he moves from room to room. Alone. But as if he were avoiding someone. As if he expects someone to follow him there eventually. 

When someone you love suffers, you suffer along with them. Even if you find comfort in everything else. Even as you revel in the first sanctuary you’ve ever had. Your body and mind can do this. Your heart darkens and shrivels alongside the other. 

Truly winter.

Brody also has nightmares. A lot. His crying woke us up on the third night we were here. We were already downstairs by the door, guns being passed out in a silent assembly line, when Wren appeared from around the corner. She was half awake and on her way to Brody’s room. If she was surprised, or frightened, at our gathering she did a good job disguising it. Later she told me we had “scared the ever-lovin’ shit out of her.” She punched me, lightly, on the shoulder. I was okay with that. 

She was shocked that we hadn’t heard him the first two nights we were here.

Turns out Jacqueline’s trip towards the small town, the day we had met, wasn’t something planned. It was for batteries. Batteries used for two walkie talkies, for flashlights and an electric lantern, and an old Walkman. Brody has a tape, a song about a baby whale. If he listens to it before he goes to bed, sometimes he sleeps the night through. Otherwise, it’s a night filled with screams. 

Hard to be mad at him.

Especially when he comes up and leans against your chair, pale with dark bags beneath his eyes. Or when he gropes for your hand. The kid has no inhibitions, and his touch is not something I can shy away from. That I enjoy it when he seeks me out is an unexpected surprise.

“What do you want to be when you grow up?” he is fond of asking. As if we aren’t all grown up, or there is an option for us now beyond surviving. 

“Football player,” Theo says. And he’s one of Brody’s favorites. He goes to Harlan and asks, but Harlan just shakes his head. He doesn’t even look down at the boy. Eventually Jacqueline leads him away, asking him to show her his favorite cow from out the window.

Something happened to Harlan, something that we don’t know about. And I can’t figure it out.

A detective. That’s what I had wanted to be when I was little. Unlike most kids, I didn’t move on to other occupations, I didn’t change to firefighter, or astronaut, or president. I always wanted to be a detective. I wanted to solve mysteries. I wanted to save people. And the older I got, and the more I learned what detective work actually was; finding the people who had already done the evil, long hours of thinking and frustration, chasing leads in a ruthless manner, and rebounding when they were nothing (and they were almost always nothing)… The more I wanted it. I wanted the lifestyle that the profession dictated. Minimal contact. Physical and mental work. Putting families back together again.

It’s safe to say that sleuthing won’t be necessary, or wanted, for awhile now. 

I guess I had always liked, romantically, the idea of solving something. Anything. Of putting a start and finish to anything. For someone else. And I’d get paid. And I’d get to be flawed. Because, if movies had taught me anything, it was that the people who were really, really, good at those jobs were really messed up. 

Perfect.

I’d get to use my weird upbringing for good. And, at least in my head, I’d be the detective that skirted the boundaries. The one that was the best, but was always caught up in… situations. 

Because I believe we were all flawed before, I haven’t changed that much.

A detective would follow Harlan around, would point to his behavior, and would ask his close ones about his past. I am all of those things, at least as far as this world is concerned.

For now.

Harlan is a moral person. One of those people who will still torture themselves for things that are beyond their control. The “if I had only” type of person. Whatever happened that night… I don’t doubt it was out of his control. That he can’t see that, or speak of it, is… frankly… his fucking problem.

But dammit I wish I could help him. I’d pull the heart out of my own chest… My cold, uncaring heart, and give it to him and take his always bleeding and too large heart, and bear the pain myself if I could. 

But I can’t. So there is nothing but the cold.

I sit by myself. My brother joins me on the landing. Settling his large body in next to the stack of books by me, idly opening one and flipping through it as if he’s interested.

I give him time. Harlan is too impatient for moments such as these, he rips into situations with the resolve that the quicker he knows the problem, the sooner it can be fixed. Sometimes I wish I could tell him you can’t pull the knife out of a wound, sometimes it’s better to leave it in until later. My metaphors are always slightly gruesome. I wish I had a better way to explain myself.

I know what he wants to talk about. Theo went hunting with Sam and Cristen. A change in meat was the excuse. That we had burned through their winter stores wasn’t mentioned. Theo had volunteered with enthusiasm, as is his wont, and they had left before the sun rose this morning. 

It was a silent trio that returned. They had the meat from a good-sized buck. Cristen gave one antler to Brody and then, after a pause, gave the other to Pike. They sit side by side with their prizes, Brody playing and Pike chewing and both eyeing the other’s with jealousy.

But something was amiss with Theo. When you are as large of a man as he is, there is no hiding the stoop of your shoulders, the hang of your head. 

Sam says nothing, other than a brief description of the animal they killed. Cristen is exuberant, but a bad actor. She has a story that has not been told.

So I waited on the staircase, knowing that Theo would come to me, or to Harlan. 

“You know what happened to Har?” 

A quiet question that I wasn’t expecting. But I’m also curious, and had wondered if he knew the answer. “No. He…”

“Doesn’t talk about it,” he finishes. He doesn’t add to that, and I don’t push him to tell me about whatever it is that’s bothering him. Sometimes we know we have to talk, but we don’t know the words. I, of all people, know this. I will wait with him. Sometimes patience is enough to help someone fill the gaps.

“It’s been cold,” he says.

“Yes.”

“I sleep by myself.”

A small smile. I should tell him that he wouldn’t have to, but that is a talk from one of the boys. Gods, how much he has changed from Camelot. 

“I know.”

“It’s been really cold.”

I give him a sharp look and give in to some of my impatience. “You said that.”

He pretends to read the book sitting open in his large hands. “I have to keep asking for blankets. Don’t know how people live up here. I fucking… I get cold.”

I am getting better, but it still takes me a moment. A moment to knock down the walls that will allow me to scoot closer to him, to put a hand on his big forearm and to pat his back. It’s easier than expected to lean on his shoulder. Surprising. I waited here for him to come talk to me of what happened. I did not know that him sharing this with me would, in turn, provide something for my psyche. Him sidestepping his weaknesses, his fears… it makes me bold with mine.

“I have about fifteen blankets now. So… Yesterday, I wanted to, you know, since it was warmer… I wanted to wash them. Mama always was, I mean, she’d wash our blankets all the time. And…”

He takes a deep breath. The same deep breath he always takes when he’s about to do something uncomfortable. Clear a house. Test canned food. Jump from a bridge, perhaps.

“So I start taking the blankets off my bed and I get down towards the bottom and there is a… there is a dead mouse.”

I want to laugh. This is not where I thought the conversation was going. But I pat his hand and lean closer to listen. To really listen, even when I want to wonder what haunts this man at night compared to that which haunts me.

“It was dead. I guess it burrowed in there, you know, to stay warm. And I kept adding blankets.” He is thoughtful, eyes distant as he speaks. “I was always like this. Mama stopped getting me pets after my cat died. And that was after the gerbil. But I…” His eyes take on the glassy hue of someone about to cry, but who won’t. “I always hated to see them suffer.” 

He composes himself, leaning into me and almost knocking me into the bannister. 

“Mama knew, and she thought it was something nice. But my friends, they never let up. Never let it go. Why I joined the football team, why I started… You know, I wanted to change my reputation. But my mama knew.”

He heaves a heavy sigh, finally looking me in the eyes. “I couldn’t kill that deer today. And I won’t. I wanted to… help. But I’ve just…” He looks at his hands. “I killed people. With my bare hands. But some of these creatures, they’re just trying to find someplace warm. I don’t want to kill that. I’m just… tired of it.” His eyes are beseeching. “Do you get me?”

No.

“Yes.” 

He nods. “I cried. I think Sam and Cristen think something’s wrong with me.”

“You… are probably the most… normal.”

He laughs his high-pitched giggle. “Nah.” His face grows serious. “I thought it would be great to be feared. And it fucking sucks. It fucking sucks. Sometimes I wonder if I was born into a different body, if maybe I wouldn’t have… Been like I was.”

“I’m… Not afraid of you.”

He snorts. “Cuz you the craziest bitch left on this planet, Berly.”

A compliment.

We sit in silence for a bit. I am thinking about how we both, we all, have taken such scars in finding our true selves. Plastic surgery to peel away false layers. 

“I should tell Brody I’ll be a veterinarian when I grow up. If that day ever comes.”

“Really?” I say.

He’s puzzled. “Yeah, I think so.”

“You’d… put animals… to sleep?”

He grimaces, then nods. “Better someone who cares, right? I can be that guy. And it’s not all that. It’s making them well, too. It’s… helping them go gentle if you can’t.” 

The words sit there, and they make sense, though I know caring isn’t the word I would have used. I see Rita’s shocked face in my mind. I wonder what Theo would say about that. 

“Death is a part of life. But I hope we don’t have to kill again,” he says. “I hope we don’t have to fight anymore.”

I don’t respond, and he takes my silence as my natural reticence, not as a silent rebuke. He should know better.
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THERE ARE MOMENTS that I feel like I’m on a ship at sea. Not adrift, but a literal shifting of my footing beneath me. Moments when I wonder if there was another earthquake, until I look at the people around me. Times in which I feel my center of gravity go askew, and I stumble, or my leg misses a step.

I don’t know why. Too many blows to the head? Or just a manifestation of all my missteps in a most literal sense.

Time heals all wounds. That’s what they say. That’s what you’re supposed to cling to in your darkest times, I suppose. In time this too shall pass. 

What if you’re out of time? Out of time and have been for a long time.

Today is November fifth. According to the calendar centered on the refrigerator by a magnet. A calendar with the fresh new X across the square. November fifth. The due date. Somewhere, either today, or yesterday, or soon… Somewhere, Jessica is in labor. 

If.

And I’m in this cabin, walking from room to room in an effort to be alone. But close. Proximity seeming to be important. A need to hear words being spoken, only not spoken to me. Voices laughing, or joking, or arguing; signs that somewhere life goes on. A semblance of normality that drives me nuts and offers comfort at the same time.

I had been doing well. Keeping it together, or at least preventing the others from noticing just how close I am to unraveling. But today is the day. And I need to be alone, but not with silence. I need to hear the life going on around me. For my sake.

And… it distracts me from the little blue-eyed boy that still follows me from room to room. From the imagined red footie prints that trail him. The smudge on the pajamas covered in trains. 

The boy has changed. The boy I traumatized, and the boy I’ve imagined all these months as what my own child will look like, have blended together to form this specter. Only the eyes, and the hair, and the sorrow remain the same. The rest is a distorted blur. 

I mumble prayers and curses and apologies, hoping one might find a divine spirit or one might find Jessica and offer her… Something. Hell, I even speak to the Goddess that watches over this house.

Beryl seeks me out periodically but knows to give me space. It’s the last thing I want, but it keeps the guilt at bay. Partly. Ever so partly. The thoughts still manage to creep in, whispers of doubt about Jessica and her survival. Her odds. The little voice saying she would want me to be happy. That she wouldn’t begrudge time with this woman who has come to mean so much to me.

I feel like a traitor. 

November fifth. The world is still outside. No snow falling and no wind howling. Just the heavy drifts of snow sitting like an implacable ocean dividing me and the way home.

A frozen world. And myself, frozen in frustration.

I feel myself souring. I feel it, and am unable to stop it. I’m aloof, and irritable, and hard to be around. I find comfort in work; rolling out hay for the cows and horses. Bringing in snow to melt into drinking water in the large cauldron that sits on top of the wood stove. Bringing in armfuls of wood. Going out with a sled to trudge in a new direction, a random shot in the dark to see if there is a house that has been missed, or passed over. Sometimes I just sit inside and look at the pictures on the walls.

No one wants me around. Even my friends. It isn’t said, but it’s felt. My presence putting a damper on finding a refuge. Safety. People willing to take them in, feed and keep them warm, save them from a winter that is far harsher than I remember.

I get mad at them for this. I get mad that Josey looks so happy helping with the horses. That he is so frequently called upon to bring his guitar out at night. Only Felicia and I look on from the shadows, both too lost in our own worlds to take part in the joy. 

Theo is himself again, slipping free of the quiet that has been a part of his his persona since leaving Camelot. His confidence returns. The swagger that I first saw. He positively blooms at being needed. And knowing how to channel it. His height, his strength… his ability to mash potatoes… He fits right in.

And I enjoy hearing his high-pitched laugh as he learns how to play cards, even if it makes me feel more alone. Pinochle is the game, played with an odd deck made up mostly of the face cards. And it’s cutthroat. Teams are made, and I can’t tell if they are speaking a new language or just outright cheating, but it’s competitive enough that even Sheila takes part. As long as she tries to “watch her mouth.”

But I can’t. I can’t play games while my mind is hundreds of miles away, wondering… wondering… always wondering. 

And the boy who follows me. Everywhere I go. A soft whisper of small feet to echo my own heavy tread. 

He finds me upstairs. I’m alone repacking my bag. Checking my belongings. Matches and batteries. Flashlight. Gun. Knife. I’m coming Jessica. Hold on. Hold on. Please just get through this.

A sniffle. Snot and tears from a kid who can’t comprehend the gruesome nature of the scene in front of him. Only that a stranger is here. And his father… is not. The crying. The boy cries after I send him back to his room so I can complete my task. A life for a life. Death or more death.

“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” I say.

“You didn’t.”

“Not you… Your family. Your dad. I didn’t want to…”

“You hurt my dad?” The young boy is perplexed. “Why?”

“To… I don’t… I thought I was saving someone.”

“Okay. Do you want to play cars?”

I don’t want to be let off this easy. I don’t want it to end this way. I want him to yell, to scream, to curse me for what I did. I reel away from the blue eyes, the blue eyes that are pools of water untouched by a taint such as me. 

“Leave me alone!” I yell it. I can’t take it anymore. The blood. The innocence. That he is always there, waiting for me. 

“Leave me alone! Leave me the fuck alone!”

We are shut in for the winter. In one building. So even with a door closed, which it isn’t, the sound carries. 

And I’m yelling at Brody, not some ghost.

Bent over running a toy car over the dead socket on the wall, though now he’s frozen. Eyes shocked and scared and unable to look at me. The quivering of his chin, and then he collapses onto his butt. I hear footsteps on the stairs. Querying voices. I can’t seem to look away. The boy and I trapped in a vortex in which we both are too traumatized to heed the questions of the people that come into the room. The pats on the arm. The worried looks. We stare at each other and he doesn’t cry, though he wants to. And I don’t cry, because I don’t know if I can anymore. 

I have to leave the house. I can’t deal with the questions to come. The “why would you yell at a child?” Or, even worse, if no one asks at all. The pitying looks and the whispered justifications. I don’t want to be present for that.

My steps are fast, carrying me away from the house and down by the frozen creek. Cold wind feels good on a face hot and flushed. I didn’t grab a coat, and I relish the jagged cold that burns by hands and face.

How does one talk about this? Do I tell the group that I murdered a father in cold blood? Do I exaggerate his flaws? At least the ones I know? Do I make him a monster? Or do I tell them that he put a coat around my shoulders and spoke softly while his wife stitched me up?

Do I infect my family with my guilt? Do I make them think of this monstrous thing every waking moment the way I do? Would that make me feel better?

It’s tempting. There is this idea that if you say it, share it, then the healing begins.

It’s bullshit.

We are our own accountants. If I told Beryl this, Theo this… Anyone… And they only gave me sympathy… I know I’d be worse off. 

I. Fucked. Up. 

I know I have to live with it. I know I have to find a way to compartmentalize everything, to get rid of the trains, and bloody footprints, and sobs from the dark. 

I know pawning them off is not the right way.

I veer off the path and head out into the pasture. Snow seeps into my boots and my pants are wet. It’s a harder trudge up the slight hill. But I deserve it. I need to labor, and sweat, and exhaust myself, as if that’ll give me some sort of absolution. Or let me sleep. 

Both are doubtful.

I trip on an unseen object and slip sideways into the snow. My bare fingers plunge through the icy top layer and into the frigid powder. A sear of a different pain. Hot and cold mixed together. The ice cut my finger. I hold it up in front of me, watching the absolute red drip into the absolute white. As if these were the first two colors invented. Meant for each other. 

I flop over onto my back and pull my hands up in front of me. I clench snow in them, watching as one suckles the red from my body. They feel raw, as if plunged into a fire, the one given more kindling than the other. 

I don’t get up. I lie on my back in the snow, long hair splayed out around my head, legs akimbo. I lie there and stare at a sky dusty blue, too cold for clouds to move. Too cold for clouds to form. 

I wanted stillness. Quiet. Placidity of place to somehow make its way into my soul. But it doesn’t. If anything the tranquility feels accusatory. 

And it’s right.

I’m a petulant child. How many times must I learn the lesson that “life isn’t fair?” But…

To a child. 

The lengths I would have gone to change that moment. Even if it put myself in more danger. 

“I’m sorry.” 

I say it to the empty sky and it sounds as feeble, and pitiful, as it feels.

I will need to apologize to the boy. And to everyone else. I won’t let this poison others as well. I won’t…

I sweep my arms out at my side, then my legs as well. One of my favorite things to do as a kid. To make a snow angel. My sister and I always tried to devise ways to make a path; a sled, a rock, then to the fence… Somehow we’d make it look like the angel touched down in the middle of the yard and then departed, no footsteps to give it away as a child’s creation.

Now I make one, holding onto the fond memory. Trying to use it as a reminder of what life can hold. What it should hold. A snow angel made by a devil.

I sit up. The boy is still there. Standing in the snow, watching me, the same confused look on his face. Red footprints dotting the snow behind him. 

Time doesn’t heal all wounds. Perhaps it just gives you the capability to live with them. 

I get up and walk back the way I came, the wind picking up and a newly formed cloud making its first appearance over the mountains.










The cold has caught up with me. I’m hunched over, feet awkwardly plunging into the wide strides I made earlier. I’m nervous about seeing the others. About saying sorry, something that I was never really good at. I mumble words to myself, trying to find the best, and shortest way to apologize.

A door bangs and figures pour out of the house towards me. Some trot, some lean over the railing, hands shielding their eyes as they scan my approach.

I think they’re angry with me and I halt. Only when they get closer do I realize the faces are twisted by concern, not anger.

“The boy with you?” Sam asks. “You see him?”

“What? No.”

“Shit.” 

Wren comes out of the barn and, seeing us, makes her way over as quickly as possible.

“Brody?” She yells.

Sam shakes his head.

“Where did he go?”

Cristen shakes her head. “We don’t know.”

“He’s not inside?”

“No.” Sam is brusque, his voice slicing through my stupid question. 

I spread my hands wide, inviting them to tell me what happened as fear seeps in to join the cold in my bones. 

Wren and Cristen share looks, an imperceptible shake of Cristen’s head to an unanswered question.

“What is it?”

Wren takes in a heavy breath. “He was pretty shocked by what you said. He asked what was wrong with you. I told him… I told him you had lost a part of yourself.”

“I’m the best looker.” His words echo in my head as I look from one to the other. Behind me the sky darkens and the wind rushes in as if it, too, needs to vent its dismay.
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SAM TAKES CHARGE, shedding his soft-spoken side in favor of short, clipped commands that brook no argument. We are hustled inside and I’m told to get warm clothes for myself. When I say, “I’m fine,” he snaps at me, letting me know just how stupid, and selfish, and unhelpful to the boy I am being.

I meekly follow his commands as this new fear permeates my mind. Not another boy. Not another life changed, or ruined, or lost because of me. Find the child. Find the child. Find him.

We are gathered around the table. I feel eyes avoid me. The extra space I’m given. My blindness bluntly exposed. My cruelty on display.

Sam is fast and efficient. He parcels out sections of the area on a piece of paper and assigns them to groups of two. We carry blankets and thermoses of hot water. Guns. 

“Why guns?” Asks Jane, who can’t stop crying.

“Wolves,” is all Sam says, looking everyone in the eye.

Jane and Momma Kay stay behind to keep hot water ready in case Brody needs to be warmed quickly. They’ll coordinate with searchers when they return.

Five minutes to plan and get ready before we trot out. 

Five minutes, and it already seems like a completely different landscape from the one it was before. Tree branches creak and clack as they crash and rub against each other in the wind. Nascent snow, only recently making the metamorphosis from rain to something more frozen, darts and slashes at our eyes as Beryl and I walk as fast as we can along the path I took a couple hours before.

My footprints are there, but already diminishing, changing from blobs to shallow indents. Would Brody’s feet even make an impression? Would I be able to tell the difference between his footsteps and the marbling of the land?

Pike zags in front of us, making new tracks of his own. I’d yell at him but he seems to sense the urgency of the situation, jowls flapping as he snuffles back and forth, worried face turning to look back at Beryl every few minutes.

“Brody!” I call. And I realize it’s the first time I’ve said his name out loud. “Brody!” The land is too long, the sky too vast, the name seems to be sucked into a vacuum. No echo. No answer. Just the rush of the wind.

We trudge along my tracks out into the field. I stop short of my snow angel, worried that it will look like I was out having some sort of childish fun after screaming at the boy.

But it simply looks like the form of a man who has fallen down. 

How true that is.

We cast about, separating to trudge in a large circle around our section. Then crossing in angles, one scanning the ground, the other scanning the trees. For Brody. For wolves. For people. Always, always, aware.

Nothing. 

We find nothing but my own footprints. A sick feeling floats high in my chest, and my movements feel frenetic even as my legs start to drag. I’m not being smart. I’m exhausting myself running in little circles.

Beryl touches my elbow, her signal for me to stop. I can’t look at her for a long moment, the shame too much for me to see mirrored in her eyes.

The snow is thicker, fluffy quarter-sized balls that make ghosts of the trees. The wind has stopped gusting, deciding instead to become something constant, consistent and as unchanging as the despair that grows inside me.

I turn to Beryl. I’m the native here, but she looks like the one who belongs. Snowflakes dust her hat and hair and eyelashes, and the cold reddens her cheeks… But she stands tall and slender and pale, winter manifested. An ice queen. The coldness that calls for warmth. The harshness that paves the way for flowers in spring.

“I fucked up.”

She looks me in the eyes. “No. You… are simply you.”

I heave a sigh. I think I would have preferred her to just agree with me. “I don’t understand what you mean.”

She takes a step towards me, pulls her hand from her glove so that she can grab my face. “Don’t… Don’t make me hit you.”

I’m taken aback by her words, but I don’t pull away, I don’t break the desperate eye contact she holds me with. 

“You are just a man. One man.”

The snow settles on noses and finds a way down my neck. The wind picks up and our hair whips into the small space between us. 

“I killed Rita. I… killed others. I do not care. You… care… care too much. Which is worse?” She doesn’t wait for me to respond. “Neither. Because that is life. Decisions. Choices… And consequences mean learning. Not… living in the past.”

She releases my face and takes a step back, chin raised in the defiant way that I have come to know so well. Her words sink in. They don’t erase the torrent of self-hatred that ebbs and flows with each frosty breath. But, for some reason, it makes me feel less alone. Less…

Of a monster?

“You taught me to… Be. To be… here. To fucking live!” She says the last part with such vehemence that I take a step back. I’m unused to her speaking, I’m even more unaccustomed to her using her words against me. “Stop… Listening.”

“Listening? To what?”

“To John.” She closes the distance again. Ruthless even as her voice drops to something more gentle. “To… Whatever it is that says that everything is… your fucking fault.” She stares at me and I don’t know what else to do but to look back into those fathomless eyes. 

“My name… My name is Beryl.” A reminder of our first days. When she was gone, locked into the hideaway inside herself and I was simply trying to get through each day. She steps forward and taps my chest and then steps back to wait. 

There are times to argue. Things to argue over. Emotions to try to explain. Our perceptions are different, and therefore not completely understood. But there are times in your life that a person who knows you almost as well as you know yourself, shakes you, and tells you that you’re being a little shit, and you listen. Because, well, from any other person it would be something to argue.

Not her. 

I look at Beryl. A sword, brilliant and gleaming and oh so sharp… Permanently encased in her scabbard of silence. That her tongue has really never been unsheathed is not lost on me. Instead she has wielded it as a blunt instrument, a club when there are no other alternatives. But she’s closer to revealing the sharpness of her blade. And I… Well I guess I look forward to being cut.

She is fired up. Or angry. Or simply caught in the throes of a truth brought forth into the light after laying dormant for far, far too long. So she leads us out of our designated search area. A circle that encompasses the entire perimeter that a boy might walk on his own. 

The cold deepens. The wind thickens. The falling snow becomes a companion that darts, and caresses, and finally settles in a loving layer upon our shoulders. Only to depart, as if scorned, a moment later.

We move. Constant movement. Anger and purpose and two stubborn souls united in either finding the boy or… I guess we’ll go until we collapse. I know we can’t die out here tonight. A rarity in nature, a time in which man’s will is bigger than the chaos incarnate. But we know it. Tonight we cannot freeze. Tonight, our minds are keen. We stray into new areas but are not lost. We scour long after the sun has set and the darkness has made a mockery of our search. We slog through drifts and wade across meadows and take small sips of hot water and push each other to move faster. I worry, and despair, but not selfishly. 

For I am not alone.

The blizzard ebbs, a slow ending, a sore loser hell bent on getting in the last word. But when the clouds part and the sliver of moon beams forth, Beryl and I, and Pike, are still walking. 

A wolf howls and is immediately joined by others. For that we stop. 

When I was young my mom and dad would wake my sister and I for lightning storms. Even on school nights. For the same reason that people who could get water from their faucet would cluster around a waterfall to take pictures… Nature unleashed. An artwork that you can’t fabricate.

It’s the same with this song of the wolves. We freeze, and listen. Not because our legs are about to give out, but because it’s so elemental, so riveting, that we cannot do anything but stop and be serenaded. To ignore something such as this would be to become something lesser. Something that hides within itself. Like I have been, ignoring the laughter of people who have survived, people who have gathered around a fire.

The crystal night. The falling snow. The overwhelming burden of sorrow and worry that I feel. And the primal howling, all combine to throw open my soul. I feel something crack within me. And I do not have words for it, I do not know what it means. 

Pike whimpers and paces back and forth in front of us. Then raises his head and lets loose with his own version of a howl, mostly yips and moans, perhaps too scared to fully join in. But, apparently satisfied with his contribution, he comes and sits on Beryl’s feet, content to be still.

“You’re an idiot.”

I think Beryl is still referring to my behavior from earlier today. But when I turn to her she’s looking behind us. Three flashlights and a lantern make their way toward us, Theo leading the way. They’ve been yelling, I guess. I didn’t hear them. Couldn’t. But it only takes a second to realize what their happy faces mean. Everything is fine. The boy is fine. The boy is safe. 

I fall into the snow for the second time that day.
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A SMALL THING, the disappearance of a child. As long as they show up safe and sound. Had he not disappeared, then perhaps it wouldn’t have opened the way for Harlan to finally listen. And maybe Har’s treatment of Brody would’ve created strife between him and the household. To scream and curse at a child is hardly forgivable. But if they were a jury examining his case, after we finally returned from our night of searching, I think the verdict would have been “time served.”

Brody was found in one of the guesthouses shortly after we set out to find him. He had been looking for Harlan’s missing part, he said. He had three things. A screw, a compass, and a pair of old glasses. 

He presented them to Harlan at breakfast the next day. And Brody apologized, though for what no one had any idea. And then he gave Harlan a hug, and asked him if he wanted to play cars before Harlan had any chance to respond. 

Har looked at him, and there was a long moment of silence. And then he said, “yeah,” and put the glasses on, and crawled around on the floor for over an hour. Something I knew was an ordeal for him. Only Felicia thinks that Harlan should apologize to the kid, as well as everyone else. Momma Kay said that apologies don’t always come in the form of words, and that Felicia should shut her goddamn mouth. 

A happy day.

Glasses, a compass, and a screw. Harlan carries them with him now. Sheila thought, from a metaphorical point of view, that this was hilarious. I was relieved when, later, Harlan was able to also see the humor in it. The sadness is not gone. But I see the old Harlan. And the new. I see MY Harlan.

And the winter here is better for it. 

The heart of it is over. Either the worst of it is done or we are hardened to it, prepared for whatever nature wants to throw at us. There is more time for stories, for playing. For finding new ways to occupy our time.

“You should put on something nice. I know it’s cold, but you could put on a dress. My wife used to say ‘this is shawly shawl weather.’” CD laughs, his eyes leaving me to focus on a point on the hill. As they always do when he mentions his wife. “You look so darn dreary dressed like that.”

“CD, that’s not how it works anymore,” Felicia says from the fireplace, frustration in her voice. “Women don’t have to try to impress men anymore.”

CD’s mouth turns down. “I didn’t say she had to impress anybody. I just want her to be happy.”

Felicia heaves a sigh. “And how would her wearing a dress make her happy? I think that would make you happy.”

He chuckles. “Yes, and who wouldn’t take joy out of making an old man happy?”

I pat his hand and walk away. I walk away expecting my body, or my mind, or both… To remember. The feeling of slowly spinning as the dress is stripped away. The clink of the chain and rustle of cloth and the jets of hot breath.

But I don’t. Or, I did… But only because I was afraid I would. 

Is that it?

Instead of fearing a ghost, I’m now afraid of its memory?

Something to think about. It’s progress, or a setback, depending on its permanence.

I cast about the room, looking for Harlan. Still reticent, he’s probably found a job for himself to do. Or he’s playing with Brody. A therapy Harlan forces himself to take.

He should be here…

Smiles from everyone. A warmth and an energy that accompanies holidays. Not Christmas, Felicia is adamant that holiday be abolished. But the winter equinox quickly approaches, a half way point for all of us survivors clinging to the scraps of what we have so… 

A holiday of a newer, older, kind.

No one has said anything of presents. The word carries a different meaning, now. Survival is the gift. These are trinkets. But the meaning behind them… Well, that is a reason to keep surviving, I guess. So no one says anything. But there is an open secrecy, whispers and shushing and rooms with closed doors. And shy smiles. 

Presents…

A hard thing to come up with when you all live together. When there are no malls or shops or an internet where you can order something at the last minute. It makes you work harder.

And I fall victim to getting excited for it. I’ve had holidays, Christmas days where the foster family would either shower me with presents or would explain why they don’t give any. The home where we crafted gifts for each other.

But never from people that meant something.

I know I shouldn’t be excited. But…

I know that Josey has a song. And Sam has been carving something, little peels of wood beneath his chair and on his shirt and pants. I am worried that Sheila is feeling festive. I caught her with a tray full of bullet casings and some old necklaces.

A cake is being made, somehow, an experiment with a dutch oven on the wood stove that has resulted in two botched tastings with an eager Theo. 

Momma Kay has an apron on and is humming and bustling in the kitchen as she prepares a dinner for the night. Even she, as frugal with supplies as she is with her humor, has decided to go for something special.

I look to the door. Harlan’s boots are gone. 

Of course they are.

A track that wouldn’t be hard to follow. Swept away every few days, or filled in by another tantrum of snow, but always the same circuit. Down the hill and along the creek. The tree line. Out and to another hill that looks north. Then an arc out towards the road and back. Pushing the perimeter out a foot at a time. As if by challenging the boundaries he might break winter’s hold on the land.

I pull on my own boots and coat and slip outside. It’s so cold. The wind isn’t blowing hard, but it feels almost physical, like a solid wall of frost slowly wrapping you in layers. 

I follow his tracks, toes pointed straight and strides long. And it doesn’t take me long to catch up to him. He’s standing by the frozen creek, shoulders hunched. I think he’s talking to someone, or something, so I freeze.

After a second his head lifts. “I’m messed up, Berly.”

I slowly make my way to him. Eyes that won’t look at me. Eyes that are red-rimmed from lack of sleep.

“More than…” I wave my hands and I know he understands. We don’t need a lot of words to communicate. Usually. But now he seems confused.

“More than I should be? I don’t know. I don’t know.” His shoulders heave and he looks off to his left and his face contorts. “I see a little boy. I see him all the time.”

I don’t know how to respond to this. I know he thinks about his kid all the time. I didn’t know that it haunted him like this. Even as depressed as it makes me, I’ll say it. I’ll lie if I can make him feel better.

“We’ll get you home. You’ll see them.”

He snorts. “But what if they see me?”

“I see you.”

The words slip out, something that hasn’t happened to me… in a long time. He turns to look at me, quizzical.

“What do you mean?”

I don’t say anything. This is too close to a conversation I forbid myself from having with him. One in which confessions are made. How I feel about him. My fear of him getting home. My thoughts on Jessica. The meaning of all that. I’ve already told him what an idiot he is being, dwelling on things that are out of his control. After what we went through with… Stuart… what can be pulling him under like this?

I don’t tell him that what he has become, even if it makes him a killer, to me is a better version of himself. I don’t tell him that I do not regret the lives I have taken, or that I would easily do it again.

I don’t tell him that while I don’t enjoy killing, the victim I used to be is gone, and the new version of me stands a little taller.

So I comfort him as we always have comforted each other. In silence. In being with each other. And eventually, slowly, he tells me about what happened in Mackay. He tells me in fits and starts, often pausing for long minutes, his eyes looking out over the dark blue evening as if the answer resided somewhere in the mountains. But he tells me everything. And he doesn’t cry. But I hear the release all the same. The words breaking a spell that, in a way, he himself cast. And when he’s done we walk back to the house, together, both our steps just a little lighter than before.










It was a surprise, at least for me, the straw that broke my metaphorical camel back. It wasn’t Harlan. It wasn’t Sheila. And I would have figured one or the other would have been it. It wasn’t CD, or Momma Kay, or the gentleness and love that they gave me. And it wasn’t the end of our journey… Jessica… which is what I had always suspected.

The final straw was with Felicia over something trivial.

After our trip outside I walked Harlan upstairs. He squeezed my hand and then fell into the bed. I don’t know if to sleep, or just to be alone, but either way I wasn’t going to travel far. Not just then.

So I sat on the stairs with a book. In full view of everyone who happened to be at the fire. And maybe, because I’m so quiet, they made a common mistake; either I’m mentally deficient, or I don’t listen. 

“She lives, and breathes, and worships this man. I mean, what kind of life is that? How scarred she must be to still want his approval.”

That was the sentence. That was what Felicia said, not meaning to include me but only using me to make a point. 

And there was a pregnant pause, the moment where Cristen and Wren hushed her, glances cast my way. The brief silence as they wait, looking to me to see if I had heard. Felicia doesn’t bother to slow, confident in my inevitable silence. 

“And he’s not even with her. He’s trotting off with the first ray of sunlight for some other woman. But she doesn’t get it. She doesn’t understand.”

A click in my head. The breaking of tenuous glass separating survival and emotion. Before, if there was danger, I’d circle. Trusting my gut, eying Sheila and Theo, making sure my pack saw me before I went in for the kill. But I am on some other plane now, a realm that is pure, raging, recklessness. The heart, I guess.

Fifteen steps to Felicia that I cover in seconds.

“You… Bitch.”

And I grab her by the throat and drive her back against the wall. I push her there and no one stops me, and such is my ferocity that Felicia is completely caught unawares.

“You don’t know who I am! YOU DON’T KNOW WHO WE ARE!” 

And inside of me the rampike shivers, the entryways opening on every level. But not the door that has been barred off. I don’t touch it. I can’t. 

But the fire does. 

The phlegethon consumes me, rippling and roaring and tearing apart my inner sanctuary. The flames of anger sweep through me, engulf me… and burn the motherfucker to the ground. Everything goes to ash and dust in a volcanic instant. And with it, with every wisp of smoke, I hear the voice of the monster telling me not to say a word. “Don’t say a thing, or else you’ll know such suffering as to make all else joy.” Then that too is blown away in a nuclear wind, erased with all else.

“You know nothing of pain. YOU KNOW NOTHING OF SUFFERING!” 

She squirms beneath me, unwilling to meet my eyes and, perhaps, my hands are uncomfortable around her throat. Perhaps painful. Fuck her. This has gone on too long. If I am warped, misshapen, at least my eyes are open. The words flow out of me in a torrent, a deluge that I have no control over.

“You had something stolen. We all did! But now you want to steal from me? From us? Why? WHY?!”

My voice is smooth, gathering strength, growing louder than it ever has been. Freed, once and for all, from the bonds that bound it. Uncertainty gone and with it the pauses and the stuttering.

Silence fills the room but I have no desire to master myself. To show compassion to this woman who so degrades what I have been through. But the anger drops to a whisper, one that fills the room but is still quiet. Intimate. The voice reserved for those people you are about to kill.

“We do not exist without each other. There is no worship, you bitch, there is only fragments pieced together. Stitched by love and trust. And not to be ripped apart by a person such as you. I will kill you if you try.”

Squirms from her, but her eyes are closed. Gasps for breath. Her shoulders hunched, arms locked in front of her. Powerless, hopeless, afraid. The same fear, I realize, as the day she, too, was violated. 

If there was a fire inside me that raged unchecked, seeing Felicia like this is the rain afterwards. She is a victim, as we all are. A demon because she has been demonized. 

I could be looking into a mirror. 

I don’t let go of her. Hell, she’d fall down. But I relax my hold on her throat.

“Our ghosts are our own, Felicia.”

Eventually, after a moment, I feel Theo’s hands on my shoulders. And I step back, and let her breathe, and I feel the huge recess in my soul where my sanctuary has burned away. My past has burned away. Where the good, and the bad, and the indifferent are now nothing but a smoldering depression. The pictures, papers, snapshots of times in my life. A tasseled bike. Steven’s drawing.

Gone.

Only ashes left. Only the dust of memories that had been my lone spots of joy for so long.

And then I look up. Harlan leans over the railing. He doesn’t move to come to me. But his fingers make a fist in front of his face, and then he blows the scraps of his name out into the air, and I would be a fool to not understand. 

“I see you,” I say. 

“I see you, too.”

So easy to be invisible for so long. And I spent most of my life hiding in the in-between area that resides in shadows and mirrors. But surety, if only experienced once, can be a miracle.










Everything changed after that week. Harlan started eating more. Sleeping more. He started smiling again. And I… Well I found my deepest anger. I knew what I could lose and now knew I wouldn’t shy away from protecting it. The divide between that which kept me safe from the world, and that which kept me from truly living in it… Gone. Cold reserve mixed with the heat of… Is it passion? Is it just truth? I don’t know.

But Harlan saw it. And something changed in him as well. Maybe we both needed to be jostled out of our current states of guilt, anger, jealousy. Maybe, just maybe, we were the two people in the world who should know how to live in the moment, but were both too stubborn to do it.

I didn’t end my feud with Felicia. I should have tried to bury the hatchet, but I was so close to something new. Something I hadn’t had before.

So fuck it.

I had wanted to lure Harlan away. I realize that now. I had wanted to keep him from Montana, and whatever awaited him there so that I could keep him to myself.

I realize now that I am along for the ride. 

If he is willing to grant me that, then I will give him his happiness. And, I suppose, I will give myself that same permission.

CD wants me to wear a dress. Stuart wanted me to wear a dress. Felicia would say that women only do that for the pleasure of men. 

I want to wear a dress for Evelyn. A little girl who only wanted for someone to look into her eyes and tell her she was beautiful before she died. And for Harlan. I want that look. I want that look in his eyes before I die, or disappear, or take another road.

Because, I think, only half-lying, that I can take another road now.

If that’s what it comes to.

So I slowly put on makeup, talking into the mirror as if I’m talking to that little girl of Jimmy’s, warning her of too much of this and too much of that… As if this world can have that.

Then I slide out of my thick black pants and three layers of shirts. And I put on a dress. I put on a dress loaned to me, and I do it in spite of Stuart. In spite of CD. In spite of Felicia.

And I walk out to celebrate this holiday with my family. 
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WINTER EQUINOX. JOSEY had campaigned for a new holiday name since we weren’t celebrating Christmas. Or Hanukah. Or Kwanza. “If we are celebrating something new, something for this goddess, shouldn’t it have a name?” I think everyone was on board until he joked, “Clitmas?”

Felicia did not take that one well, and only the intervention of Momma Kay prevented bloodshed.

Almost like a holiday with family.

I try my hand at playing cards. I interact with the others, and spend my time on watch or next to CD listening to old stories. I play with the boy. Brody. I work with people rather than alongside them. 

It helps. It does. I can feel the lessening of tension in the men and women around me. I didn’t know just how much anxiety my angst caused all the others.

But it feels like a sham. Like I’m a bad actor going through the motions. It’s better this way, I know that. But I remember what Mickey said about the downfall. About how he liked it, and how he thought I liked it, too. Depressing to realize he was right. Depressing that I thrive so much on chaos, and fear, and those things that also haunt me in my sleep. 

Josey tries to teach me a new chord on the guitar. An ongoing process that, after almost two weeks, is already doomed for failure. Sheila laughs every time I hit a discordant note, and for some reason the rest of the women find the whole thing entirely too funny. Perhaps it’s the way Josey is teaching me. 

“Don’t use two fingers when one will do, Har.”

I strum listlessly, slowly contorting my fingers to go back and forth between the two chords as Josey improvises a ditty for my dissonant tune. He even tweaks his voice to go off-key with every one of my mistakes. Apparently it’s hilarious. 

I keep at it. Partly to try to get it down so that I can end the lesson for the day. Partly because laughter is rare, and I’ll be the butt of a joke if it means filling this room with a little more warmth.

Gradually the laughter fades away. There is silence. I look up to see everyone staring over my shoulder, eyes wide. Even Josey’s face looks poleaxed, his mouth slightly open and eyebrows arched.

I turn around, almost dropping the guitar. A woman stands in the doorway. A red dress. Hair flowing wild and free down to her shoulders. Freckles almost lost in the blush suffusing her cheeks. But the chin is raised, ever so slightly, calmly taking in the room that has lost its collective voice.

“Beryl?” I manage to croak. And I don’t know why I asked. But apparently it was the right thing to say because a slow smile spreads across her face. A shy, lopsided smile that makes the angel somehow more mortal, and somehow more beautiful.

“Fuckin’ A, Berly, I’d do you,” Sheila says. And for once I’m thankful for her crassness, for it gives me a second to recover. 

Sounds come back into the room. Words are said, although I don’t hear them. The guitar is lifted from my hands and Josey claps me on the shoulder. He says something about getting dressed. 

Suddenly, the day takes on more meaning. As if the holiday had only been a rumor, but suddenly Beryl has cemented it. Taken it to a new level. Josey borrows from Sam and wears a bolo tie and looks every bit the cowboy. There is nothing that would fit Theo except for an old, old Hawaiian shirt of CD’s. It’s hilarious and fitting in both the literal and physical sense.

Sheila wears a man’s blazer with nothing underneath. She says, mockingly, that she’s wearing it to take it back from men and that the new world will have no constrictions on wardrobe. No one says anything.

A shirt is laid out on my bed. And a clean pair of pants. A note from Momma Kay.

A person often meets his destiny on the road he took to avoid it. —Jean de la Fontaine.

It makes me sit down. First, because damn her. Damn her for seeing through me straight to my weakness. And second, because… Well… Quotes from people are a rarity now. In the past something easily found on the internet and pasted into a text truly held little meaning. Now, inscriptions such as these either took time to find, or have been engraved on a person’s heart.

There is something pure, and important, and touching in that.

So I dress in a nice shirt. And I don’t wear a tie, because I still can’t stand things around my neck, and, well, though I can catch the spirit of things… I’m still truculent. But I vow to find a book of poetry and start memorizing.

And then it’s dinner. Early, before we lose light. A spread on the table that is far more bountiful than any of us could have expected, including the cooks. Freshly baked biscuits. Mashed potatoes made by Theo that look to feed thirty. Venison seasoned with too much garlic. 

Things made with love in trying times.

And the moment of silence before we eat is not asked for, but given as we all reflect on past holidays. Past times with families and friends that did not look that much different from the scene in this room today. Sadness and heartache mixing with thankfulness. 

It is uncharted territory, this new holiday that doesn’t have a name. But there is wine, and talk, and laughter. And unity. There is common ground at this deepest point of winter: we aren’t dead yet, we shall prevail.










As uplifting as it is, I can’t wholly enjoy it. I feel too guilty. Cheating is what it was called. Before the downfall. And it seems worse now. I can’t stop looking at Beryl, can’t stop admiring not only her new confidence, her voice, but everything else she has retaken. 

Her body.

Her confidence.

Her desirability.

Cheating.

It’s the last thing I have. Nobility. I am an errant knight, a Don Quixote, battling windmills perhaps, but I am an arrow pointed true.

Or am I?

She is so beautiful. And I’m so in tune with her. Every look, every glance, every comment. I know how she feels, and she knows me, too.

And a new, different proximity. Walls are down. A dare, of sorts, and now I don’t know how to react. Nobility has its limits, I guess.

I leave. I flee. Lest I become something I hate even more.

Down the path in the dark. The cold a hard slap after the warmth of the fire, the warmth of all the people. Of her.

Down to the creek and then along it, to the treeline and then up the hill. Breath misting in the dim light. Stillness. Cold. 

Isolation.

An exhalation let out into the frosty world. An inconsequential breath, so much less important than that which is taking place in the cabins.

A crunch. A stumble. Another dozen steps. 

I knew she’d come.

 I turn, a hand up, ready to say the sad words I’d need to say. But it’s Sheila, still only partially clothed, a bottle in hand and a scowl on her face.

“Sheila?”

She doesn’t say anything until she gets close to me. A pull on the bottle that she hands to me before, “the fuck’s your problem?”

I sip. “What do you mean?”

She takes the bottle back from me. “You disrespect me with another lie I’ll take your head off. Got me?”

I nod. I’ve heard this tone of voice with her only twice. So yes, I do what she says.

“So… The fuck’s your problem?”

I sigh. “It’s complicated, I have—”

“A child. And someone you think you love.” It rankles me the way she says ‘think.’ 

She takes a swig and then passes the bottle back to me. Then ups the end with hard fingers until I actually drink.

“What is betrayal?” She asks. I don’t answer. I can’t. I don’t want to say. “There’s many kinds. There’s cheating,” she says, and she spreads her arms out wide so that the blazer slips off her breasts. A laugh when I look away, followed by a heavy sigh. Then a tone from her I’ve never heard before. “You’ve murdered, Har. Killed.”

“Yeah, so fucking what?”

She stares at me like I’m an idiot. “But you pretend like you don’t love this bitch. It’s happened. Same as the people that have died. That you’ve killed. Life happens. To pretend otherwise if fucked up. And sad. Cause both of you need to get laid.”

“But…”

She waits. The worst kind of derision from Sheila. But after a minute she takes the bottle back, a form of relenting. “Mickey loved someone else. Before me. During me. Would I trade a minute with him? Never. There was time before all of this to worry about such stupid shit. To make a big deal out of everything, to find other people who cared about such fucking bullshit. But now… Now we have a responsibility to be better than that.”

“What do you mean?”

A hand grabs my face. Makes me look at her. “You’ve already committed the crime. It was there when I met you and it’s third degree now. Tomorrow you might die, or she will. Stop living in the past. Embrace this, for fuck’s sake.”

I listen. And then drink again. And then we both stand in silence. Both thinking back on the words and how they pertain to each of us. It’s almost funny, getting this kind of pep talk from Sheila. Almost. But if anyone knows anything about holding onto things that are beyond you or your control, I suppose it would be her. 

A crunch of snow. Two forms walk toward us, a giant and a wisp. 

“You guys okay?”

Sheila laughs at Theo’s question. “Yeah, we’re just looking for a good place to go sledding.”

“Really?” 

She grabs his arm and starts to lead him back up to the house. “Yeah, but then we found out we don’t have a sled, and we’re out of whiskey…”

Beryl and I stand alone. A new tension between us. Hesitancy and expectation and guilt filling the ten foot gap between us. 

“You’re so beautiful.” And it’s true. Even now, a heavy coat over her red dress and the hat pulled low over her ears, she’s gorgeous. 

“You’re not so bad yourself.”

And we smile small smiles and she comes and stands next to me, small snowflakes dusting our faces and dancing across eyelids.

I put my arms around her and hold her. The way I held her when we made our first escape from Camelot. An embrace that borders on desperate. And it’s returned, her hands gripping my back with strength and intensity, her body shaking from maybe something more than the frigid air.

A cold nose on my ear. Her breath, warm, on the hollow of my neck. And then my head is drooping, cheek sliding on cheek as our mouths find each other. 

Chapped, dry lips from too many days in the cold. Nervous energy. Jitters. As if this was not just our first kiss but the first kiss ever. 

Perfect.

We draw closer together, her hands coiling in my hair as I draw her in by the small of her back. A gentleness that is slowly escalating into something more. Breath coming in gasps. Bodies melding together, pressing more and more tightly.

Then she takes a step back. “Harlan.”

I know what she wants to know. Is this going to be something I regret? Is this something I don’t want to do?

“I love you Berly.”

“I love you, too. But…”

I shake my head. “I can’t keep living with what ifs. It’s not fair. It’s not… right.”

The crime has already been committed.

“I don’t know what the future holds. But… I want you in it. And I don’t… What?”

She is smiling at me. A shy smile. And in the darkness I don’t see the tears, but I see a hand brush her cheek, and then she grabs my hand. Holds it in silence.

And we stand there with nothing but the stars and the north wind for witness. The darkness holding us still as the words sink into us, as we imagine what this decision will do to our future. 

Our future.

Then she takes me up by the main house, stopping to pick up a couple sticks of firewood that she stacks into my arms. Then she leads me to the bunkhouse. Unused all winter. Shuttered and closed off. But unlocked.

The place is dusty. And cold. And small. And full of a musty smell of pine and wool and stale air. We fumble around the dark room, kneeling together in front of the fireplace. A slow process, this fire. A curling of old newspaper and the sparks catching the small kindling slowly fed from one hand or another. It starts to die out before it has even begun, and only by gentle breaths is Beryl able to coax the flame to stick around. 

A crackle. Sticks popping. And suddenly the room is awash with a dim light. Beryl stands and leaves the room. I hear drawers being open in what must be the bedroom. I gaze around our sparse quarters. Two chairs facing the fireplace. A dresser. A table. No pictures. I guess that they would let the campers adorn the cabin in their own way. Comforting, in a way, that this place has no history to it. Or at least at first glance.

She returns with a stack of blankets that she arranges on the floor in front of the fire. 

“Like our first night… Out.” I say. And she smiles and nods. I’m glad that bringing up the past is okay. Better than okay. It’s nice to sit next to her and slowly let the fire warm us, thinking on that day so long ago when we slept on the floor of a hotel rather than in a bed. 

Nothing has changed, and so much.

We sit close. And hold hands. And occasionally I kiss the tips of her fingers until warmth has finally returned to them. And then we stretch out. Lying on our sides facing each other. Slowly tracing the lines of her chin as her fingers trace the swirl of scars on my neck. A pause as she looks into my eyes, one last moment in which she seeks permission to trespass. Her fingers push the top button of my shirt open.

Come here.

It’s a slow, almost tortuous process of removing each other’s clothes. The urge to rip them off, tear them to shreds, only held back by the desire to relish each moment. To not rush this tenuous act. 

I unzip the back of her dress, but I don’t take it off. She does. She sits up and peels the dress up and over her head, a proud, stubborn smile on her face as she stands above me. I pull her back down into the blankets. Hands exploring each others bodies with no boundaries, no hesitations. The fire between us burning twice as hot because it’s not only fueled by love, by lust, but by this final victory over that which has almost destroyed us. We fully open ourselves up to each other, embracing this moment in time for what it is. 
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IT’S DARK IN the room. But lit, somehow, for I can see Jessica’s face. Shadowed though, only a glint of eyes and straw-colored hair and the set of a mouth. Everything else is…dim. Blurred. Seen but not seen. I can see the pride, the resolve in her, though I cannot see any features. I feel it.

There is a sense of urgency. I feel the need to look behind me. I feel like there is a door open, somewhere, that I desperately need to close.

“There is no other way?” She asks me.

I look down at the knife in my hand. I shake my head. What am I doing here? 

She gives a laugh. A laugh of someone who laughs at most things because… why not? “It’s okay. We have to do what we have to do.” 

We do.

I turn around, scan the room behind me. A wall, with no door. No opening. But I heard footsteps. I’m positive I heard footsteps. 

“You had better hurry.”

I turn around and then I’m above her. Knife cold in my hand. So cold. An icicle dagger that is hard to grip. Hurry. Hurry up. I raise it above my head.

I wake up. A jolt that twitches my whole body. Harlan stirs next to me and I instinctively freeze, hoping that he’ll slip back into slumber. He does.

I disentangle myself from him and the blankets and walk, naked, into the bathroom. It’s cold. The fire has long been gone. But I don’t wish to wrap up again. Don’t wish to put clothes on. Don’t wish to cover up. That would be a return to what was before, and I do not want that so soon. 

A small window makes the room brightly lit, the glow from outside reflected off the large mirror on the wall and made to feel brighter by all the white porcelain. 

I stare at myself. Blue threads of veins on skin so pale. So pale. Skin that hasn’t seen the sun in a long time. Years. A small pink strip of scar tissue on my wrist. A crescent moon of purple scarring on my thigh. The bristle of hair around the long scar on my head. 

Scars everywhere. 

But I look young. Younger than I thought I would. And I look… Happy. 

Then where did that dream come from?

I have harbored a certain amount of jealousy, of dread, regarding Jessica. This is the first time it has manifested itself as violence. Violence, even if it was just a dream. Just a dream. It was just a dream.

I’m dreaming again, so much. Maybe that’s it. I don’t have my sanctuary, I don’t have a place to hide from the malignancies found in my head. Maybe this is natural. Maybe everyone here is troubled by the things offered to them by their subconscious in the night. Maybe that’s why we all have trouble sleeping. 

Or maybe this is something worse.

I would never do that. Would I? 

I stare at the woman in the mirror and know the answer, and am relieved. I pad back down the hall and crawl back under the covers, cuddling as close to him as I can. My hands are so cold.










Gifts are exchanged. It is a holiday after all. But we don’t sit together in the same room and watch each other tear the presents open. I don’t think most are wrapped, anyways. Besides, Josey can’t resist riling up Felicia. The new argument is whether this new year is year one, or if we continue to go from the old date.

Instead, gifts are either hidden for singular moments, or suddenly presented in a gleeful ambush.

Some of the presents are big. Sam, surprisingly, gives Josey a horse. I had known that they had kindled a friendship, even knew that Josey had found joy in working with the animals. But this… I don’t tell Har. Not yet. I don’t want to tell him that Josey won’t be coming with us, not until the right moment. 

Theo gives me a pair of boots. Well, he gives me my boots back, ones that had gone missing a couple weeks ago. Apparently he enlisted the help of Cristen and they stitched a place for a knife into the inside of each, with a new one already sitting sheathed in the left.

Sheila gets a homemade pair of dog tags. Heated and beaten and reshaped from the lids off of canned goods, and uneven lettering spelling out her name. A simple chain. An idea spearheaded by Josey but something we all took part in.

She almost cries and I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so pissed. She wears them proudly. A little too proudly, most days, and I heard Momma Kay ask her to cover up a bit when Brody is around. 

Pike gets overloaded with antlers and bones and bits of rope tied in knots. He puts them on his pile of blankets in the corner and proudly surveys his kingdom.

I have stones. Scavenged from the lee by the barn where the snow hasn’t yet drifted. Or from digging by the creek. Or in the shelter of the trees. And one bartered for, traded even though Momma Kay said she’d give it to me for free. 

Stones for our pockets. Something in the story that Harlan told us about his dad resonated, I know, with all of us. 

I thought it would be something simple, and nice. And I ignored the selfish part of me that thought about how they would always have something with them to remind them of me. To tether this family together. 

We won’t be easily broken apart.

I’ve thought that before, though.

So there is a small white rock with a brown ring for Theo. And a rock that turns a dark shade of red when wet for Sheila. And a chunk of quartz for Josey. 

But for Har… I had recognized it immediately. The cloudy green sphere. Bright, because of the color, but dim. As if the green had captured memories or thoughts and held them within. An emerald without the gleam.

A beryl.

I was able to get a simple leather thong from Sam, and I made a necklace. Straightforward. But reliable. Too many knots, probably. But I want to be sure. It’s going to hang by his heart, after all.

I knew Har didn’t have any gifts. Too long he had drifted in his fugue, his misery. Too long he had drifted from room to room, ignoring the goings on around him. 

It doesn’t matter.

He is my gift.

His eyes narrow when I hand it to him, and he doesn’t quite know what to say.

“It’s… really beautiful.”

And he smiles at me, perplexed because he is empty handed. 

“Stop it, you idiot.” I don’t have to say more. 

“What… What kind of stone is it?”

“It’s beryl,” I say, and I emphasize the pronunciation. 

He looks up at me, a confused smile on his face. “That’s kind of like your name.”

“It’s what I apparently was named after.”

I can’t help but laugh at the shock and worry that cascades across his face. 

“Wait, I’ve been pronouncing your name wrong? This whole time? Why didn’t you say anything? Why didn’t—”

I kiss him to shut him up. Something that, just weeks ago, I wouldn’t have been able to do. Wouldn’t have dared to do. Couldn’t do. 

“I’m Beryl, the way you say it. That… That is your gift to me.”

He looks pleased and ashamed, and so happy that I have to help him put it on. I tell him it’s also a stone to take with him everywhere. “Like your dad always did.” 

We just hug for a long time after that. 










Two weeks later CD passes away. It’s not surprising to anyone. He had been failing in one capacity or another all winter. Only his spirits rising higher, even as his memory deserted him and his stamina was sapped away by the cold. 

He is found in his rocking chair, looking out his favorite window, a smile on his face. 

With all the deaths that have taken place in this downfall, his hurts the least.

His body is wrapped in canvas and put in the loft of the barn to be buried once the ground has thawed. And we sit around the fire and our group listens to the crying, and the laughing, and the stories of this man that clearly meant so much to this place.

Brody has a lot of questions. I think explaining a death brought about by age and hardship is, in a way, more difficult to understand than everyone “getting sick.” He wants to know why he didn’t see it happening. He asks why for everything. Truth and a new religion aren’t covering it. Not in his head.

Felicia says some bullshit. And so does Momma Kay. Which is surprising. But it’s Sheila who takes him out for a walk that ends in the barn. It’s Sheila who strips everything of its protective covering, and its she who sits with him as he cries. And hugs him, as she does. Before looking for someone else to take over. 

And Brody is better for it. And everyone is surprised, most of all Sheila, how often he seeks her out. Truth, harsh that it is, is what we crave. 

Most of us.

I see it. And I share it. But the weather is getting warmer. The time for traveling will be here before we know it. Before I am ready. So even though I desperately want to know what hard truth waits for us at the end of our journey, I spend my nights wishing winter would never end.
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PIKE CAPERS AROUND the yard, stick held high in the air and feet high-stepping, the silver of the whistle at his throat flashing in the few rays of sun rebellious enough to make themselves known. I pretend to make a move for him and he races away, shaking the stick back and forth vigorously before slipping on a patch of ice and wiping out. I laugh and, embarrassed, Pike races down the hill, appearing moments later from the other side of the house, still in a dead sprint. He nips at me as he goes by, chastising me for laughing, before returning to his stick. 

I always wanted a dog. I had a foster family when I was eight that lived in Orange County, and they had a yard that was the envy of the neighborhood. It might as well have been a small park. Perfectly manicured with a small rock path that made a trail around ash trees and along perfectly trimmed hedges. Two Jacaranda trees next to the road that erupted in beautiful purple blossoms that fell in a ticker-tape parade for whomever happened to be walking by. Landscapers came by twice a week to weed, and sculpt, and mow, and check for beetles.

“A dog would ruin the yard.”

That was the response the first time, and every time I asked for a pet after that. But that wasn’t the only reason. The irony, I suppose, of an orphan thinking she had the knowledge to care for another creature… And they already had their hands full with me. 

In a lot of ways I felt like the yard. Pampered and cleaned. Made to look pretty. My teeth cleaned as often as the hedges were trimmed. Hair scissored away while the grass was cut. And neighbors would say how good we looked. How wholesome. 

But I never got to play. Never got to dig a hole, or throw sticks, or climb in the trees. 

The neighbor did have a dog, though. And would let me come say hi as long as one of my foster parents came too. He was a nervous guy with a ponytail. Nervous unless it came to his dog. Then it was a show of mastery.  Jerks on the leash. Swats if he didn’t sit fast enough. His voice rising ever so slightly to threaten the poor thing with future retribution if it didn’t perform properly. 

I remember being angry at the dog the first time it growled at me. I couldn’t understand it, not after I had shown it kindness. Brought it treats and petted it and given it love. I didn’t realize that the only time it got beat up was when I, or someone, came to visit. 

It was sad at that place. The whole neighborhood was a show of attempted control. Mastery over a dog or mastery of a palatial yard. Putting order into their lives. I don’t know if it’s a thing only men do, or if women do it in their own ways. I assume they do. Perhaps women try to control what affects them, while men feel the need to control things. Dogs. Yards. People. 

Me.

Perhaps that’s just the way a man’s brain works.

I don’t seek control over anything. I know that control, true control, doesn’t exist. The only thing that is in your realm to regulate is how you feel about things. How things affect you. There is no way to actually dominate, or master, chaos. Only how you feel about it.

For me, death happened. Killing happened. Stuart… happened. I wish some of those things, most events in my life, hadn’t transpired.

But it brought me here. A morning to throw a stick and watch Pike run and romp. He’s still uncertain sometimes. A yell, or someone backing out of their chair too quickly can send him seeking shelter. Or growling. Or doing both. He is unchained. Unmastered. Unfettered and free. 

But still bound by the past. Hell, so am I. 

I choose to be thankful that I learned these lessons. That I, we, are still alive.

It’s all how you look at things.

Winter is in decay. A harsh mistress grown tired of tormenting the land. Occasional bouts of petty snow, winds that lash us for a few hours. Maybe a day. But now the air has a warmth to it. The dismal grey skies evaporating to show chalky blue. 

The end is near. A brightness to Harlan’s eyes as he moves about the ranch. The knowledge that, for good or ill, the time is quickly approaching that he will finally have the answers to his future. 

It will be a relief for all of us. Closure, in a way. 

For whom?

I throw the stick for Pike and watch him gallivant around the hill, a victory lap for him, and him only. Times like these remind of Dancing Ghost. A comfort in being in your own skin. The knowledge that these simple moments are the ones to be relished. I don’t know if he taught me that, or if Pike just made me realize it. Or maybe it’s just something everyone knows, and ignores.

It’s how you look at things.

Perspective might be my new favorite word.

Theo comes out of the house and sits next to me, large arms wrapped around himself and heavy, quick breaths as if he’d just plunged into a pool of cold water. We sit in silence for awhile, taking turns throwing the stick for Pike, who is now more interested in eating and rolling in snow than fetching.

“You okay?” He says. I turn to look at him in surprise, although I don’t say anything. I may have my voice back, but it’s hard not to use silence. It’s a different way of speaking, I guess.

“You just…” He waves his hand around. “My Mama always used to go sit outside. Just at night, right after we had dinner. She used to sit outside and we knew that she wanted to be alone. But it always bothered me, I guess.” He shifts uncomfortably, reaching out to push Pike around before continuing. “I asked her once. She said we spend so much time listening and seeing other people that sometimes we forget to listen to ourselves. She said she was out of practice, and it took her a long time to hear the little voice that told her what she needed to hear.”

I don’t know what to make of this. But I know I need to listen to my brother. I guess, sometimes, people ask you if you’re okay so they can check up on themselves.

“I didn’t know that she was suffering,” he says. “I didn’t know that she had been hooked on drugs for a long time. And that she quit cold turkey. I didn’t know because I didn’t listen.”

He pauses then, and I know the story isn’t over and he knows the story isn’t over, but we sit on a snowy hill watching a dog show off for awhile. And we both are cold and both pretend that we aren’t. Like siblings do, I would think. I don’t know how old he is. I think it doesn’t matter. He sees me as the younger sister and I am oh too happy to be that to him. Even feeling as old as I do.

“I ain’t a good noticer,” he finally says. “I never was. Unless someone shook something in front of me, I’d never notice. But I think I’m better at it now.”

And there is nothing to do after someone says that, but to take their hand and hold it and watch a creature run and jump and be the epitome of joy. Even with my voice back, even not cringing at a physical touch, as much… I would have nothing to say. 
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MEMORY IS A funny thing. A blessing, in many ways. Practical. A way for us to evolve. To take a situation and adapt to make a different response. Really, all we are is a summation of our mistakes and how we handle them. Beryl says that I’m a leader because of this. Not because I’ve made the mistakes, but because I am so willing to make them again. I don’t understand her, really. But I know I trust people more than she does. Or I want to trust. So maybe that’s it. Because trust, if I’m being honest, is the most precious mineral ever mined, the raw ore that is used to form friendship, faith, love.

Memory. A good thing. A way to adapt. And a censor. We say time heals all things. Heals. We find ways to forget. Or to dismiss. Or to regulate. Our memory protects us. It stitches a story together that makes everything worthwhile. And it’s not always the truth. I can dredge up memories with my father that aren’t wholesome. With my mother, too. My sister. With Jessica. But those fragments quickly erode after a short time. The pieces that stick are those that have something positive to them. Or you die, I suppose. Crawl into a bottle or work yourself to death. I wonder if I had been headed that way. 

There was a question floating around on social media for awhile, back before all this. A weekly poll asking what your choice would be given two distinct situations. They were always ludicrous, but then again, ludicrous is the only thing we had time for. 

The one that stuck with me was ‘would you rather… live forever… or know everything?’

I had always thought living forever was the best answer. You could learn everything that was worth learning. What I didn’t understand at the time was just how horrible it would be to never die. Which is funny, because we fear death so much. But I’ve wanted to die, and I’m in my twenties. How could I possibly stay sane for a millennium?

Perhaps I’m a step closer to the latter part of the question.

Memory… 

So I remember all that has happened to me. Too well. But more than ever Beryl is featured at the forefront. And I remember Jessica. And there is nothing bad, though I know there was. I remember the fights. I remember not understanding what was wrong, and I remember being mad for no reason at all. Hell, I remember hating working for her dad. I remember long hours and shitty jobs. But now, looking back, it was the simplest, most honest time in my life. It was a job that I did, and I did well. It was a time that was simple. And wonderful.

That’s it. Everything else is just words.

Childlike, in remembering it that way. But maybe we put too much pressure on ourselves to alter our state of being. Maybe we feel that if we aren’t progressing we are failing. Some people get it. Some people get depressed. 

I wish I was the former.

Ranch work, even in the dead of winter, is invigorating. Physical labor does something that eases the soul. Maybe it’s just progress that is seen and felt. Maybe it’s the exhaustion afterwards. Maybe it’s a connection formed with other men, or with beasts, or with the land itself.

I remember working with Jessica’s dad. Content to work his ranch, to farm and trade his crops and his hay for other goods. I don’t think the man would ever have actually dealt with money if he could have avoided it. And it was quite the transgression to bring up taxes.

He knew my dad, in the way that dads know other dads of kids their age. Nods and smiles and maybe a handshake. The profession. Nothing important. He said something about respecting my father, and that he was sorry to hear about his passing.

He said those things, but it was plain he didn’t like me. Though he was kind to me out of respect. He probably figured Jessica had brought home a wounded bird. He probably figured that after a little time I’d fly away. 

Definitely not build a nest.

Funny to think of myself through his eyes. Especially now. 

Especially now. 

I asked for a job helping him out. Baling hay. Hauling goods. Whatever he needed. His daughter made him say yes. His distaste for me made him work me to the bone in an effort to get me to quit.

He didn’t know how stubborn I could be.

Especially then. I relished it. I wasn’t afraid of failure. And I wanted, more than anything, to outlast him. To win this little game. And then rub his nose in it for disliking me.

Broken blisters. Long days. It turned into respect. On both sides, I think.

Which didn’t mean he wanted me for his daughter. But he liked me otherwise. Always inviting me to stay for dinner then running me off before dessert.

He liked whiskey, that man. Didn’t touch anything else. And at the time I marveled at what I thought was discipline. He’d drink half a bottle with me some nights, the days we had put in sixteen hours. And then he’d be up four hours later and would work another day.

It wasn’t discipline. It was love.

He loved his land. He loved what it gave him. Not prosperity. Not food on his table.

Peace. A purpose. He always equated working his land to the first cow he milked. “You don’t neglect her, you don’t rush her, but you club her when she’s stubborn.”

Love.

The man was happy with his life. Had probably always been happy. I marveled at that more than anything. I didn’t know, then, that there were people like that. People who didn’t question or wonder or second guess every last thing. That were content to be. 

I chop wood this cold morning. We are running low, and for the last week we’ve let the fire burn out at night. Pain in the ass to get it started in the morning, and we’re already out of kindling.

Thwack.

It’s soft, the tarp had been pulled back by the wind to let a swath of snow make a home. My axe sinks into the wood and sticks, taking four or five swings to finally break it apart. Fucking wet wood. It’ll still burn, given time inside. Just sucks to chop. But I relish it. The work. The hardship. The sweat and toil and the blocks laid out in front of me.

I think I get him now. Jessica’s dad. A life where you get to see what you work for. Where the job makes food and you make children and you teach them that same craft. A cycle.

It bothers me now to think about how many jobs people had where they never got to see the results. Never got to hold a product in their hand that they knew was integral to survival. Instead it was money you didn’t see made for faceless bosses.

No wonder we were so depressed.

For the first time I wonder if Jessica’s father survived. Hell, he probably wouldn’t have noticed anything amiss at first, he was always content to be alone on his land. He would definitely be prepared, though. Food stocked and a backup generator in the shed. And guns. The man was an avid hunter. A fisherman. The quintessential Montana conservative. 

Funny to think about those labels. Those divisions that we created amongst ourselves. My mother was a democrat. But I don’t think she’d struggle any more than Jessica’s dad in this new environment. 

To be liberal in Montana was to be a moderate conservative in every other state. A liberal in Montana most likely still believed in guns… Just not assault rifles. A liberal in Montana probably still supported the death penalty. A liberal in Montana really didn’t mean anything much because it meant something different everywhere else. Which was so… liberal of it.

My mother was…

Is…

The most caring, loving person I know.

I made friends with stragglers. With kids who didn’t know if dinner was going to be there when they got home. One step above riffraff, but well-spoken and courteous, too. I’ll always remember them throwing rocks, or snowballs, at my window to get me to sneak out. I’ll also remember my father painstakingly setting up a volleyball court in our yard for a family reunion. Measuring angles, painting lines, trimming the lilac bush. We were a competitive bunch… I remember my friends coming over and, upon seeing it, demanding to play. I remember two of them that would keep spiking the ball down the hill and into the garden. And the ten minutes it would take them to retrieve the ball and come back.

That was their dinner.

Only a week later my mother was making stews and casseroles and lamenting the fact that she’d have to throw this out if no one stayed and ate it.

I wonder if she’s taken in any other survivors. 

Share if you can share. An ideal never spoken, just done.

And it was ever present in our lives. I remember being embarrassed by our compost heap. Egg shells and coffee grounds and leftover food. Gathered and put into our garden to help next years seedlings. For some reason it was worse than hanging our laundry out to dry by the road, my underwear a banner for every passing person to laugh at.

How I miss it now. 

I imagine my mother, gun in hand, hanging clothes. Fertilizing the garden. I imagine, when I’m in a good place, that nothing has really changed at my home. 

But there I go again. Whenever I picture my home, it’s the fall. The best part of the year. Cool temperatures and days slowly getting shorter. Restful. Peaceful. I always see it like that. Perhaps because I can’t bear to imagine my loved ones locked in this winter. A dark path, worrying if they had enough heat, or food, and if…

Better to see it like this.

Better to be hopeful.

Especially now that the sun has cracked through the cheerless grey layer. The stranglehold of cold broken. It’s still winter, but it has lost its power. Every day is a day closer to us leaving. The snowy tide ebbing, receding slowly from windows and doors. 

I’m packed. Beryl is packed. I don’t know about the others. But I’m not surprised when Josey seeks me out. The slight limp that gives him a swagger. As if he’s been riding that horse for too long. 

“You’re not coming.”

He exhales a held in breath. “No. I’m sorry.”

I clap him on the shoulder. “Why are you sorry? I’m happy for you. I am. And you’re close. We might still see each other again.”

I’m gladdened to find that I’m not lying. Weird, having optimism. 

“It’s just, they can really use me here. There’s so many animals. And—”

“Josey. I understand.”

He nods and looks at his hands. “You guys saved my life. You ever need anything… If you don’t… If things don’t… Just come here if you need help. Or a place.” 

I know what he means and what he’s afraid to say. It makes our handshake that much more firm, and that much more sad. 










Sheila roundly cusses Josey out for staying. Loudly wondering how he can stay with a bunch of “flat-chested twats chasing cows all day.” That he had been spending time alone with Jacqueline isn’t brought up. That he’s happy here isn’t brought up. That, though they had only sought comfort with each other, at least as far as I knew, this could seem like another man deserting her… isn’t brought up. 

They get drunk together that night and are fine the next day. Well, Sheila seems fine. I’ve never seen a man so hungover as Josey.

Theo cries. Just a bit. Loudly professing, “I didn’t use to be a crier.” Then he crushes Josey in a hug that, in his hungover state, looks like it could prove messy for the both of them.

“We aren’t leaving yet,” I say. And I grimace at how subdued my voice sounds. That I have to try to put a damper on things. 

Truth is, I’m scared to leave. Scared to leave this haven where I gave up control. Where I could live day by day. Where Beryl and I…

I trudge down the hall to Momma Kay’s office. I rap twice and then enter. She’s writing on a piece of paper, so I wait to let her finish. She’s always tallying, always making plans. Preparing for the future. Always a caretaker. A camp for kids in years before, a ranch for survivors the next. 

“What can I do for you, Har?”

It’s a genuine question, not a way of opening up a conversation. She wants to know how she can help. How she can give more. 

“Karen—”

“Momma Kay. How many times I got to remind you?”

I can’t help but smile. “Momma Kay, you’ve given us so much. I want to know if there’s anything I can do.”

“Before you leave?”

“Before we leave.”

She eyes me, and I’m surprised to think that she seems sad. “You’re doing better than you were. You’ve even put on a few pounds.”

Ever the mother.

“Yes. I… I’m sorry about… How I was when I got here.”

“Don’t be.” She pulls the papers from her desk and puts them in a drawer before coming over to sit on the bench next to me. “I wouldn’t have let you stay if you hadn’t been the way you were.”

“What do you mean?”

She pats my hand and then holds it, the way that some people, the real givers in life, can do. A physical touch that is just comfort, nothing else. “You did bad things. Not hard to tell. If you weren’t wrecked some way or another then you wouldn’t have been someone I’d have wanted wintering with us.”

I don’t know how to respond so I look at the floor while she holds my hand. I’m touched. And… Heartened. Validated in the smallest of ways.

“You want to know if you can do anything? Just remember this place. Keep it in your heart.”

“Oh, of course, I could never—”

“No. I’m not talking about that. I’m saying… You need balance in your life. Remember that it’s winter for others out there, too. Whether that means giving death, or giving life, it’s up to your heart. But live with it. Don’t let it poison you.”










An odd procession takes shape. A line of horses carrying our gear. Sam at the head with Josey, both riding. To lead and to scout. Felicia and Cristen with guns. Felicia is nothing but scowls, though I can tell she’s pleased to be escorting us away from her home. Pike is fretful with all the packing, sensing a change from his days of comfort. Or just distressed at the pile of bones and antlers he’s leaving behind.

Momma Kay, Wren, Jacqueline, and Brody stand on the hill. They raise hands in farewell as we go by, Brody waving his little toy man at me. I doff my spectacles in return. We share one last smile. Jane stands at a window, only waving when we’re almost out of sight. Wren told me that Jane had wanted to come with us, but she had talked her out of it. Wren seemed to think we would be coming back, anyways. 

Maybe.

A six mile walk down a road that’s showing asphalt. Mostly. Stubborn ice and snow make it a patchwork of whites and blacks and dirty brown. The horses hate it and Sam makes sure we go slow. 

Gods, this is hard.

Suddenly released, it’s hard to move at a snail pace. Hard not to race ahead. Hard not to rue the day going by so quickly as we move so slowly.

Six miles. That’s it. But already late afternoon. Six fucking miles. All it takes until we enter a small farmstead and find a truck. A black extended cab that is fairly new beneath all the grime. It doesn’t start. But Sam opens his pack and pulls out a bottle. “Additives. You’ll still be lucky.”

It doesn’t start after he’s poured the bottle into the tank and he wordlessly pops the hood and begins to examine the battery. “Gonna be a bit.”

His way of telling us not to hover. We walk towards the farmhouse. My eyes scan the windows, the curtains. The door that’s slightly ajar. It’s not hard to tell that no one wintered here. A lack of tracks to match the lack of firewood. No smoke. The windows covered in mud and grime. A million small, tell-tale signs that the place is deserted.

But my gun is up. Sheila stalks next to me. And I don’t need to turn to see Theo and Beryl circling around back. 

Old habits die hard. Or, old habits make it hard to die. I don’t know if I’m relieved that we have snapped back into our old caution, or that it’s lamentable that we will always be this wary. Always fearful.

We don’t need anything from the home. Our bags are packed with more than enough food, some canned, some homemade. We have water. We have good clothes. But still we loiter after we clear the house. Sheila, especially, seems to find a certain satisfaction in trying to find the story of the former inhabitants. I think I do, too. Maybe it feels like giving comfort, in a way, to acknowledge to these ghosts that their passing did not go unremarked.

I think I would want someone to know that I had once lived, even if it was a stranger.

A table is set, complete with place settings and napkins, as if they had begun setting up for a dinner party. Or always wanted to be ready to entertain. Dusty china next to the knives and spoons now tarnished. The windows are open, the screens ripped and torn partially away, the remaining parts covered in mud and bird shit. The floor is wet and moldy and stale. There are small pellets of rodent poop and the droppings of something bigger. But I can imagine this room as it was in the summer time of years past, and it feels like a nice home. If some places are haunted by times of horror, of murder, or fear and injustice, so too must houses hold onto love and kindness. There is a warmth in this room that is untouched by the decay.

Lines are drawn by the door, making me pause on my way out. The classic measuring stick of children, marked every year on Christmas Eve. Todd and Julie, inscribed with a mother’s patient hand but for one year, when Todd was six and I’m not sure about Julie, when they wrote the date and names themselves. I shouldn’t, but I look at the first notches. The year when they were first measured at age one. Todd was shorter than his sister. Both so incredibly small. 

Beryl comes and takes my hand and stands with me. Patient. Waiting just as I did when she would retreat into her mind. The storm doesn’t go away, but sometimes all you need is a tree to lean on.
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I AM THE best kind of liar.

At least I used to be. And I don’t know if that is a skill that one loses. Or gains. Lying. Like acting. I can’t imagine that a well established dramatist would one day be unable to summon a mask of any kind. Or that a master poker player would suddenly turn into an open book.

Like riding a bike.

But knowledge changes things. Time changes things. Monsters change things.

I am the best kind of liar because… Well, the best liar, the very best, the most talented of all liars in the whole world, they become this because they have deceived the person that is the most difficult in the universe. 

Themselves.

As a liar to other people I think I was fairly commonplace. I’d lie and think I got away with it, but they knew, and didn’t care. Or didn’t want to embarrass me. Or it simply wasn’t a lie that was worth their time. 

Or I’d lie and get caught and blame someone else for giving me away. Not my story. Not my face.

Not my words.

But I was good at lying to myself. From why I hadn’t been adopted to why I was put in foster care in the first place. An amalgamation of too much imagination mixed with despair. The only way to make sense of my world, without succumbing to the sheer harshness of it, was to deceive myself about it.

I don’t know what was true. What was my emotional smokescreen and my imagined distress, and what were the actual events…

I’d like to think that my memories, like most stories, have a kernel of truth. I remember hating Ruth, my case manager. For her name, and her demeanor, and her ruthlessness which was always what I thought of when I heard her name. But I think she actually wanted the best for me. Even after the window incident. And the late night phone calls from distressed foster parents. And the six times that I ran away.

I remember stealing from a family. Because I wanted to get caught. To be grounded. To establish the permanence that was family. And I remember screaming at Ruth when I was branded a thief. And unfit. And too disengaged. Too distant.

I think… 

Or did she yell at me?

Like I said, I was an excellent liar.

Stuart changed that. For a long time I held onto the lies. And when I recognized the truth of my situation, I almost died.

But it was better to see the truth. So I don’t lie to myself anymore.

Now I just lie to Harlan.

And if I’m honest with myself, as I always am now… I hate it.

But I can’t stop.

“Har, everything is… it’s going to be fine.”

More than an hour of Sam tinkering under the hood. Bottles emptied into the gas tank. Steel wool cleaning the corroded heads of the battery… The truck starts, but the revving is uneasy, almost unnatural. A guttural wheezing of a disgruntled creature.

“She ain’t gonna last.” Sam slams the hood shut and wipes his fingers on his handkerchief. “Bad gas. Don’t push her.”

“Bad gas?” Har asks. Theo giggles and Sam casts him a deadpan look.

“Starts to go bad once exposed to air. Batteries head south too, especially with…” He trails off, giving a heavy sigh. “You’ll be lucky to get another one.”

A moment of silence as we consider his words. The realization that this might be the last car we drive… Ever. To think of just how different our world will continue to be. Another nail in the coffin of a bygone time. 

“Take care of yourselves.” And with a tip of his hat Sam turns around and starts to head back. A nice gesture from a man such as him. Knowing that more words would be a waste.

Felicia and Sheila look like they want to have parting words. Slowly strolling past each other, waiting to be provoked. Both seem disappointed when nothing happens. Theo offers Felicia a handshake, one that she reluctantly returns. But she doesn’t look at Har. And only the briefest of glances at me, an unreadable look in her eyes.

Cristen hugs all of us, and I have to smile at Sheila’s scowl as she suffers through the embrace. Then it’s saying goodbye to Josey, something that feels far too brief before he climbs up on his horse, serenading us with the song about his toe as he clops back the way we came.

Harlan jumps in the driver’s seat and I join him up front after coaxing Pike into the back. Theo and Sheila settle in behind us, and then we all pause, wait for Har to put it in drive. 

“Thank you,” he says, to no on in particular, and the moment hangs for a second before he eases the truck out of the drive and onto the road.

We have to maneuver around two cars stopped in the road, and then ease the truck over a stubborn snow drift. But after that the road ahead of us has been found by the sun. And for awhile we open the windows and watch the countryside go by.

Not that we make much speed. Har tries to get it up to forty miles per hour, but has to settle for going somewhere around thirty. The truck bucks through every shift of gears, and a clicking turns into a clank before turning into a silence that precedes its death.

Harlan lets out a long exhale and rests his forehead on the steering wheel. 

“Are we close?” Theo asks. As if he hasn’t been shown the map. As if we had somehow driven for more than an hour.

“No. No Theo, we are not close.” Harlan’s voice is resigned. Tired. But then, slowly, I see a smile twitch his cheek. He laughs. “Y’all ready to walk?”
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IT MAKES SENSE. Nothing can be trusted. Nothing, this whole time, made sense, or helped, or moved me along this path towards home. Nothing but my own feet. My own will. And Beryl.

And Theo.

And Sheila.

And Josey.

Fitting, then, to have to walk the last hundred miles. If the universe wanted to strip me naked and make me crawl, well, I would not be surprised. 

I know I’ll make it.

“Why are you smiling?” Beryl asks. My hand snakes around her waist, pulling her close as we walk. Then I remember where we are walking to, and I almost let her go. I know she sees it, feels it. But I’m glad she doesn’t say anything.

“I’m smiling?”

“Yes.”

We walk along for another few minutes. The winter has made alterations to the road. A small rockslide has scattered stones and detritus across a bend. A cluster of pine trees blown down across the right lane. Small drifts of snow and ice hiding in the shadows of hills and cliffs. 

And there are mountains to the left and right. Rolling green hills. A bright sun flickering through every different type of cloud in the sky.

“I was thinking about… Just how far we’ve come.”

She nods, as if that makes sense. I guess I don’t need to elaborate, not with her. Pike snaps at a butterfly, then races ahead down the road, as if embarrassed that he couldn’t take down this flitting, fleeting creature.

As if I haven’t spent the last three months snarling at everything good around me, too.

Just a walk. The pacing of feet. The scuff of shoes and the scattering of pebbles. We stride down the center of the road. A creak of straps, sighs and sneezes, slurps from water bottles. And the chirp of birds, also coming home.

Hard not to be happy. Wary, at the same time. Wary of what the curve in the road holds, and wary of just being happy. Sun and a horizon and no gunshots. Food and water and company. But for me, a time for bracing as well. I know we’ve gone past the point of no return. I will make it home. Any chance of me bailing on this journey is long gone. Even knowing the heartbreak that might await me. Us. We are a hundred miles away but too close by far.

As if I’d ever abandon it.

I am stubborn, if I am anything.

When we stop to rest, I lie down in the middle of road. In between two of the long dashes that signify a passing lane on a long stretch of open highway. It’s a heady feeling for me. The center of the road has always seemingly been off limits. You don’t walk the center, if you even walk the road. Millions of people traveling this path, zooming north or south, but no one has ever felt the grain of this asphalt. The small rocks, the rough texture of something that has carried you, like a river, from so many places, all your fucking life. I feel like I’ve finally noticed what a doorknob looks like. Or how a key feels in the palm of a hand.

I love this feeling, these thoughts, because of what they signify. My own changing path. A mind set that is more wholesome. A movement towards something new. Dammit it has to be new. 

I’m procrastinating.

“Let’s go.”

I force them to pick up the pace. I’ll be the asshole who makes them march down the road, because to not would be to give in to my uncertainty. Because the closer I get, the more of a coward I become.

That they let me get away with being a demanding prick is not something I’m unaware of. And part of me hastens towards this end so that I can stop being a monster. Then maybe I can let Theo, or Sheila, or Beryl, lead the way for a bit. To finally know the ending of my own story so that I can float along in the wake of someone else’s turbulence. 

That would be a comfort, I think. 

I think.

“Har?” Theo’s voice is low, the voice he uses when he’s asking something that might be intrusive. 

“Yeah?”

“How do we know she’s at your house? Jessica, I mean. You said her dad had a ranch…?”

I find myself smiling, unperturbed by the question, knowing I would have been a month ago. As much as it scares me, acceptance has made a home in my heart. For better or worse. 

“She’ll be there, or she’ll have left a damn big sign.” I look out over the lake, keeping the smile on my face. “It’s where the crib is.”

Pike chases a deer and returns to us with head down, exhausted. He tips over in the shade of a tree, panting. He cannot go further. It’s his own damn fault, and I know that he expects us to move on without him. A dog as athletic as him can follow our scent and overtake us in no time. But everyone else is dog-tired as well. So we stop, and drink water, and watch rain clouds gather over the mountains. And lie down in the middle of the road and think about all the travelers that came before, and will come after. We stop when Pike stops. Because though I’ll push this group to their limits, I’ll listen to what this dog says. So as not to lose them all. 


BERYL | 37




I AM USED to feeling powerless. Not something that I… Like. Not something I’ve accepted. Just used to it. I blame confusion. Fear. It’s not hard to feel stripped of everything when you don’t really know what you have. It’s easy to feel naked when everyone else knows what you don’t.

“Do you want to play any sports?”

What?

I didn’t know how to respond to that when my therapist asked me. I was outside of that. I was still far too behind to get to do that, right? I had to be permanent somewhere, didn’t I? 

I asked her that very question, and she took on the sad look that I knew she didn’t know was sad. Her calm face, or so she thought.

“No, dear one. No.”

Then she thought for awhile, or at least it seemed like awhile, before saying, “People mistake the purpose of sports. It’s not to measure oneself against another… It’s to measure one’s self in a moment of time.”

I didn’t understand. I had never been asked before. Months of therapy and that was the question that broke me down. Change it to, “would you like to belong for a moment?”

Fuck. Yes.

Easier said than done. 

But now I do belong. And we are a team as we hike long days. Long, long days in which we reacquaint our legs with walking. In which we say hello to the road, again. And I understand, or at least I think I do, measuring one’s self in a moment of time. Because we push ourselves past the time we want to lay down. To quit. To cede the day its victory over us. 

A measurement of one’s self in a moment of time. Because I stay by his side, step for step, to win the game or lose it. 

We do not talk much, along the way. Occasional questions about places. Sometimes a voiced need to stop for food, or to piss, or because of a sound heard. Sometimes we stop because Harlan just wants to check and see if a car will start.

It never does.

We pass through a city called Missoula. Two brooding hills, both just barely missing the cut to be mountains, loom tall over the town. A large, white letter M marks Missoula as a college town. Harlan says the two “hills” are called Jumbo and Sentinel. He says that they mark the way into Hell Gate Canyon. I’m glad we aren’t going that way.

Theo finds a baseball cap, maroon with a bear on it, that he seems to like. And we all find hats and sunglasses, anything to shield our eyes from the sun that, though lacking warmth, seems intent on blinding us.

Missoula seems… clean. Not in terms of trash or detritus. But we don’t see many leathery mummies thawing out from the cold to finish their decay. There doesn’t seem to be many cars left in the road, either. 

Bikes are everywhere, and we even make the effort to air up the tires, one for each of us. But the road is far too littered with remnants of ice and debris, and our large packs make us too ungainly to enjoy the experience. Harlan says a hill called Evaro would have been too much for us anyways, and we can find more bikes later. 

“What’s that mean?”

Sheila points to a row of houses on the outskirts of town. The doors have all been carved, or burned, with what looks like a candy cane. A question mark without the dot. Six houses all in a row. Each with the symbol. 

“No idea.”

None of us have any clue as to what it means. Or what any of the other symbols or phrases mean. “WE DESERVED THIS,” painted on the second level of an old hotel. “IS THIS MY FAULT?” is scrawled on the side of a semi-truck. Burned houses that sit alone, like a blackened tooth, are not uncommon. But, because we are closer to his home, I think Harlan takes these tokens of grief more personally. His kin, his kith… As we get nearer to where he grew up, the more likely this destruction will wear a face he recognizes.

But he walks with his head up. If I could paint, which I can’t, I’d use watercolor to capture his soul. And I’d try to portray a boxer who’d fought thirty fights and won twenty. A pugilist who had only fought for money, and the title, and himself. A man who was his own worst enemy. That face… But now smiling. The smile of someone who accepts the folly of their past and is somehow both happier, and more dangerous for it. That battered, beaten countenance, suddenly thrust into a real fight. Not the kind of bout refereed and fought for scraps of cash. But one that means something. Protects something. Resigned, but eager for the violence to follow. That is what’s written on Harlan’s face as he takes in each new dire slogan. Every small story of horror. 

Har’s face is turned forward now. He is a man who will gladly bear the brunt of any hardship, if he knows it will save his loved ones. I just hope he knows that there is someone who has his back.

Oh Har, I’m scared. 

A man can be ugly and still be beautiful. A man can be beautiful, and still be ugly. But I’d only follow the former. 

The end is near. No one knows what that means. Steps are measured. Laughs are shaky. Questions and comments are voiced in hushed tones.

Everyone is probably thinking the same thing: how to deal with the others once we find… whatever it is we find. How will Harlan react? How will I react? Will we stay? Will we leave? Will… one person leave?

Too many variables. 

Sheila asks too many questions. Theo thinks we are being followed. I get new clothes. Then other clothes. Then change back to what I was wearing before. I stink, the clothes are old. But new clothes are too much of a statement in my head. If his family is dead… If they’re alive… What if it looks like I’m celebrating? Or trying to look better than… What if… Just better to be the person he recognizes. 

I’m overthinking this. 

But to strive for a goal for so long, even if it isn’t your goal, that means something. It’s a purpose, of a sort. And to hold onto something that could be futile, or stupid, or irrelevant to your own life, is far better than having nothing. So this ending carries a bit of weight for everyone.

I miss Steven these days. I miss the smell of his cigarettes and his casual disdain for all things maudlin. He’d be sketching all this in his notebook, recording every step of the journey. He’d know how to deal with all of this. He always seemed so fluid with his view of the world. To him change was expected; good things would end, or bad things would happen… And to act surprised at these things was foolish. So different from his brother.

Steven would know what to do when we got to Harlan’s home. Whatever was there. He would know in his quiet way, even as John would be telling everyone what they should do. What the right thing to do would be. 

“That deer is fucking huge,” Theo rumbles softly, pointing to a brown form at the edge of a tree line.

“Not a deer.”

Theo gives a soft whistle. “I’ve never seen a moose before.”

Harlan laughs. “Not a moose, either. That’s an elk.”

Theo’s eyebrows draw together as if perplexed. “What’s the difference between the three?”

Harlan shakes his head, but launches into a summary of the animals as we walk. His voice rising from a whisper until we all walk a little more loosely, a little more calmly.

And Theo gives me a grin and a shrug. 

I guess maybe he knows what to do, too.
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I WAKE EARLY enough that I wonder if I actually slept. Nervous anticipation giving false energy and false urgency to wake when I should rest. The others are sleeping soundly. I grab my flashlight and ease my way past my slumbering companions and out of the room. 

I pad to the bathroom and shut the door. I pour water into my hands from the bottle and splash my face. The gleam of the flashlight off the mirror makes me look sinister. Or maybe that’s just what I look like now. My hair is wild, long and wavy and snarled down to my shoulders. My beard has grown back since trimming it at the ranch. Patchy, thick on my neck and chin, sparse on my cheeks. My eyes are cold. Are those my eyes? Lines crease the area around the sockets but that’s not what is discomfiting. There is something behind them that wasn’t there before. Something colder and more harsh than the winter winds. 

I barely recognize myself. Will Jessica? Will she know me? Another thought strikes me. What if she doesn’t like what she sees? What if I’ve turned into something too abhorrent for her to accept?

If she’s alive. 

She has to be.

I’ve seen too much death to harbor much hope. There’s no way she could survive. No way she has the right blood type. 

But…

I feel like puking, I’m so scared and nervous. Should I shave? Cut my hair? I run a hand through the tangled mass. Why would she care what you look like?

I take a breath and lean my forehead against my reflection, willing myself to retain some sense of calm. Emotions roil through me; anticipation, frustration, fear, love… guilt? 

I open the door and wait for my eyes to readjust to the semi-darkness. Maybe I should go outside, watch the sunrise. Or maybe you should try to sleep, idiot.

The slow breathing of deep sleep greets me when I come back, except the glint of two eyes that watch me. I kneel by Beryl and put a hand on her shoulder. 

“You okay?”

I nod. Give her a grin. “Thought about shaving.”

She makes a face that I can’t quite figure out. There is a grunt and I hear Theo roll over. 

“What’s wrong?” Even whispering it still comes out as a rumble. I cringe, worried that it will wake Sheila.

“Nothing, go back to sleep.”

“Too late for that dickhead.” Dammit. Sheila gets up and that means everyone else has to get up, too. 

“I’m sorry guys.” No one responds, but Theo claps me on the shoulder as he stumbles past me and outside to piss. Sheila pushes Pike over so that he wakes up as well. He yawns, and a sleepy whine escapes from his throat as he executes a full body stretch. He flops back down to go back to sleep, it’s been his habit to only get up when Beryl does. But his pretense at sleep is flubbed by the wag of his tail on the floor.

He senses the excitement in the air.

Apparently not the dread.

I go outside to let the others do their morning duties without feeling rushed. At least that’s what I hope. But it’s not long before they come out, eyes still half open and mouths yawning.

And then we’re on the road. The last stretch, easy as that. This whole thing should have been this easy.

We pushed it hard the day before, getting just past Rollins when the moon hit its zenith. I wanted to keep going, even knowing the others wouldn’t. Beryl didn’t say anything, although I know she wanted to. It was Theo who stopped me. Told me to stop, to rest, to wait until morning. 

I guess part of me wanted to have the cover of darkness around me. To sneak up to the house and peek, alone. To get an idea of what faced me so that I wasn’t just plunged into something horrible. A toe dipped into the frigid lake of my future.

Theo was right. I was exhausted, and probably wouldn’t have made it the last fifteen miles. But dammit I wanted an end to this. To find my family safe. Jessica safe. My child safe. Or to face… whatever needed to be faced.

Flathead Lake sits large and calm next to us as we walk. So blue. I can feel the chill from the glacier fed water from here. Honest water. Wisdom gained in its passage from the mountains.

My lake. 

I don’t venture near it. Not yet. That will be for much, much later. When I can wash myself clean, completely and utterly, for the first time in a long time. 

“Big Arm. Lakeside. Big Sky. You Montanans are pretty creative with your names, aren’t you?” Sheila flashes a wicked grin at me.

“We can rename them. See if you’re more creative.” A pang of sadness as we play Josey’s favorite game without him. I wish he had come along. I wish…

I’m glad he’s happy and alive.

“Hmm, that’s pretty hard. Guess if we end up sticking around here I’ll have to name one of these po-dunk little towns after myself.”

Silence after her words. The “if” sticking out more than anyone is comfortable with. Beryl’s hand finds mine, something she has been avoiding. Or I have. But now that it’s home I squeeze it hard. 

“Tell us about all this,” she says, gesturing to the land, and I still marvel at the strength of her voice. The confidence. The steadiness.

“Okay.” I ponder for a second. “Well…”

”What are you smiling about?” Theo asks.

“When my mom was pregnant with me, my Dad had a job working this stretch of road. So he thought it would be cool to name me after the two towns he had to spend the most time in.”

I let the pause build, enjoying the memory. Tickled especially with the vehemence with which my mom rejected it.

“So what the fuck were you going to be called?” Sheila is already smiling, her ruthless sense of humor salivating at new fodder.

“Elmo Rollins…”

After that it’s not hard to tell them about this place that is my home. Being dumb teenagers and, since we didn’t have a car, walking the six miles to Dairy Queen. Which my friends and I thought was an epic trek at the time. The cliff jumping. The swimming. The boat I tried to fix. School trips and games and the best place to ski. 

And I keep talking, knowing I am babbling. But vocalizing my past, coupled with Beryl’s hand, lets me get through the last fifteen or so odd miles without screaming, or crying, or stopping.
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“THAT’S WHERE I would swim. That’s where my friends and I…” 

Harlan trails off. He’s been doing this for the last couple hours. Attempting to distract himself by showcasing moments from his childhood. But then he gets broadsided by another memory and falls silent. Or he’s simply too nervous to continue. 

We round a bend in the road, a huge sign letting us know that Somers is on our right. Odd, seeing it in large letters with an arrow. The place we’ve gone through so much to reach, and now… 

Here it is. 

We travel down a broad street that reminds me of the small towns depicted in the old west. Small homes and a small restaurant and a hardware store that never belonged to any of the major chains.

We pass them and come to a stop outside of a bar. Harlan drops his bag and kneels to ruffle Pike’s face. He takes his time, using the dog as an excuse as he gathers himself.

“That bike path,” Harlan gestures to the other side of the road, “it takes you towards the house. My house. It’s the big yellow one you’ll see in about a quarter mile. There’s a cut across. You’ll see it. Come and get me if I don’t come back here in an hour or two.”

I guess I thought that maybe he’d want me along. But this is it. I get it. He has to do this alone. It’s hard not to feel like this is the beginning of the end. For us. For this family of ours.

“Theo, you mind keeping Pike with you?”

Why didn’t he ask me?

Theo nods and gently reaches out to clasp Harlan’s hand. Forearm to forearm, the way they gripped each other on the roofs of San Francisco, covered in blood. Brothers, forged. “Yeah, man. You go, but you know we’re here for you, okay?” 

Sheila starts to walk towards the bar door. “What are we drinking, Theo?”

Harlan takes a step forward. “Still be careful, guys. Keep your guns ready, just because—”

“Fuck off, Har.” Sheila says it. But she gives her version of a warm smile. And she gives me a look, too. One I can’t interpret.

“Okay. Okay. Okay.” Harlan says it three times, nodding his head as if agreeing with an unseen voice. Then he looks up to me. “Ready?” And he holds out his hand.

Oh Har.

Yes.

We walk underneath an arch that proclaims the bike path to be of historical significance. Old train cars sit in an open field. Deer are everywhere, grazing on both sides of a fence that encircles the area. They freeze, standing stock-still to watch us go by. None of them move. As if it only took a winter to kill their nervousness towards humans. 

We walk slowly. The fear in Harlan sheets off of him in waves, almost physically tangible. Sometimes we stop and he just scans the landscape ahead of him, face contorted as if he’s trying to solve the most complex problem he’s ever encountered.

Maybe he is.

And I doubt I’m any different. The fear of whatever we will find at the end of this road makes every step just as difficult for me as it is for Harlan. I want him to have his life, his happiness. But it’s so hard, so hard, to finally have something that you have yearned for your entire life… And then know that you might lose it.

I have spent so many nights hating this woman. Jessica. The idea of her. Of what she stands for. Always, always, she means the end. The end of the road. The end of the journey with Har. The end of my family. I have developed so much hatred for her, as irrational as that is, and now I’m so scared to find out if she’s alive. How guilty I’ll feel at the joy of finding her gone. Or dead. And how monstrous that is. How terrible that is. 

And what if she is alive?

That… would be… okay…

Because it would mean, perhaps, that his child is alive. And more than that… It would make Har happy. And as I come to this conclusion, I realize I don’t hate Jessica. I am afraid of her. I’m afraid that she’ll be everything I’m not. Sane, and normal, and confident. 

And if she’s alive… Then I will just have to deal. Shocking to realize that I believe I can do that. Now. Now, I can do that.

We have come so far together. We pause again, and I think back to the room. Not in the way that haunts me. But the time in which I saw a man, chained and stripped of pride. Stripped of his self-respect. Stripped of hope… A man who would say his name to me. Every day. A man who ended up fighting for me. 

“My name is Beryl,” I say. And he turns to me. I can see how hard it is for him to smile.

“My name is Harlan.”

We stand in the middle of the path. Unmindful of the breeze, of the cawing of birds, or the clouds moving in from the mountains.

“If…” I begin, and he shakes his head.

“We’ll figure it out, Berly. We’ll figure it out.”

And then we walk. Through puddles and slush and stubborn streaks of ice not yet melted. The air different than anywhere that I’ve ever been. Warm but… full. A bundle of smells; pine and dead leaves and asphalt and earth. A myriad of scents that are heavy with the last gasp of winter. This is a place that has a long memory. A place I think Dancing Ghost would like. A place that Steven would have painted. A place for Josey to compose songs. 

A place that I know I could be happy.

I want to say this. But the yellow house comes into view, and we take another pause in silence. He knows my mind, just as I know his. 

For better or worse.
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I’M SUCH A fool. Will she even be at my house? Why would she wait for me? Would she be at her parent’s house? Or some other place? How long before she’d move along? Why would I assume…

Because she would know you would return. 

Doubts hit me like a swarm of bees, a quick sting and then gone, only to be replaced by another. And another. And another. 

We walk down the path towards my home. It’s not fall. It’s spring. The cold has given up; there is green on some trees, the snow is melting… But fuck it’s still cold. As if the dread has partnered with winter to settle into my very bones.

My heel goes out from under me and I almost fall. Beryl catches me as I cast a dark look at the slick leaves newly divulged of frost. This doesn’t fit my dream of homecoming. It had always been the fall. It had always been cold, and crisp, and dry… And lovely. It had always been sooner than now. 

God, I’m scared.

Beryl still holds my hand as we trudge forward. And I’m thankful because I’m so terrified. I’m terrified to find Jessica dead. I’m terrified to find her alive and our child dead. I’m terrified to find her alive and with someone else. I’m terrified of all the million possible scenarios given to me by hundreds of sleepless nights.

She squeezes my hand. My footsteps slow and I blink back tears I didn’t realize were there. I don’t know what’s between Beryl and me. I don’t know if it’s love or desperation or something in between. Or more. Or so much more.

But she’s here. And Jessica, if she is alive, Jessica… Will have to understand that. That no matter the love between her and I, there is something unbreakable that lies between Beryl and myself. We were set adrift together, two imperfect vessels dashed to pieces by hate and anger and madness. Two ships, torn apart by a storm, and washed ashore in pieces. Scraps of wood, splinters of deck and mast. Rigging, and sailcloth, and the weathered grips of a broken helm. 

Now, slowly, we have reassembled ourselves, together. As one ship, we move forward. Without the other we would sink beneath the waves, lost to a darkness where there is no feeling, no light. A gloomy depth where you merely exist, and nothing more.

And it may be sad, that we aren’t complete without the other. But there is a sense that it’s right. A beauty to it. That maybe we were always meant to be ripped apart and then melded back together. Not as something better, but something more… floatable. 

I don’t know. 

I know that if Jessica is alive, and alone, then she’ll have to make room in her life for Beryl as well as me. I can’t give up on her. That would be giving up on myself. Or, giving up on what we have gone through together. 

I am in love with Beryl. I’ve always known that I loved her. Told her I loved her once, twice. But I admit this to myself, at this final hour, that I am in love with her. A love just as profound as the one I have for Jessica. 

Is it possible to be in love with more than one person? Why not? I can’t find any reason that a heart should have only room to encapsulate one person at a time. Love shouldn’t be a pool with a deep end. It should be an ocean with storms and tides and untold depths that maybe, just maybe, only see the sun once in their life.

Or, a voice nags at me, you’re not the same person. Maybe your love for Beryl is only possible because of who you have become. What you have become. 

A scary thought. 

Beryl takes a deep breath, as if she’s about to make an admission. We halt in the middle of the road. 

“I don’t want…” she chews her lip. Pale cheeks red from the cold, freckles a dusting of the universe beneath eyes that are too sad for tears. “I don’t want you to feel obligated to me.”

I bark a laugh. I can’t help it. 

“Shut up Berly.” 

It has never been fully vocalized, really, the feelings between the two of us. And I wasn’t absolutely sure, I guess, that she felt the same way. But silence is our language, and more poems have been read in the empty space between us than there are leaves on the broken road on which we walk.

The final quarter mile. My feet get soaked in the slush that coats the road and start to drag through the leaves and branches only just recently released from the icy grip of winter. Beryl grips my hand as we walk together towards an uncertainty.

Around the last loop. The yellow house on the hill. It’s early, and I doubt I’ll be able to see the smoke coming out of the chimney through the trees, but I still try. 

We turn and walk along the fence that lines our property. Past the garden. The apple and apricot trees, branches still barren of leaves. The large glass windows gleaming in the sun and no way to see if there is anyone on the other side, watching. Waiting. 

We walk and I take baby steps and then large strides. I walk like a drunkard. Torn between wanting to get it over with and wanting to abandon the whole thing.

The back door opens. 

I halt. No, I freeze. I am petrified stone, and Beryl releases my hand and takes a step to the side. For it is Jessica who has walked out. Thin, and smaller than I remember, but it is Jessica who stands on the small deck and is also still. Two statues frozen in some representation of hope and fear.

An old man, hunched and unsteady and leaning on a large staff, stumps out of the door to take a place behind her. A hand raised to his own face, as if shielding it from the sun. I don’t know who he can possibly be, but I’m glad that Jessica was not alone. And it was ever in her nature to take care of people. 

She’s alive…

A step to break me free. Then I’m walking again. Hand raised because my voice has been taken from me. I feel that Beryl is walking with me, following just a stride or two back. Present, as she should be, and respectful. And here. 

Then she grabs my elbow. 

A desperation there. Nails digging deep as she jerks me to a halt. I turn, confused, and the look on her face is enough to make me whirl around, to face up the hill again.

At Jessica. At the length of chain attached to her ankle that extends back into the house. 

Hur hur.

A low, ghastly, dark and dry chuckle fills the air as Stuart raises his hand in what can only be called a greeting. 










We are paralyzed. Strength drained from our limbs. How can this be? Have I lost my mind? 

“I killed you,” I hear Beryl say. And this makes Stuart laugh. He laughs until it turns into a cough, and he shuffles a few paces closer. Unafraid. Undaunted by us. 

“It was not His will.” And he smiles. Or he tries to smile. The man, if he truly is alive and not some ghost come to haunt us, is a shadow of his old self. His teeth are jagged, one canine completely gone. Face shrunken, eyes wide and manic in a visage that resembles a skeleton. His hair is long and wild, with dreads of it reaching to his shoulders. His right hand is a claw, the fingers and knuckles broken and healed into something resembling a club. 

And each step seems to cause him pain. Air hissing through the shards of his teeth as he brings himself closer to us. The claw of his hand clutched around his abdomen and the other gripping the tall, curved staff to support his weight. 

Beryl breaks free of the shock. Of the spell his presence has woven over us. She snarls as she fumbles for her gun, pulling it out and rapidly cocking it, her arm extending towards his head.

Only then does Jessica move. Only then does she take a step forward, brought short by the chain around her ankle. “No! Don’t! Please don’t!”

I think Beryl is going to do it anyways. Do it. I fumble for the gun at my side, pulling it free to swing in a slow arc towards this broken figure before us. The man who, besides the obvious pain he is in, won’t stop laughing.

“He has my baby! He has my baby!”

Jessica breaks down into sobs, her arms imploring us to hold back our violence. 

How?

How?

HOW?

I drift, mind reeling, back to that house. That fucking house. The small smiles. The smell of Stuart cutting up food. The beer he offered me. “Whereabouts in Montana?”

“Somers. It sits on top of this huge lake. And my home… Sorry I… It’s been awhile since I’ve seen anyone. Somers… My home is by the school. Nice land. An orchard. A garden. My mom, she… She’s a badass. You’d like her…”

I did this. I told him. And amongst the crashing waves of incomprehension comes a crushing, all engulfing tide of guilt. And the sea of nothing beckoning beyond. 

I slowly lower my gun and this only makes Stuart smile even more. 

“How?”

That’s all that I can think to say. There is no air left in my lungs to speak anything else.

“It was not His will. Not yet, Burden. Not yet.” His face brightens up and he stumps another foot closer, the staff banging on the wood of the little porch. “But I learned… So much. Of pain. Of God. Of my role as the Chosen.”

He turns and shuffles his way back towards Jessica. Pausing to lift her chin with the club of his hand. Wiping her tears as she stands there swaying, hands still held out towards us.

“I thought I was going to be the father of mankind. I would usher forth a new era of prosperity. And my child would carry on the legacy. MY. CHILD.” And for a moment his face contorts, eyes closed at the memory of a distant pain. “But I should have known that you were brought into my life for a purpose, Burden. For His purpose. I… Cannot have a child. But you have provided for me. You were always meant to give me my first pupil.”

He grins. Relishing the silence as my leaden mind seeks to understand. To make sense of this speech. 

“Har, he has our child,” Jessica says. A whisper to break the silence. A whisper to try to make clear to me what has happened.

“Why?”

He doesn’t pay attention to my question, instead turning his gaze to Beryl. She hasn’t shifted, arm still outstretched and the instrument of his death held at the ready.

“My… Wife. My love. Are you ready to come home? I forgive you… Without you I never would have divined His will. And I’m so thankful for that.”

There is no answer. Nothing but the sound of the wind and a clink of a chain as Jessica slowly sinks to her knees.

“Where is our child? Where?” I say, my voice unsteady. Unsure of itself. 

“My child? Not here. Not anywhere you can find it.” He looks to Beryl again. “If you kill me, my love, then the child dies also.” He looks to me. “She comes with me. She comes back to my side, or the child dies. That is the price.”

Beryl trembles, shaking like a leaf. And I think that she is going to pull the trigger. I think she is going to end this man for good, and I want her to. Regardless of the pain. Regardless of the cost. It does not matter.

But then the gun falls to her side and from there to the ground. And then she looks at me and raises her chin. “I love you.” And before I can say anything, do anything, she is striding forward towards Stuart. Head raised. Her willpower almost something tangible, something that you could reach out and touch as she walks by.

The strongest person I know.

What is happening? What is happening? What is happening?

I take a step towards them. “No,” I say, and they stop. But there is no real change. Either I kill Stuart or I let them go. I raise my gun. I point it at Stuart. “Tell me where the… where the baby is.” And he only smiles. Only leans into his crook and turns his face to kiss the wood.

“This is my crutch. Without it I am a cripple. Without your child… There is nothing.”

Jessica is saying something. She is yelling at one point. And I don’t realize that I’ve walked forward, slow steps, escalating steps, until my gun is pressed to his head. The animal in me knows he must die. That the cost is too great to let him live. That my progeny is a sacrifice for the safety of the herd.

Then I see Beryl. No, I feel her. I feel her hand on my shoulder. I feel her eyes seeking mine and I can’t help but look into them. Into the truth. A million words and one. Promises. Oaths. A message to try for hope. To try. To try. Because if not… What was all of this worth? Why did we do what we did? Why did we become what we are? 

“Good,” Stuart says, as my gun drops to the ground. “Good Burden.” 

And with those words the chain binding Jessica goes taut, jerking her back towards the house. A man emerges holding the end of it, and two more file past him towards Beryl. 

“Gentle. She is misguided, but she is my wife.” My world moves in slow-motion. I see Beryl leaning down for her knives, then reconsidering. I want to yell at her to run. To save herself. But I cannot. I cannot voice the death of my child, of any child, not now. 

They grab Beryl, and she does not fight. But she flinches at their touch. Eyes closing. And behind them a man and woman come from the front door, letting it slam behind them. They pass Jessica and Beryl as they are led towards the driveway, both looking back over their shoulders towards me. I look into Jessica’s pleading eyes and see a reflection of my own hopelessness. 

And then they are gone, disappearing around the garage as the couple approach me. I stoop, thinking to retrieve my gun, but the woman brings her own pistol up. “Not a chance. Not a fucking chance.”

An engine starts in the driveway, and then the slamming of doors. Sounds of a struggle. A curse. Another slamming. Someone is here to help them. Someone… else. Who are these people? 

“It is your turn, now.” I don’t know if Stuart is speaking to me, or to the man, but it is only the man who responds. Quick steps forward and then a knife is plunged into my abdomen. He steps away, leaving the blade inside me, and puts his hands on top of his head. He spins in a slow circle, chest heaving, eyes wide and wild. It almost seems an afterthought when he turns back and pulls the knife out.

At first there is no pain, and I just stare back at the man who stabbed me. Pale, and shaking. He looks horrified.

Then white-hot bolts of lightning lance into my core, sending a shock-wave of excruciating agony out from my stomach to encompass every nerve in my body.

Oh God, please, no, please. 

I’m on my back, staring through the branches of the tree I grew up climbing, into a sky suddenly too bright. 

No. No. No.

I hear Stuart laugh, and then the sound of his awkward walk as they leave the yard. A door opens, and closes. And then the sound of a vehicle driving away. Of my life driving away. Of everything I have departing me as fast as the blood is flowing out to coat my side, my hands, and the green grass of my home. 
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