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Аннотация
Protect the family, best effort, no whining. That�s Papa�s rule.
In the aftermath of a devastating pandemic known as the Pretty Pox, Arie McInnes and a small group of fellow survivors have been forced from the relative safety of an attic hideaway into the forest, carrying little more than the clothes on their backs.
This second installment of August Ansel�s richly imagined post-apocalyptic series finds Arie and her ragtag family deep in the redwoods.
Cold, hungry, and vulnerable, they�re determined to travel on foot to God�s Land�the troubled but familiar homestead in the hills where Arie was raised.
The road home, though, is strange and arduous, littered with other survivors. Discovering which of them are allies�and which are not�is now a matter of life and death.


August Ansel
SHADOW ROAD

Dedicated to
Leila, Elise, Dean, and Aurelia
Embrace the wild rumpus!

When you are old and gray and full of sleep, and nodding by the fire,
take down this book and slowly read, and dream
of the soft look your eyes had once, and of their shadows deep.
Wm. Butler Yeats


Before you read�

Shadow Road is the second book in the Pretty Pox trilogy.
The characters and circumstances in this second volume take up where the first book, After the Pretty Pox: The Attic, leaves off.
The reader is welcome, of course, to begin reading the series wherever they choose, but please know that this small band of travelers comes to Shadow Road with a history, one that heavily influences these, their further adventures. Your understanding and enjoyment of the book would be enhanced by reading Book One first.
One more note: My Humboldt County readers will find many familiar landmarks in Shadow Road, and maybe even a few insider Easter eggs that non-locals won�t recognize. Have fun with those.
On the other hand, you�ll also discover the geography of our dear home ground shifted, altered, re-named, and not altogether familiar. Sometimes the imagination demands an unexpected reality, and I�ve learned not to fight too hard with the Muse.
Forgive me?

RES MEMORIAE 

by Tuli
Date: What was my last guess? No matter.
Time is a crude tool. The more we tried to master time and matter, the madder we became. It�s always right now, later than we think.
The weather broke warm today and my fingers want to get up to dickens. Silly body. I�ll be sorry later, but here I am, obedient, pen to paper.
There was a thing people said: Be careful what you wish for. Meant to be amusing, uttered with a twinkle in the eye. Was it ever funny? No, no.
It was a scold, a nasty finger-wag aimed at someone already laid low.
Oh, Icarus. Look at you floating there, all broken in a puddle of melted wax.
Be careful what you wish for.
We wished so hard we broke ourselves, and here am I, unlikely historian, wagging my bony digit. Tsk, tsk.
Oh Jefferson, Lincoln, Roosevelt. Oh Remington and Oppenheimer. Oh Bell and Ford and Edison. Oh Jobs and Gates. Oh Watson and Crick.
Can you see it? A rogues� gallery of good intentions.
I chose to act as so many have before me. Rational! Reasonable!
Oozing with altruism, me.
That things had gone off the rails was not in dispute.
The war to right the train was waged on a battlefield of glorious indignation,
fueled by raging conviction and precious, cosseted hatreds.
We dearly love to hate each other.
Perhaps you�ve noticed.
Darling enemy, our enmity feeds me.
When we had reached the point of no return, I helped.
We were everywhere, all at once, helping.
Physics and weather and chemistry, too.
I could fly, so away I flew
to sprinkle on everyone, sprinkle on you.
A wee baptism, one might say.
We thought everyone would tumble.
Ashes, ashes, we all fall down.
Notice my liberal use of we in my yarn?
We, we, we, all the way home.
Here in this small room the only we
is that shadow on the wall
and me.
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HE COULDN�T STOP SHAKING. The big turkey roosted on a low hemlock branch and Handy had it sighted. But even with the bow at full cock, arms tensed, his body trembled with cold. When he fired, the tom disappeared in a furious explosion of muscle and wing. Green needles spattered the dark duff under the tree like tiny jackstraws.
�Damn,� he muttered. He shouldered the bow and tightened the drawstring on his jacket�s hood so that only a small oval of his face showed. This interfered with his field of vision, but he was desperate to hold on to every trace of body heat. The afternoon didn�t have enough light left to hunt by, anyway. Before he returned to the shelter, though, he needed to find his arrow.
Past the spreading hemlock, a low ridge rose above a broiling creek. Certain the arrow must have ended up there somewhere, Handy squinted at the bank through a gauzy veil of drizzle. Everything was a gray blur, dripping and two-dimensional. He spotted the arrow two-thirds of the way down-slope, nock end up and business end buried, dangling in a bedraggled mass of horsetail. Easing sideways onto the bluff, he picked his way over the muddy and uncertain scree. Small stones dislodged as he went, skittering and bouncing to the creek bank.
At the low tangle of horsetail, he pulled the arrow free and wiped the point on his pants leg. A quick look told him it was undamaged. As he reached over his shoulder to return it to the quiver, his right foot slid sideways with greasy ease. Handy was pitched onto his hands and knees. He grabbed frantically for purchase, but there was nothing stable to stop his ass-over-teakettle tumble to the slate-colored water rushing through the bottom of the ravine. Cold mud rucked up beneath his shirt and at the cuffs of his pants. Sharp rocks scoured the skin of his hands and forearms as he flailed. He ended his tumble sideways, thudding onto the narrow bank with his entire left side submerged in the frigid water, head to toe.
He gasped and jerked out of the creek, sloshing backward on his elbows. The splintered shaft of the arrow was still clutched in his hand, arrowhead gone and feathered nock stripped bare. He hauled himself upright, stumbling on the rocky bank. Water poured out of the heavy fabric of his jeans, sloshed in his left boot. Its chill sank straight through skin and muscle, burrowing for bone.
Done. He had to get back to shelter. He flung the useless bit of arrow shaft into the stream, did his best to squeeze water out of his dripping clothes, and began his return ascent up the bank. It wasn�t likely he�d find his lost arrowhead, but he retraced the clear path of his tumble�a wide swath where he�d skidded and scraped. Bent to the work of climbing, he peered around, slipping back a bit every few steps.
When he was nearly to the spot where his fall began, what caught his attention was not the missing arrowhead but an unexpected movement among the wet stones and mire. He paused, and there�another soundless twitch. Handy fell on the small frog. Three inches long and wet, it squirted through his numb fingers. Before it could scuttle out of reach, he caught it by one leg and dashed its head against a large rock.
He circled the frog�s throat, cutting with one ragged thumbnail, and stripped off its skin in three, slippery tugs. It was gelid in his mouth, stringy. The flesh had the bland, muddy aftertaste of the riverbank and the iron tang of blood. Small bones splintered between his teeth, and then there was nothing left but chewy silver slivers clinging to the head and vertebrae. He dropped the remains, wiped his mouth with the back of his grimy hand.
With a few more gritty lunges, he got to the verge of the bank and hauled himself up. He�d started to shiver, a whole-body shake, and it was getting harder to fix his thoughts in a straight direction. If he didn�t get back to the hut and warm up he�d end up rambling like an idiot until hypothermia made him strip naked and wander into the woods to be food for something else.
Small meal that it was, the frog had given him a shot of energy; he used it to set off in a shambling trot back to shelter. To fire and family. As his numb feet struck the forest floor in an almost soundless rhythm, he hoped someone else had had better luck finding food.
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ARIE�S FUNDAMENTAL INTENTION was dry clothes. She held a shirt above the fire, getting it as close to the low flames as she dared, turning it this way and that, constantly squeezing the fabric to gauge where the wettest spots still were. The smell of dirt and smoke thoroughly permeated everything they had, which was preferable to the pungent musk of their bodies. It was a trial, the smoke, irritating her into short coughing fits. Her lungs hadn�t fully recovered from the searing they�d taken escaping the fire at Granny�s house.
Once the five of them had set out in earnest, they made a concerted push into the forest, driven by mutual, unspoken urgency. For almost a week their prime concerns were food, shelter, and putting distance at their heels. A turn in the weather blindsided them. Curtains of fine rain blew in from the southwest. For two days, it fell in a heavy, inescapable mist.
On the third day of relentless drizzle, damp to the skin and miserably cold, they�d discovered a little cave at the crest of a hill. Its entrance was obscured from below by a shrubby thicket of sword ferns and huckleberry. The declivity wasn�t much more than a vertical bowl set into the side of a rocky cliff, but its stone sides curved forward to create the semblance of a low-ceilinged room. Curran and Renna had woven a rough mat of fir boughs to serve as a door and they�d all piled inside�hungry, wet, and grateful to be out of the weather.
That was yesterday. Now, with everyone else out hunting food, Arie attended her work in bare feet, relishing the radiant heat of the stones set around a small fire ring. Her own shoes were poked onto the ends of heavy branches that angled toward the flames. The cut ends of the green wood oozed fragrant pitch that left sticky spots on the inside soles and occasionally dripped into the flames with a momentary sizzle and flare of light.
There came a small sound outside the entrance of the shelter. �Don�t worry, it�s me,� said Renna. She pulled aside the door just enough to slip inside.
�Leave a vent, will you?� said Arie. �Let�s be rid of a little smoke.� She tossed Renna the dry shirt. �Change into this.�
Renna held the faded green flannel to her face. �Mm, warm. Thank you.�
She wore a wide-brimmed hat and a scarf wound around the lower half of her face so that only her eyes showed. A burlap tow sack hung heavy on her shoulder, and when she lifted it off and laid it near the back wall of the hut, it rattled. Off came the dripping hat and scarf. She shrugged out of Arie�s wool coat�a decent defense against the rain for quick trips, but now sodden. Finally, she stripped off the thermal undershirt she wore under everything.
Firelight reflected dully on the rock walls and lent a glow to Renna�s pale, damp skin. She scrubbed the flannel shirt over her face and arms like a towel and slipped it on.
�Appears there�s something in the bag,� said Arie.
�Acorns,� said Renna. �Enough for a meal, maybe.� She crouched at the fire, holding the shirtfront open, letting the flames warm her skin before she buttoned up. They were hungry and Renna was thin. Even so, her ribs were less prominent now than when she�d arrived in Arie�s attic with Handy, feverish and dog-chewed.
Arie was glad to see the fire raise a ruddy glow on the younger woman�s chest and cheeks. �How are your hands?�
�Not too bad. They tingle, is all.� She rubbed them briskly and tucked them in her armpits, forearms pressed across her bosom. �I didn�t find meat,� she said.
�It�s hard to come by in this weather,� said Arie. �Things hole up.� She checked her shoes, judged them not near as damp as they had been. �Let�s have your boots,� she said.
Renna blew on her hands and flexed them twice. �The acorn spot is that way,� she said, pointing with her elbow while she worked her bootlaces loose. �About five minutes. There are piles of them out there.�
�Which way?�
She glanced around. �That w�� The expression on Arie�s face, patient and inexorable, stopped her. Renna closed one eye and worked it out in her head. �East,� she said. �No, more southeast.� She nodded, seeming to confirm it for herself. �Southeast. There are three oak trees in an open spot. Huge. You can�t believe the heaps of nuts on the ground. They must be four inches deep. Hold on.�
She rapped her boots against the rock wall, knocking chunks of mud and dead leaves onto the ground at her feet, and handed them over.
�We�ll make mush of them,� Arie said, �if enough are useable.� She stretched Renna�s boots as wide as they�d go and balanced them on the drying sticks. In seconds, thin wisps of steam rose from the wet leather. Under the odor of forest and feet, the boots gave off the unmistakable scent of animal flesh�faint, sweet, almost meaty. Arie�s stomach tightened around a brief longing for solid, fatty protein.
�I hope Talus finds something for herself, at least,� Renna said. �I could feel her backbone this morning.�
�Bless her,� said Arie. �She�ll likely eat better than we will, all told.� She brushed her hands on the seat of her pants. �Bring the nuts here. Let�s see what�s usable.� Renna buttoned the shirt and rose from her crouch by the fire while Arie stepped just outside the shelter�s entrance.
It was at least fifteen degrees cooler outside and gooseflesh rashed across her bare arms. A redwood tree less than a foot from the rock entrance had a gnarled burl at its base, the lumpish bulge rising almost waist-high. Behind it, she had stashed a battered metal pail, now full to the brim with rainwater.
She leaned over the burl and grasped the pail�s wire handle. When she lifted, the still-mending scar tissue across her upper back and shoulder pulled taut. She winced, impatient with the pain and irritated at her inability to anticipate it. Powering through the discomfort, she hoisted the bucket up and over the burl. Rolling her head forward, she let gravity work the damaged tissues as long as she could bear it, ignoring the heavy, puckered sensation that never truly went away.
Even though the precipitation was still little more than heavy drizzle, the woods were electric with the sound of rain-spatter. The small, constant drip from every branch, twig, and leaf was a tiny pandemonium. Arie closed her eyes and listened anyway, hoping to hear Handy and Curran approach in the falling dusk, or to hear Talus�s livelier four-footed gait. There was only the sound of falling water, though, and Renna�s small movements inside the cave. Come home, she thought.
She tipped the pail and poured off enough rainwater to prevent it slopping out, set her jaw against the pull of her injured shoulder, and went inside.
Renna had the burlap sack pooled open in front of her, and the load of acorns glimmered in the fire�s light. She turned a fat brown nut in her fingertips, inspecting it closely before setting it in one of two small piles. She glanced up expectantly, saw it was Arie, and took another acorn from the sack.
�How are they?� Arie asked. She set the bucket at Renna�s knee. That expectant look was meant for Handy, she knew, and it pinged a similar echo of yearning in her own heart. Come home, she thought again. Oh, come home now. She wondered what instinct was at work here, stirring this bedrock desire that they be all denned together at sundown. A throwback survival imperative written in the genetic code, no doubt. In the dark, the entire tribe must be assembled and safe.
�Fifty-fifty, so far,� said Renna, turning one of the nuts between her fingers. �But it�s dark in here. I don�t know if I�m seeing all the worm holes.�
�The water will help with that,� said Arie. She scooped a big double handful of acorns and dropped them into the pail. Most of them sank, but five or six bobbed on the surface. �The floaters are no good. Toss them.� She skimmed out the worm-eaten nuts and flipped them into the fire. �The sinkers are likely whole. Put them in the keep pile.�
Renna fished the good nuts out of the bucket and scooped another batch from the tow sack. �That�s a lot faster,� she said.
Arie chuffed. �It�s the only fast part of the whole shebang. We�ll have to do quite a bit more to make them edible.�
They�d brought a decent pile of firewood inside to keep dry; she picked through until she found a heavy chunk of hardwood the diameter of her forearm. She squatted by the fire next to Renna, the growing pile of edible nuts between them. One of the larger fire-stones had a flat top, and Arie patted it, checking for heat. The outside edge and level surface were just warm to the touch. She lined several acorns across the top of the stone, grasped the piece of wood by its two ends, and brought it down hard. She picked out the meats, brushed the broken shells away, and set out another line to crack.
For a while there was nothing but the sound of their work�the pleasant rattle of acorns as Renna scooped them from the sack, the sharp crack of wood on stone�blending with the snap of the burning fire and the arrhythmic patter of rain outside the shelter. It was full dark now, and the fire threw their shadows against the rock wall so that two black giants looked hard at work behind them.
There was a low whistle in the woods. Before they could so much as turn their heads, Talus appeared, pressing her muzzle through the shelter opening. She angled her entire head inside, dark eyes glimmering in the firelight, furry face wet with rain. She blinked at Renna and Arie and panted convivially.
�Hey you,� Renna jumped up to pull the makeshift door aside. �Oh good, they�re back,� she said.
Curran had an arm around Handy, half dragging him up the hill to the shelter. They brought fresh chill and wet with them. With all six of them together and the door pulled shut, the rock walls seemed to close in. What felt cozy moments ago now hovered on the edge of claustrophobic.
�You look awful,� Renna told Handy. She grabbed the rough blanket they slept in and spread it around him. �God, you�re so cold.�
Arie could see the incipient hypothermia on him�the sluggish movements and the dazed expression on his normally clear and watchful face. �Strip him,� she told Renna, �and strip yourself. Get inside that blanket with him, skin-to-skin. I�ll boil water. Here.� She moved their acorn production off to one side, into a niche where the nutmeats would not be accidentally scattered. �Draw up close to the fire.�
Handy�s skin was fish-white and his feet and hands were going gray. Renna undressed again; the bite scars on her hip were wrinkled and shiny. She pulled Handy to her and they crouched as near to the fire as they could. Arie helped wrap the blanket snugly around them and crouched behind, rubbing Handy�s arms and back through the worn fabric.
Curran had slipped out of Arie�s woven carry basket and he bent to build up the fire, feeding in small pieces of wood to generate quick heat. He kept his eyes averted while Renna got naked. Close quarters and rough living wore the edge off the few social niceties they�d dragged with them into the post-Pink world. But they were family and offered each other what courtesies they could. Talus, meanwhile, had settled in a spot she preferred, the space between the fire and the matted door of their erstwhile home. She laid her muzzle on her forepaws with a weary sigh, but watched the four of them intently. Her ears remained upright, twitching now and then at small outside noises.
Arie gave the blanket a last firm pull around Handy and Renna and then positioned the pail of water in the fire so it sat squarely in the bed of coals. Random bits of forest debris floated on the surface. She flicked the larger needles and dead leaves into the fire, where they disappeared with small sizzles. From her pack she retrieved a pouch of nettles Handy had managed to salvage from the burned wreckage of Granny�s house. The plants were blanched and dried to knock back their sting, and she crumbled a handful into the simmering pail.
�Brother,� she said, stirring the nettles with a flat spurtle Handy had whittled for her a few days ago. �Are you with us?�
Handy, who had scarcely lifted his head since he�d stepped inside, nodded sluggishly. He was shivering now�a good sign, the body working to warm itself. �Here,� he said, a soft slur in his voice.
�Show me,� said Arie.
He raised his chin and looked her in the eye, blinking myopically. �Right here.�
�You took a wetting,� she said. �More than just the rain, it looks like.� They had a plastic mug�a lucky roadside find�and Arie ladled him some tea from the pail. �Take care,� she said, handing the mug to Renna. �That�s hot.�
Renna reached a bare arm from out of the blanket for the tea. She blew on it, took a tentative sip, and then held it for Handy to drink. He slurped at it and groaned low in his throat.
�Thank you,� he sighed.
She held the blanket closed with one hand and pushed the hair back from his forehead with the other, studying his face.
Curran hunkered nearby, hands extended to the flames. �I was almost at the bottom of the hill when I saw him. Talus found him first. She took off when we were on our way back, and when I caught up I found this guy with one arm around a tree and one arm around Talus�s neck.� The dog�s tail slapped the dirt twice at the mention of her name.
�I was there a while,� Handy said. It still cost him an effort to speak, but he was back in his body. He took another drink from the mug, a larger swallow, and sighed again. �I was trying to talk myself into climbing the hill.�
�And wetter by the second while you were at it,� Arie said.
�Couldn�t work out how to start,� said Handy. �I saw you come out for the bucket, Sister, but I�ll be damned if I could do anything but watch.�
�You took the dank hard,� she said.
�Aye.� He drank again, drained the cup this time. �It got in my head.�
�How�s that tea sitting in your belly?�
�Fair.�
�More?�
�A little.� As Arie refilled his mug, he looked at Curran. �Thanks for pulling me in. Next thing, I�d have been ripping my clothes off and wandering sideways.� He told them about his tumble into the creek, about missing his shot at the turkey. �Soaked myself good,� he said. �I�m all over mud, too.�
They were quiet for a moment, thinking�Arie imagined�of the turkey gone missing. �We have to find better shelter,� she said. The notion of Handy tracking witless through the trees while his core temperature dropped to irretrievable levels? It was unthinkable, and she shoved the idea away. �We�re pretty well hidden here,� she said, �but we need a true roof until this slop passes.�
�I might know a place,� said Curran. He looked excited.
�Where?� Renna sounded only half interested. Since taking to the woods two weeks ago, this space under the rocks was the only shelter they�d been able to cobble together in the rough.
�There�s a cabin. Small, but it looks to be solid.� He dragged the carry basket to him. �I got this stuff from a shed out behind it.�
�The cabin is empty, then?� said Arie.
�We didn�t go in. The thing is�� He rubbed his palms together; they made a brisk, sand-papery sound. �The thing is, I think someone might be there.�
�Do you say so?� said Arie. Her voice was mild, but she had gone still, steel-colored eyes fixed on him. �Were you seen?�
�I can�t say I wasn�t,� he said. �Not a hundred percent. I watched the place quite a while, though. Didn�t see a soul.�
�How close is the cabin to the shed?� said Handy. The color was drifting back into his face and it relieved Arie to see he�d regained some focus.
�It�s close,� Curran said. �Thirty feet, maybe.� He straightened from his crouch by the fire as well as he could in the low space and reached into the carry-basket. �Check it out,� he said.
�Please tell me you have steaks in there,� said Renna. Her head was on Handy�s shoulder, and she continued to vigorously rub his back.
�Whoa up,� said Arie. She rested a hand on Curran�s arm. �Before you show us your haul, I want to hear more about this sense you had of being watched. Tell us that piece, first.�
Twin reflections of the fire shifted in his eyes. �At first it looked empty,� he said. �No trace of smoke, no sign at all from inside. Things were overgrown�you know how the woods creep in and take things back. There was something off, though.� He shook his head, brow furrowed. �It�s too tidy, maybe? Something started giving me that back-of-the-neck feel of being watched, so I grabbed what I could from the shed and we split.�
�And Talus?� Arie said. �What did she think?�
�Yeah,� Curran said, glancing at the dog, now curled asleep in her place by the entrance. �She was kind of weird.�
�Weird how?�
�We weren�t working on the same wavelength,� he said. �There I was, getting the whim-whams, and she was nosing around, looking at me like�well, like she was bored.�
Arie added a small chunk of wood to the fire. It was damp on its surface and hissed in the yellow-white bed of embers, raising tendrils of steam. �She�s not one to ignore trouble,� she said. �I trust her nose better than my two eyes and ears.�
�Might be someone recently cleared out,� said Handy. He drank the last of his tea and loosed his arms from the blanket, adjusting it to cover Renna�s bare upper body.
�Where do you think you�re going?� Arie asked him.
�Damn, Sister,� he said. �I�m plenty warm. Best leave off that fire before it eats every bit of oxygen in here.�
Arie studied him a moment and judged he looked restored enough. With the five of them crowded inside and the fire throwing a fierce heat, their faces�even Handy�s�were sheened with sweat. The shelter had taken on the temperature of a foul-smelling sauna. �Humor me,� she said, �and put your feet close. Better safe than sorry.�
He straightened his legs in front of him and flexed his long, still-puckered toes. �Show us your truck,� he told Curran.
Curran reached into the carry basket and lifted out two quart jars, one in each hand. They were both full nearly to their sealed tops. He grinned.
�Hungry?�
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SWEET CORN. PICKLED BEETS that stained their fingers and teeth. Best of all, two quarts of thick stew studded with peas, potatoes, and chunks of meat that almost melted in their mouths. There were six jars someone had home-canned with utmost care. Their small decorative labels dated to the last summer before the Pink. Whatever else Curran might have in the basket could wait.
Arie studied the lids for an intact seal and judged all but one of them�a pint jar that held chunks of cooked winter squash�safe to eat.
With the tip of her knife, she pried open the brass disk of one jar and nodded at the little hiss of breaking suction. The sweet and delicate smell of corn wafted over them, somehow overpowering even the funk of wood smoke, wet clothes, and unwashed bodies. Talus, who�d just been snoring, came wide awake. She eased into the circle of firelight next to Curran, the picture of attention.
Arie looked around at their eager faces and almost laughed. �Put your tongues back in your heads,� she said. �Best to get a solid boil on it first. Let�s not flirt with botulism if we don�t have to. Curran, get into the fire there and rake me out a few inches of coals, level enough for the bucket to sit on.� The metal pail still held an inch or so of the nettle tea; she left it, pouring the corn on top. Then she popped the lids off the stew and added it to the mix. She set the jars, empty but for a skim of stew, on the ground in front of Talus. �You needn�t wait. Clean those for us, love.� The dog set to work, her long pink tongue making an easy job of it.
The food only took a few minutes to heat through, but seemed to take forever. Once Arie judged it ready and portioned out a share for Talus, they fell ravenously to the meal. Small flat stones, then fingers, served to scoop every last morsel. For several minutes, the only sounds were rain outside, fire inside, and the scrape of rock against bucket.
Finally, Renna leaned back. �Oh god, so good,� she said, and made a resounding belch. She put a hand over her mouth, but was really smiling for the first time in days.
�Hear, hear,� said Arie. �Compliments are due the chef, whoever it was.�
�And thanks to the cow that went in the stew pot,� said Curran.
�That�s not cow,� said Handy. He ran a finger around the inside of the pail and happily licked traces of gravy from his fingers.
�Bear,� said Arie. She opened the pickled beets, speared one for herself, and handed the jar to Renna. �There�s a fine dessert.�
�Bear,� mused Curran. Talus had settled in next to him, her head on his thigh while he gave her a thorough rub behind the ears. �You know bear when you see it in a jar?�
�I love it,� said Handy. �I�d eat it every day, if I could.�
�I never had it in my life.�
�Was a young one went in that stew,� said Arie. �Tender, wasn�t it? Not a hint of gaminess. The person who butchered that bear did the job right.�
�That�s sort of sad,� said Renna. She�d roused herself and stood facing away from them in the shadows, dressing. �Killing a little bear.� She returned to the fire, buttoning her flannel shirt.
Arie handed her the empty pail, which Talus had busily polished off when they were done. �You tell me it�s sad when your belly is empty again,� she said. �Put that outside to catch water.�
�Might have been a mercy,� said Curran quietly. �Could have been an orphaned cub.�
�Could have been road kill,� said Handy. �My brother Harold found a bear on the side of the road one night when he was coming from the casino. The body was still warm, so he drove home quick, got his pickup, rolled his oldest son out of bed, and the two of them heaved it into the truck and back to the house. They hung it from a tree and spent the rest of the night dressing it out. His wife Julia came out on the deck the next morning to see what the hell they were up to at the crack of dawn, and when she saw that naked bear hanging in the yard she let out a yell and dropped her cup of coffee.�
�I�m still back a turn at the casino,� said Arie. �Harold?�
Handy caught her eye and quirked a half smile. �Another story for another day, Sister.�
As if another day is guaranteed, she thought. It pricked her, his casual mention of an imagined future, where the simple pleasure of family gossip after a warm meal was the natural order of things. She mirrored his easy smile and held him in the moment. �I suppose. But� Julia, you say? You can�t mean one of those nasty little Flink girls.�
�One of those, yes.�
Renna had put the bucket just outside the entrance and pulled the matted door back into place. �So your brother�s wife wasn�t a big fan of bear meat, I guess.�
�Oh she liked to eat a bear just fine,� said Handy. �But a yearling that size, a hundred or a hundred-fifty pounds, head and paws taken off already, hanging neck-down and stripped of its fur, well��
�Looks for all the world like a decapitated person dangling there, shiny side out,� finished Arie. �Even a dedicated meat-eater would take pause.� The last branch in the fire had burned nearly through, and she knocked it into the embers. �Of course, Julia Flink was always on the skittish side, as I recall, tender flower that she was.�
Handy uttered a small snort of laughter and got slowly to his feet. He wasn�t as tall as Curran, but the low rock ceiling still made him careful.
�Clear-headed are you?� said Arie, watching him carefully. In point of fact, he looked better than he had for days, color in his skin.
�Like a new man,� he said. He knotted the ends of the thin blanket around his chest sarong-style.
�Your jeans took a big wetting,� said Arie. �They�re damp, yet. More than damp, really. Best leave them by the fire tonight.�
He nodded. �I�ll take a piss then.�
�Here,� said Curran. He stripped out of his sweatshirt and tossed it to Handy. �Stay warm, fool.�
Handy pulled the sweatshirt on and flipped up the hood. �The breeze will catch me one way or the other,� he said. As he exited, he pulled the blanket aside and briefly showed his ass. Renna�s mouth fell open, and then the three of them burst out laughing.
�Just make it quick out there,� Arie called after him. �Curran,� she said, �you did well today. Any other treasures?� She pointed at the carry basket.
He upended it and a jumble of items slid out. �There was way more, but I grabbed what I could.� He laid it all in a neat row: a hairy ball of jute twine, a depleted roll of duct tape, a sheaf of seed packets, a rusty yellow box cutter, and a garden trowel. A pair of flowered cotton garden gloves rested on top of the pile. �I figured the gloves might help in the cold.�
Arie sorted through the seed packets, admiring the colorful pictures of tomatoes, Swiss chard, beets�someone had been a true lover of beets�and scarlet runner beans. She smoothed them between her hands with great care. �May we find the time and place to put these in the ground.� The little bumps and knobs of the seeds inside their envelopes felt like the perfect intersection of possibility and despair. A faint burn of tears prickled behind her eyes.
�What about this?� said Curran, holding out a plastic bag about the size of a cantaloupe.
Arie took it. The contents were weighty and shifted in her hands like a sack of tiny glass beads. She unknotted the top and dipped her fingers in. �Oh yes, this is another good find,� she said.
Renna leaned close. �What is it?�
�Bird seed,� said Arie. �More specifically, millet.�
�Bird seed,� repeated Renna. Her voice was relaxed and sleepy. �In case we need to feed pigeons.�
�Has a warm meal made you stupid?� said Arie. She re-knotted the plastic bag with a firm tug. �The seed would be splendid in a snare, and then you�d have pigeon to keep your belly company. Pigeon, or whatever small beastie hustled out of the brush to grab such a treat.�
�I don�t think we�ll be setting traps any time soon,� said Curran, running a hand over Talus�s thick pelt, pulling off burrs and brambles.
�Tomorrow I�ll cook this into porridge and we�ll be damned glad to have it,� said Arie. �Other bits and pieces are in with the millet�dried corn and such. It�s all edible.�
�Less work than acorns,� said Renna, yawning. She moved into the shallow niche where she slept with Handy and stretched out.
�You�re right about that. Though we�ll likely need those, too, before long,� said Arie. �Better to pack them up against another hungry day.�
�Like squirrels,� Renna said, sounding half-asleep already.
Handy eased inside, clutching the blanket tightly around him. �Temperature�s dropping,� he said. �The rain will quit tonight.�
�Not for long,� said Curran.
�No,� said Arie. �And we�re not even into winter yet.�
�It�ll get wetter before it gets better,� said Handy in a singsong voice.
�Don�t start quoting Mammy Delonda to me,� she said, �or I�ll toss you right out the door.� It disoriented her every time he came out with a relic of their shared upbringing. She gathered the various items Curran had brought back with him, taking special care to wrap the seed packets in a bandana before tucking them deep into the pocket of her old coat.
Curran gave Talus a final rough rub on the tummy and moved the carry-basket out of the way. �I�ll keep an eye on the fire�try to keep us from freezing tonight,� he said. �You hang onto the sweatshirt,� he told Handy.
�Stinks a little,� Handy said.
�No problem. I can air your funk out of it later.�
They smirked at each other like ten-year-olds. Renna was snoring lightly.
Arie stood and turned up her collar. �I�m stepping out,� she said. �You two crack wise while I�m gone. Get it out of your system.�
�I�m done,� said Curran. �We�re done, right Cheeks?�
She didn�t wait for Handy�s reply. �Just stay awake a minute, will you? We have a decision to make. You, too, Renna. Don�t drift off just yet.� Renna made an unintelligible mumble.
The air outside had definitely acquired a colder bite. Arie moved a few yards into the trees to relieve herself. From this distance she could watch thin wisps of camp-smoke curl from the spaces in the woven mat at the cave entrance, shot through with yellow beams of weak firelight. What a strange portal it looked from the dark outside, an underworld entrance where a race of tiny people indulged in some fiery industry. Wee smithies, perhaps.
Back at the mouth of the shelter, she found the metal pail where Renna had left it. She scrubbed the inside with a handful of pebbles and a small fir cone. A hard rap knocked it mostly clean, and she returned it to its spot behind the humped burl, ready to catch water they would use in the morning.
She rested one hand on the mat of boughs, the only thing between their cramped huddle of rock and anything that might want to get at them. The rain had let up, but under the trees there was still an incessant patter of drops, millions of them falling off every limb and leaf. That sound blended with the small crackle of their fire. Someone put another piece of wood on the flames and in the momentary flare of light she could see that it was Curran. Far over the treetops, the shifting cloud cover showed wide gashes of black sky, flickering stars. Arie stared out at the wheeling universe for a few moments, until it gave her a familiar twinge of vertigo, the sense of falling into space. The moon was there beyond the murk, nearly full again.
It was almost a month since they�d fled into the woods, and half of that had been spent at the abandoned house, waiting for her to recover from the burns she�d taken at the hands of Russell and his bootlickers. Now�badly accoutered for the foul weather and with very little in the way of supplies�they�d hardly done more than sit still. They were fraying at the wet and dirty seams. If they had any chance of making it many hard miles to the family place, they needed to fortify somehow.
Curran may have done a lot more than find them a meal of beets and bear stew. They needed that cabin.
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HE DREAMED OF SCREENS. A sleeping mind produces the thing it longs for, and Russell�self-appointed King of the Konungar�longed for a relentless, numbing avalanche of images and information. The complicated nothingness of pixels and sound bites, a keyboard his weapon of choice.
Instead, he opened his eyes to the quiet world and everything left in the wake of the pink plague. Outside the tent, the scrape of a match. It was Doyle, awake first to light the stove. Russell sat up and ran his hands over his face, rubbing away the last vestige of sleep. His fingers played lightly over the ridges of twisted scar around his eye, his ruined nose, his ragged mouth�the changed face of a new avatar: Russell, the bloodied and vengeful.
Nebulous morning twilight had turned the walls of his nylon tent from black to gray-green. He reached into the foot of the down sleeping bag and pulled out his parka, warm from the heat of his body all night. A long indigo scarf shot through with silver threads, had served as a pillow for a few hours. Wrapping his head and face took seconds now. Only when that was done did he emerge from his solo tent, zipping his jacket against the cold morning.
In the center of their tight camp, Doyle had water simmering. The little stove�a brilliant orange gizmo they�d scavenged from the fatly stocked underground bunker of a corpulent fellow who�d died in a Kevlar vest with his boots laced tight and a cold cigar clenched in his fist�burned wood instead of propane. In addition to producing a hot, smokeless fire, the stove produced voltage. It wasn�t much and it didn�t last long, but it was by-god, hooray-for-Tesla electricity with enough juice to charge a pair of tiny matching headlamps. Someday soon its batteries would spit their last and its small fan would fail, but until that happened it was a little magic act every morning and evening. Without asking, Doyle poured hot water into a filter cone of ground coffee and passed the metal cup to Russell.
He watched the water sink through, how the oils in the coffee left a slight rainbow sheen on the black surface of the grounds, and lowered his face into the fragrant steam. One more terminal treasure to be hoarded and savored. No more coffee beans shipped into temperate climates. No more oranges, avocados, or bananas, either. They sure as hell couldn�t grow that stuff, not forty-odd degrees north of the equator. Sometimes at night, waiting in vain for sleep, he entertained fantasies of sending out a small expedition. His own Leif Erikson. His own Lewis and Clark. His own Marco Polo sent south in search of coffee beans: See you in a few years, boys, and don�t come back without the Arabica. He handed the cone to Doyle, who made himself a cup. Last man to roll out got the weakest hint of brown water to start the day and was happy to have it.
Russell turned away, pulling the scarf aside to drink the scalding brew. He�d taught himself the trick of using a cup without spilling things through the tattered remains of his upper lip, but didn�t care to have an audience for the effort. �Get them up,� he said, voice barely louder than a whisper.
Doyle stood, took a few long swallows of his own cup, and set the last of it carefully next to the stove. There were two other tents, small and lightweight things huddled low to the ground. He gave the nearest one a swift kick, his big boot making contact with someone inside.
�Ow! Yeah, fuck. I�m up,� came a muttered voice. The sides of the tent bulged like a spider sac as the two men inside scrambled out of their bags. Doyle was just lifting his foot to the second tent when the zipper shot open. Young Alex staggered out, hair standing away from his head in wild, carroty-red tufts. �We�re up, too,� he said, hopping on one foot to get his pants on. He finally managed it, and beelined for the coffee dripper.
Russell stood silently, caffeine zinging through him, waiting for them to sip and stomp and groan themselves into another cold, wet morning. When they seemed more or less conscious, he motioned them close, Doyle standing slightly behind him, ready to take whatever action might be needed. The men leaned in, heads cocked slightly forward to catch his instructions. It didn�t do to ask Russell to repeat himself.
�We�re close,� he said. �By my reckoning, a day or two behind.� He drained his cup and handed it to Doyle. �I want to hear your thoughts.�
They stood silently, not daring to look at each other, waiting for someone else to speak. The morning grew fractionally lighter, and the details of the surrounding trees began to appear�branch, bark, leaf. Russell continued to say nothing, his eyes moving from man to man, daring them to find their balls.
Their search effort had gone from quick and promising to shit-miserable almost a week ago. At first, they�d been lucky. With promises of extra rations and threats of violent reprisals for escape attempts, nearly all their able-bodied citizens had been put into manageable search parties. In just four days of methodical bushwhacking, Curran�s stump house was discovered back in the woods. That day, the exit-trail of the old woman�s crew was excellent; despite obvious efforts at obfuscation, they were in a hurry and they were carrying someone. But when the weather shifted, their signs of passage eventually turned to slop underfoot. Sounds were muffled and confused by the rain. Being out in that chill mess, Russell knew, also raised a risk of rebellion. This was a group hand-curated from the Council, but genuine loyalty was thin�always and everywhere. He�d had a distinct sense last night that the wheels of mutiny were beginning their slow grind. Undergirding a sense of common purpose was now mission critical.
�How do you know, Chief?� said Alex. �That we�re close, I mean? The day after we found the big house was the last time we saw any decent marks.�
�That was a strong find, though,� said Garrett. He was a muscular, observant kid who tended to avoid pissing contests. �At least we got a fix on their direction.� A fifth generation dairy farmer, Garrett had one day blundered into the high school on his own hook, hiking into town after finding his father slumped over a barbed-wire fence�pink as a posy and dead as dirt. �It was for sure they started out heading north-northeast.�
�A fix on their direction that day,� Alex argued. �Maybe they just headed that way to throw us off. Instead of north, they might try to cut straight east, up and over the ridge.�
Doyle reached out whip-quick and popped Alex upside the back of his head. His wild hair fell in his face. He didn�t dare to look around, just pulled into himself, hands tucked in his armpits, jaw muscles bulging and contracting.
�We�ve had that discussion, Alex. Haven�t we?� said Russell.
�It�s too steep for them to strike east, anyway,� said Garrett. �Not with the old woman.�
�Steep is only the half of it.� This from the fifth man, a stocky, dark-haired thud called Gilch. Russell had Doyle pull him onto the final search team for two reasons: out in the trees he was quiet as a cat, and he was utterly biddable in his brutality. He hawked a wad of phlegm onto the ground near Alex�s right foot. �And I told you this last time, dumb ass.�
Alex stiffened and drew a breath to retort. Doyle gave him a brittle sideways glance, and he held his peace.
�They could maybe handle the elevation and the pitch of the trail,� Gilch continued. �Even the old woman could hack it, if they didn�t try to go too fast. But the terrain turns to shit up there. If it gets any colder, it�ll start spitting snow before they make the first crest. Besides,� he said, pinching the point of his short beard between thumb and forefinger. �Say they do crest the ridge. What the fuck are they going to find on the other side? Trees and more trees, wet and more wet. And all they have is what little they could grab when they went on the run. You think they�re going to hoof it into the Trinity Alps? Maybe hide out around Mount Shasta so they can sneak into Redding for supplies?�
�Point made,� said Russell mildly, and Alex visibly relaxed. �We�re agreed, then, that their probable trajectory is north. We weren�t far behind to begin with. The push we�ve made, with or without direct sign, has closed ground between us. So I say again: we�re close. What is our next best move?�
�Angle back to the highway,� said Gilch immediately.
�Show me,� said Russell.
Gilch squatted. He cleared a spot in the dirt and snapped a piece of Doyle�s kindling to make a sharp point. �Coast is here,� he said, drawing a curved vertical line on the left side of his crude palette. �We�re out here.� Off to the right, he scratched out several gritty tree shapes. �They went from the stump house,� he continued, �to the big place on the hill where they rested up.� He traced a thin, meandering trail that ended at a large X in his imagined forest. �When they left that house, we know they were still pushing into the woods, looking to disappear on us.� He squinted up at Russell. �It�s one thing to go to ground and hide out awhile. But for the long haul, with hardly any provisions? No way. Twenty-five, thirty-odd days out here now, living rough. They�re not finding enough to keep them going. Guaranteed.�
�Not much to scavenge,� said Garrett.
�Out here you could barely keep in beer and Doritos even before the fucking world ended,� said Alex, cutting his eyes around at Doyle. When no one clouted him, he perked up, grinning at his own remark. �Trust me, by week two I�d cruised every little country-road market I could think of until I ran out of gas.�
�So you think they�ll double back toward the coast,� said Russell to Gilch.
Gilch drew a second vertical line, roughly parallel to the coast. �The 101.� Then he etched four more Xs along its length, naming each one as he did. �Eureka,� he said, �Arcata, Hayesville, Trinidad.� He looked around at them, a truculent fireplug of a man. �Stores, restaurants, houses. They need provisions, and that�s where the provisions are�on the road.�
Russell stepped forward and took the stick from Gilch. �Then let�s be there when they arrive.� With one stroke, he made a crude horizontal gash across the map. �This,� he said in his soft, blurred voice, �is us. Their deadline.�
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THEY LEFT THE CAVE the next morning. It wasn�t a hard decision. Wet, weary, and usually hungry, they were traveling a ragged edge. As promised, Arie cooked up a breakfast of the birdseed. The millet made a decent meal�bland as paste, but hot. The mush filled their bellies, and they ate until they couldn�t manage another bite.
Curran and Talus led the way, pushing deeper into the woods than Arie had expected. The grade was moderate but relentless, tending up and up. In their state of general depletion, with all their belongings in tow, the climb was exhausting. The undergrowth was heavier, too, slowing them down and earning them a great many shallow scratches on the exposed skin of hands and necks. Within thirty minutes, Talus�s coat was loaded with thorns, small leaves, and strands of spider web. Her colors provided excellent camouflage, and her fur now sported so much organic matter she began to resemble a four-legged shrub.
Sometime past mid-day, after grinding up a particularly steep rise, they reached a place where the ground leveled out and the woods thinned considerably. They stopped to catch their breath. A breeze was blowing through, faint but welcome after their dogged climb. Though the sky threatened more rain, so far it had held off.
�Almost there,� Curran whispered.
Arie nodded. The spot where they stood was weirdly chaotic. An old-growth redwood had toppled�recently, by the look of it�and taken out a phalanx of smaller trees in its wake. The gargantuan redwood was otherwise intact, its enormous root end towering ten feet above their heads. Great clots of earth and small vegetation clung to the underside.
�Damn,� Handy breathed, scanning the damage. The massive tree�s top was far out of sight, hundreds of feet away. The shattered madrones, maples, and alders in its path looked dynamited. Spires and shards of raw wood lay in jagged profusion, bright pink and yellow in the dismal day, bleeding trails of sap.
�What a sound it must have made,� said Arie, imagining the concussion: a million pounds of tree striking the earth at once.
�Only if someone was here,� said Renna, �to hear.�
Arie and Handy looked at her with bland expressions so identical they seemed rehearsed.
�Oh, come on,� Renna muttered. �That was funny.�
Talus scrambled into the mangled divot left by the redwood�s upending. The area was nearly dry, sheltered as it was by the colossal snarl of roots. She snuffled and dug in the soft, disrupted earth, then suddenly snapped at something, feet and jaws working in tandem. The tiny bones of a burrowing critter, mouse or gopher, crunched between her teeth. The dog glanced around, chewing happily, a few miniature beads of blood on her whiskers.
�Good job,� Arie told her. Talus sprang out of the depression, gave herself a hard shake. She licked her chops and fell in beside Curran, who was working his way to a high spot. He hoisted himself onto one of the newly created stumps. After scanning a moment, he snapped his fingers and pointed.
At first, Arie saw only woods and more woods, hung with shadows and festering with muck. But then, beyond the storm-tossed patch, she realized what he was pointing at. In the distance was a place among the trees where things appeared to open out. It wasn�t much, just a subtle thinning in the undergrowth that would have been invisible if the surrounding trees had still been standing.
Curran lowered himself off the stump, careful with his handholds on the viciously splintered wood. Talus sat patiently, watching his progress. He made a tiny gesture with his chin. �That way.�
It took nearly twenty minutes to get through the deadfall. They clambered over, ducked around, and once had to drop onto their bellies in the sopping duff to crawl under the tangle. Arie eased through, careful to shield her burn-scarred shoulder. Talus found her own trail, often doubling back to check their progress.
Once they were past the blow-down, the open spot in the tree line was plainly visible several yards ahead. Dismal afternoon light fell toward them as if through the broken slat of a picket fence. Drawing closer, Arie saw what she hadn�t noticed before: two inconspicuous buildings. The nearer one, smaller, was built right at the edge of the woods�it was the shed. She couldn�t make sense of the other structure, which had to be the cabin. It was prosaically house-shaped, but somehow threw off glints of color as she moved her head, trying to have a better look.
They moved to within ten feet of the squat building and halted, mostly concealed behind the girth of a hoary old Douglas fir. Talus stood at Curran�s flank as always, but instead of her usual silent attention, she was antsy. Her ears were relaxed and several times she looked from their faces to the clearing, all doggy interest. Arie wondered if Talus�s impromptu meal had gone to her head. Curran frowned and flicked a finger. The dog sat and yawned widely. Meanwhile, a great deal of quiet nothing happened in the space between buildings.
Curran put his lips to Arie�s ear. �I�ll look,� he whispered.
She dipped her chin. While the rest of them waited, he crept to the back of the shed, stepping with care around anything dead and dry.
The simple slanted roof of the shed hung over a rear wall no taller than Curran�s forehead. The unpainted wood siding sported a load of moss and lichen, and a trio of young sawtooth ferns sprouted from one deep crevice between shingles. By inches, he peered around the corner. After a moment, he motioned with two fingers, and they moved forward to join him.
Handy laid a hand against the outside wall, resting his forehead there, and Arie did likewise. No vibration, no sound, no prickling sense of life on the other side. Handy gave a minute shake of the head�nothing.
Curran stepped aside, and Arie inched out to have a look. A double row of white river rocks outlined a neat path that curved from the shed entrance, disappearing around the corner and out into the yard. The door of the shed was on that far side, not visible from the cabin. Arie didn�t hesitate. The thin metal doorknob, dented and rusty, spun uselessly in her hand. Curran put a shoulder to the bowed wood. He shoved once and it popped open, sticking a bit at the top with a low shudder. Talus appeared and eeled past, like a dog coming home after a long walk. Arie followed. Curran and Renna slipped inside, and Handy brought up the rear, leaving the door slightly ajar.
It was a small space, about six feet square, and although there was a smell of old timber, lightly mildewed, it wasn�t much�not the odor of wet decay Arie�d expected. The inner walls were finished�painted paneling over drywall�and the floor was covered with a sheet of blue and white linoleum. On the wall opposite the door, a waist-high workbench was strewn with a jumbled assortment of plastic and terracotta pots, desiccated flower bulbs, a rusted can sprouting a splayed bouquet of flat-handled paintbrushes. Wood screws, washers, and bent nails were sprinkled in random disarray over the bench�s surface. Renna and Handy at once commenced to rummage through the cupboards and drawers set above and below the bench, creating a scanty pile of usable items between them.
To the left was a window that overlooked the clearing. Sidling toward it at an angle, Arie stole a glance. Then she stared, utterly charmed.
The cabin ran to riot at the edges, where dead wisteria vines planted near the porch now climbed onto low-hanging tree branches. At the base of the steps a potted bamboo had burst from a rotted whiskey barrel planter and bolted into a wild, leafy screen that towered twice the cabin�s height. The front porch was set deep, under a shallow dome of hammered metal.
Three windows, none matching, faced the shed. One of them, tall and narrow, was fixed next to the door like a sidelight. A large, diamond-shaped window with multiple small panes was located by the rear corner of the cabin. Near the crossbeam of the roof was a piece of stained glass with a pastoral of meadow and stream, sheep and bird�so elaborate it might have come from a medieval cathedral.
What captured her attention most, though, were the cabin�s outer walls. They were completely covered with metal scales, overlapped like an outlandish fish. Green, blue, and silver swirls were punctuated here and there by a red or yellow counterpoint�a design that might have been conceived in a state of chemical ecstasy. Someone had shingled the small cabin with hundreds of flattened aluminum cans.
Curran stood sentinel at the door, stroking Talus�s boney forehead with his big, blunt fingers while Arie let her eyes linger awhile on each of the cabin�s windows. No movement. No one standing where she could see them. No hint of smoke at the chimney. Still as stone, inside and out. But, as Curran had told them in the cave, there was something� something that put her wind up. What?
After a moment or two, it dawned on her. Despite the wild growth of wisteria and bamboo; regardless of the moss and lichen embedded in the shed�s outer walls; and no matter the tattered, dirty spiderwebs that festooned those whimsical windows�there was too much order here. The stone-trimmed path that led away from the shed�s door bisected the clearing and ended at the cabin�s front porch. And, although the rest of the yard was scattered with normal forest debris, inside its perimeters the path was downright tidy. The fine hairs on her arms stood up.
Far to the left, almost out of her range of vision, Arie saw a tiny building nearly swallowed by the dense brush. She squinted, then realized what it was: vent pipe up top, classic crescent moon carved into the door. Outhouse. There was no stone-trimmed path leading to it, but between the back corner of the cabin and the privy was a faint, unmistakable trail in the tallish grass, a barely perceptible line where someone�s feet and legs had pushed the blades apart in transit.
Someone moved inside the house.
If the day had been bright enough to reflect against the glass, she would have missed the slight flicker. But she caught it in the narrow window next to the door, the briefest suggestion of shoulder, elbow, wrist, there and gone in the space between seconds. Someone slender, not tall, not muscular.
Arie dropped below the edge of the windowsill so quickly she might have been thrown to the linoleum by an invisible hand. Renna and Handy ducked, too, eyes wide, bodies tense. Curran was already down, hunkered near the door next to Talus.
�The window by the porch,� she said. �A woman, maybe.�
Renna�s hand went to the knife in her belt. �Did she see you?�
�If I saw her, it�s likely.�
�Now what?� said Curran. �We can�t know how many might be in there. I don�t want to sit here while they get ready to set this shed on fire.�
The strangest sensation washed over Arie. It was she inside the cabin, drifting behind the windows, on guard, waiting for the intruders�the usurpers�to leave. �No,� she said. �You felt watched here yesterday. That�s what you told us. Yet you managed to walk out with a load of provisions.� She shook her head. �If there was a group, they�d surely have stopped you. Tried, at the very least.�
�We need shelter,� said Handy.
�Not by force.�
Curran closed his eyes and made a sound of quiet frustration. �We�re wasting time. It�ll be dark in an hour.�
�Sister,� Handy said, �He�s right. We have to push this.�
She was still in that odd state of d�j� vu, back in her attic refuge the night Handy had brought Renna inside, into the rooms of ruin, determined to find aid and shelter for the wounded girl. �How, then?� she said.
�If they saw you just now, they�ll be focused here. Curran and I will get in the trees and circle around either side. We don�t want someone bolting out the back, and if they make a move on the shed we can flank them. You and Renna stay here with Talus.�
�Yes,� said Curran. �Give us a count of sixty.�
�Come here, girl.� Renna held out her hand. Talus looked at Curran first, then meandered to Renna with complete canine nonchalance, looking back once at the open shed door.
�On our sign, hail the cabin,� Handy told Arie. �Start them talking. Get a feel.�
�And if they don�t respond?�
�Then we�ll see what we see.�
The two men hovered at the door. The sharpened walking stick Handy had made�one for each of them�was on Curran�s back, handle within easy reach. He also carried a brutish pipe wrench, scavenged during their stay at the grower�s mansion, its jaw open to create a wicked hook. Handy carried only his knife, choosing to leave behind his large bow. Curran slipped out first, in a half-crouch. Talus whined once, and Renna hooked a finger under her collar.
Handy cupped Renna�s chin and kissed her. �Sixty count.� He followed Curran. For a moment their voices murmured at the back wall of the shed, then their footsteps disappeared into the woods, one set gone to the left, one to the right.
Arie and Renna sat on the clean blue and white floor, eyes on each other, bodies tensed. Renna counted. Arie thought what she might say to the shadow in the cabin. Renna kept whispering the numbers. The apparition of their last day in Granny�s house dropped over Arie again like a clammy sheet.
Forty-seven. Forty-eight.
Separated from Handy in the gulch, counting up, counting on a reunion. Russell and his crew in the street, bringing blood and fire.
�Wait.� She grabbed Renna�s arm, fingers digging in.
A sound split the afternoon. It was a small sound in the grand scheme of things, but bright and declamatory. In a world ostensibly finished with firearms decades ago, the echoing crack of gunfire was unmistakable.
~~~
A spray of bark erupted from a tree near Curran�s left shoulder at the same time his tired brain comprehended the report of a rifle. He went down on his belly hard enough to knock his wind loose, and for a few painful seconds he struggled to catch his breath. Another shot rang in the clearing, this one tearing high and wild through the branches overhead. Dead leaves rained down around him. Heart pounding like a jackhammer, he dared to raise his head just enough to get a glimpse of the cabin. Two things simultaneously made his blood go cold: the soulless eye of a gun barrel balanced on the open sill of the narrow window beside the cabin�s front door, and Talus, pelting from the shed, running straight into the line of fire.
~~~
Renna ducked instinctively when the gun went off, losing hold of Talus�s collar. She threw herself at the dog, grabbing desperately at her neck, legs, tail. But Talus was gone. Before Arie could register it, Renna had scrambled up and run after.
�No!� Arie cried, but they were already gone. A second shot split the afternoon silence. Arie pressed herself to the wall, daring a look, dreading what she might see. Talus stood in the center of the yard, staring at the front of the cabin. Renna skidded onto her knees and flung her arms around the dog�s neck. Talus barely seemed to notice. She barked once and raised her head to scent the air, not taking her eyes off the cabin�s front porch.
�Don�t shoot us.� Curran, calling from the trees. �It�s okay. We�re not here to hurt you.�
Talus whined, a puppyish sound. To Arie�s amazement, the dog went down on her haunches by Renna, tail wagging in the dirt of the yard. She gave Renna�s cheek a distracted lick and began to pant, glancing back and forth between the cabin and the trees.
�We need�� Renna said, voice audibly shaking. She kept her head lowered, forehead almost touching Talus�s shoulder. �We just need shelter.�
Arie turned from the window and sighed. There was only one thing for it now; two women, one unarmed and one elderly, might do the trick. She stepped out of the shed, hands held out, and followed the stone-lined path into the clearing.
�I�m sorry we frightened you,� she called, looking directly at the cabin. With tiny movements of her fingers, she tried to gesture at Handy and Curran�stay back. The barrel of the gun still rested on the open window, looking like the worst sort of black catastrophe. When she reached Renna and Talus, she lowered her hands. One palm she laid on Renna�s shoulder. Renna reached up and laced her cold fingers through Arie�s. With her other hand, Arie scratched the dog�s broad head.
�There are four of us,� she said. �Don�t be afraid.�
Talus jumped to her feet and did a little half-dance, ears pricked forward, still staring at the cabin. With a faint creak of hinges, the door opened. Renna�s fingers went rigid.
A boy stepped out of the shadows of the porch overhang. Arie had been so certain the shooter was a woman it took her a moment to register what she saw. He appeared to be ten or eleven and tall for his age. Blond hair fell past his shoulders, and he had the rifle raised, socked into his right shoulder.
�No need to point that,� said Arie. �We don�t mean you any kind of mischief.�
The boy kept the gun raised, but looked them over carefully. There was a steady sense about him, an almost unnatural calm and curiosity.
�I know there�s two more in the trees,� he said. �Over there�� He nodded in Curran�s direction, the place he�d aimed his shots. �And back that way,� he said, pointing behind the cabin to where Handy had headed. �I saw a man yesterday, out in my papa�s tool shed. Is he with you?�
�Yes,� Arie said. �Just the four of us, and no harm to you.�
He said nothing, only watched her with steady blue eyes.
�We sojourn, child. Wet travelers, we are, and cold to the bone.� She raised both hands and laid them over her heart. �Pilgrim,� she said, �will you give us rest?�
He lowered the rifle then, just slightly, and shifted his gaze to Talus. �Is that your dog?�
�This is Talus,� said Renna, stroking the dog�s thick, burr-raddled coat.
�Does she bite?�
�Not you,� said Arie. It was plain from Talus�s posture that she wasn�t the least afraid of the kid. �It looks to me as though she�d like to make your acquaintance. What do you reckon?�
The boy lowered the rifle and tucked its smooth wood stock under one arm. He reached out to Talus, and it was all the invitation she needed. Slipping out of Renna�s grasp, Talus trotted across the clearing. She sniffed his proffered hand, gave it a cursory lick, and allowed the boy to stroke her head. In her accustomed show of solidarity, she leaned into his legs and looked fixedly at the trees where Curran was still concealed.
The boy looked that direction, too, then at Renna and Arie. �Do you promise?� he said. He didn�t say specifically what promise he meant and didn�t need to. Arie�s heart broke for him�in that childish question was a weary freight of days and nights, the burden of loneliness and fear borne alone.
�Cross our hearts,� she said.
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BY THE TIME IT WAS FULL DARK, they were sitting around the fire together. This was no raw and ragged make-do affair that served to foul their clothes and fill their lungs, nothing like the tiny cook fires Arie had occasionally dared to build in her former attic retreat. The fireplace inside Kory�s cabin was a marvel, huge blocks of sandstone fitted together with such precision that no mortar was required. The mantle was an oak slab, at least a foot thick and two deep, its oiled finish blackened in the center where the heat had scorched it over time.
Arie sat in a worn leather armchair. Kory had insisted she take it, and once she�d sunk into its smooth contours�gods, had anything ever felt so heavenly?�he had laid a blanket over her lap with sweet, unconscious courtesy, deftly tucking the thick plaid around her legs. She smoothed her hand over the dark greens and blues as they appeared and disappeared in the flickering light.
Renna curled in an enormous rocking chair next to Arie, bolstered by pillows, her feet tucked beneath her. Handy and Curran sprawled on a fat sofa, virtually sunken into either end of its faded chintz depths. All three of them stared at the fire, speechless for the better part of an hour. They had the damp, chastened look of wild children who�ve been wrangled and tamed with good food and a wealth of hot water. Arie smiled, looking around at them. Gob-smacked is what they were�exactly how she felt, too�a sensation so surreal they may as well have fallen into some other dimension.
Kory was in the midst of them, stretched full-length on the rug with Talus. Boy and dog basked in the heat of the fire. Talus lay on her side, sated, legs extended, allowing Kory to brush her meticulously from nose to tail with a wood-handled hairbrush�his own, for all Arie could guess. True love, for sure, she thought.
With a final run of his palm down Talus�s now-gleaming coat, Kory set the brush aside and nestled crosswise, using her rounded belly as a pillow. The dog fetched a deep sigh that raised and lowered Kory�s blond head like a boat on a tidal swell, making him smile. �I can hear her dinner in there,� he said.
�I�m not surprised,� said Arie. �You�re a mighty host.�
�You can probably hear my dinner way over here,� said Curran from the depths of the sofa. His voice was nearly slurred. �I�m stuffed.�
�With the mountain of beans you ate, we�ll hear it all night, too,� said Handy.
There was a beat of silence, then Curran snorted a laugh. It was all the permission Kory needed. He put his mouth to his bare forearm and blew a tidy little fart sound that made Talus�s head jerk up. This made him laugh even harder, and the sound was so apt and perfectly careless that it was impossible not to laugh with him.
Handy stretched out a leg to Renna and set the rocker in motion with his toes. �Awake?� he said.
Renna, bundled into a heavy quilt, was still smiling down at Kory. She wiped surreptitiously at her face with a sleeve and nodded. �I think so,� she said. Her mass of dark curls, still slightly damp from the bath, cascaded around her shoulders and almost into her lap.
~~~
Before they�d eaten, they had bathed. Behind the fireplace was a bona fide bathing space. No toilet (that�s what the outhouse was for) but the largest cast-iron tub Arie had ever laid eyes on�clawed feet and all. Through plumbing alchemy she was too exhausted to investigate, a cistern beside the cabin could circulate water through pipes laid in the firebox. A simple hand pump delivered the hot water directly into the bath.
Everyone had insisted that Arie take the first turn. By filling the tub halfway, she could submerge most of her body into the buoyant warmth while keeping her burn-scarred upper back pressed against the smooth, cool enamel. An enormous picture window looked out the rear of the cabin, framing a view of a nearby river gorge and the hills beyond it, now festooned with gathering swaths of low evening clouds that hung in the treetops like damp cotton batting.
There were greasy chunks of homemade soap that smelled of rosemary. There was a bottle of actual shampoo, thick and minty. The fire crackled on the other side of the wall, blending with the voices and footsteps of the others as Kory showed them around and gathered an enormous pile of clean clothes from the upstairs loft.
Like a damned miracle.
She had covered her face with a hot, wet washcloth and wept in silent, racking sobs.
When she emerged, dressed in soft green britches, woolen socks, and a heavy cotton smock, she was already knocked sideways by the weird sense of otherworldliness. Kory had commenced scrubbing the now-filthy tub with a rag and some sort of cleaning concoction in a mason jar. Curran tried to take over, but the boy wouldn�t hear of it. He hummed to himself while he cleaned up; in a few moments the bathtub was immaculate and ready to be used again.
And it was. One after the other, they entered like penitents at a baptism and emerged damp, ruddy, and mildly dazed. Kory kept the fire tended and the tub clean until they�d each had a go. Handy went in last; while he soaked, Curran and Kory took Talus onto the front porch for a good wash and once-over for burrs and briars.
Arie had watched from the open doorway, marveling at the boy�s composure, the relaxed and happy way he worked alongside Curran as they tended the dog�who bore their ministrations with utmost patience�from nose to tail. Renna perched on the porch rail and worked snarls out of her damp hair while observing the progress of Talus�s bath. When she and Arie made eye contact over the bent heads of Curran and Kory, her expression mirrored Arie�s sense of unreality. The man and boy chatted agreeably at their task, as though they�d not met just an hour ago with a rifle between them.
~~~
�How is it you came to be such a fine host, Kory?�
Arie�s voice was casual, almost off-hand. Behind the simple question was the weight of whatever hard circumstances had left the boy here, heavily provisioned and solitary.
�Mama�s rule,� he said. He stared into the fire, rubbing his thumb into the dark widow�s-peak of fur between Talus�s closed eyes. ��Be not forgetful to entertain strangers: for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.��
�Hebrews. Chapter thirteen, verse two,� said Handy.
Kory glanced up. �What do you mean?�
�It�s a bit of scripture.�
�What�s that?�
Handy smiled. �A book of verses,� he said, �called the Bible.�
�Often kept in motel bedside tables,� said Arie, �for light bedtime reading.�
�Motel?�
�A long-gone convention, dear heart. Don�t mind my blather. Sometimes my tongue runs away with me.�
�Best to mind her anyway,� said Curran. �She�s wicked smart.�
Kory searched Arie�s face. His gaze was disconcertingly direct and unguarded, the look of one who hasn�t learned to duck behind a shield of self-conscious artifice. �I just call it Mama�s rule,� he said.
�Sounds like she was wicked smart, too,� said Renna.
�She was.�
Arie decided to press him a little. �Kory, how does your rifle fit in with your mama�s rule?�
�Well, that�s Papa�s rule. It comes before Mama�s.�
�Papa�s rule is shoot first, ask questions later?� said Curran.
Handy nudged Curran with his sock-clad foot, but Kory nodded. �Sort of,� he said. ��Protect the family, best effort, no whining.� That�s Papa�s rule.�
�Three in one,� said Handy.
�Yes.�
They sat in silence for a few moments, the low crackle of the fire and Talus�s soft snoring creating a soporific background music.
�You keep their rules well,� said Arie. �Even when they aren�t here.�
Kory looked away and stretched full-length on the rug beside Talus. �I�ll sleep here,� he said. �Someone can have my bed. It�s in the loft.� He paused, keeping his eyes on the dog. �There are two beds up there. The big one is good for two people.�
Curran looked at Arie. The expression of sorrow he shot her was like a thorn in the soul. �You know,� he said, stretching his arms over his head expansively, �that sounds like a great idea. Guess I�ll join you, here on the sofa. If you don�t mind the company?�
�It�s comfy for sleeping,� Kory said.
Handy got to his feet. �We�ll sleep upstairs, then.� He grabbed the blanket he�d been nestled in and handed it to the boy. �Better bundle up. You�ll catch a draft down there on the floor when the fire dies.�
Renna and Arie stood, too. Renna made a neat bundle of her own blanket and tucked it under Kory�s head, smoothing a hank of blond hair off his forehead. �Sweet dreams,� she said.
�Don�t let the bedbugs bite,� Kory murmured.
�I won�t.�
�There aren�t really bedbugs, though,� he said.
�Do I look worried?�
Kory seemed to take her seriously and studied her face for a long moment. �No. You look sleepy.�
�I might be asleep already,� Renna said, tucking herself under Handy�s arm. �This might be just a cozy dream I�m having.�
�No, it�s real,� said Kory. �You�ll see in the morning. That�s when you always know.� He had rolled up in the blanket like a caterpillar in a leaf, and was snug up against Talus�s side�head-to-head, shoulder-to-shoulder.
A stubby candle lantern sat on the mantle. Arie peeled a long splinter from a piece of kindling and used it to light the wick. �I�m going to step outside a moment,� she said. �Just a last bit of air before bed.� She motioned to Curran with a glance.
�Think I�ll join you,� he said, untangling himself from his spot on the sofa. �Is the moon full?�
�Nearly,� said Arie.
�We�ll head upstairs, then,� said Handy. �Sleep well, everyone.� Renna was already climbing the steep staircase ladder into the wide sleeping loft above them.
The porch was a study in chiaroscuro, black shadows broken by stark moonlight that angled through the upright porch rails. The temperature difference from inside to out was a shock. Arie could see her breath. Curran hugged himself, shoulders pulled up high.
�Do you think we need a watch tonight?� she asked him.
He nodded. �We�re secluded out here, but yeah. It feels like anyone could sneak up on us. Maybe I�m a little paranoid.�
�Doesn�t seem like paranoia. We did it, after all�snuck up.�
There was a sharp snap of branch in the trees beyond the clearing, and they both jumped. A frantic rustle commenced in the undergrowth, some small critter making nightly rounds.
Curran gave Arie a wry smile. �Yeah,� he said, �I�ll keep first watch. I�m a rock.�
It gave her a small shudder, that grin. The effect was skull-like, half his face starkly pronounced in the light of the bone moon and the other half obliterated by full dark. �Thank you,� she said, glad the dark porch masked her shiver. �I�ll speak to Handy and Renna about spelling you in a while.�
�I�ll find someone when I need a break.�
�Let�s get in,� she said. �We�ve shivered enough in the past few weeks. I want more of the fire.� She grasped the latch, a hand-smithed piece of beaten iron that was almost icy under her fingers, and paused. �He loves that dog,� she whispered.
�It�s uncanny,� said Curran. �She knew, too, Talus did�felt him in here from the start. When I found the place yesterday, I kept expecting her to be on guard, and she was totally cool.�
�That�s a boy who needs a guardian angel.�
�I don�t know,� he said. �He sort of feels like the guardian to me.�
When Arie pushed the door open, warmth flowed around them like an embrace. Kory and Talus were curled together, both apparently sound asleep. Curran retrieved his blanket from the sofa. He wrapped it shawl-like around his shoulders and dragged the rocking chair next to the narrow window by the front door, positioning himself so that he could lean back and still keep a steady look at the clearing.
Arie squeezed his shoulder as she passed. �You did well, finding us this place.�
�Night, Arie.�
The stairs were a steep climb. By the time she got to the top, her left knee throbbed. The angled roof was low, but the loft felt spacious. A narrow cable ran from front wall to back, rigged with a privacy curtain of colorful mismatched sheets. Handy and Renna had already retired behind the set on the right.
�Brother,� Arie murmured. �Still awake?�
�Come in,� said Handy.
She pulled the curtain to one side. He leaned against a magnificent headboard, a single piece of wood ornately carved into a series of spreading branches.
�Wow,� said Arie.
Renna lay close to Handy, curled on her right side. �Isn�t it amazing?� She lifted her arm and traced her fingers across the surface of the wood. �It�s like glass,� she said. �I can�t wait to see it in the morning.�
Arie sat down on the foot of the bed. �His parents must have been remarkable people.�
�Past tense,� said Renna. �What do you think happened? The sickness?�
�Likely,� said Arie. The staircase was open to the room below. Kory was probably sound asleep down there, but she kept her voice to a whisper just in case. �Nothing about this place smells of abandonment or violence.�
�It�s more like a fairytale cottage.�
�I was thinking the same thing,� said Arie. �And not necessarily in a good way.�
�Too good to be true,� said Handy.
�Yes. Tomorrow we�d do well to find out where his mama and papa got themselves off to.� Arie stood and yawned so hard her jaw popped. �Curran is taking watch,� she said. �He�ll wake you later. Sleep well.�
�We�re near gone already,� said Handy.
She pulled the curtain closed around them and crossed the head of the stairs to the other side.
This was obviously Kory�s bedroom. Everything about it spoke of a bright, curious young mind: a neat pile of small, flat stones; a series of labeled diagrams that changed from legless tadpole to adult frog; and, on a desk under the window, a notebook covered with neat, blocky handwriting. The notebook sat beside a small telescope.
His bed was in the center of the space, much as the bathtub was arranged, so that Kory could look out at the sky all night. Here in the loft, fifteen feet above ground level, there was very little to impede his view of the constellations. The gravid moon, so near full it was hard to see the single hair-sliver of shadow remaining, was framed in the upper half, throwing its borrowed light across everything in the boy�s room.
Arie unbuckled her belt and laid it across the desk. Otherwise fully dressed, she slid under the quilts. The mattress, solid but yielding, seemed to rise up and form itself around her body. She closed her eyes. Her old joints loosened. Elbows, knees, and hips rejoiced. Even the pillow felt as though it had been sculpted to receive her head, and only hers, world without end, amen.
She sighed, and the contentment of it made her eyes flicker open again. The earlier twinge of bewitchment returned, but it was softer. Terribly easy to ignore. How seductive it would be to settle in. She hadn�t felt such utter physical satisfaction since long before the Pink slammed its furious fist into the world. Tempting, this perfect little place.
And perfectly vulnerable.
No good sight lines. The surrounding forest ideal for swallowing the sounds of an encroaching threat. Most dangerous of all, though? Comfort. Physical ease that blunted care. Somehow, using his parents� rules, Kory had been alert enough to have his rifle ready, but not until they�d all come here together. Only yesterday, Curran had gotten right under the boy�s nose. If Curran could find the cabin, others could, too. Especially if they were following the easy trail of four adults and a dog.
Her mind was humming now, even as her body sank toward sleep like a drowned thing. Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow I�ll burn their contentment to the ground. Again.
�Curran?� She said it conversationally. To her relief, his answer came back immediately. He was awake, watching for them.
�I�m here.�
�Set us off with a song, will you?�
He did, as if it were hovering on his tongue, voice dark and sweet.
I wish I was a little sparrow,
and I had wings with which to fly
right o�er to see my false true-lover,
And when she�s talking I�d be nigh.


His song was, finally, the right anchor to pull her down. She went with it, sparing not another thought for anything.
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AT FIRST LIGHT, Kory roused everyone with the sounds of the kitchen stove being put to work. The cabin had gotten cold during the night, but once the fire was stoked and they�d put away hot tea and re-warmed biscuits, the chill lost its edge.
Curran sipped tea from his spot on the couch, still wrapped in a blanket, hair standing on end. He�d kept watch nearly all night, only waking Handy for a spell around four o�clock. Talus was up on the seat next to him with her head in his lap. He gave her a companionable thump on the butt and she took his wrist between her teeth, pretending to bite. �Guess she still loves me, eh Kory?�
The boy grinned. �She makes a good pillow.�
The early morning was already fine, not a hint of coastal low clouds or drizzle. As they finished breakfast, the sun broke over the horizon and skewered the clearing in front of the cabin. Most of the perfectly mismatched windows were set into the east-side walls, allowing that good morning light to fill the space. The stained glass upstairs cast its image onto the smooth plank floor below so that it appeared painted there.
�Look at that,� said Renna. She shuffled over and placed her sock-feet into the reflected colors. �So pretty.� She smiled at Kory. �Someone did that on purpose, didn�t they?�
�Mama found the window. She said Papa built the house around it.�
�He made the whole place, then, your papa?� asked Arie, glad he�d raised the subject of his parents first. She had to ask hard questions today and try to give the boy even more difficult answers.
�They did it together,� said Kory. �We lived in a tent before that, but I don�t remember. I was still a baby.�
�Maybe after we�re awake, you�d like to give us a tour.�
�I�m awake now,� he said.
�Slow down,� said Curran. �I could use another cup of tea. Or six.�
Kory started to get up for the kettle, but Handy, standing near the stove, got there first. He refilled Curran�s mug and settled at the table next to Arie.
�So,� he said to Kory, �you�ve lived here all your life. I grew up in one place, too. Wasn�t a whole lot different from this.�
Kory put the crumbling remains of a biscuit in his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. �Did your papa build your house?�
�He did,� said Arie. �Though it wasn�t near as lovely as this place.�
�You saw Handy�s house?�
�I lived in it,� she said. �Lived in it long before he was born.� She and Handy were seated side by side at the dining table, and she nudged him lightly with one elbow.
�Are you�� Kory looked carefully at them, puzzling over this information. �Is Handy your boy?�
�A reasonable question,� she said. �No, he�s not mine�not the way you mean. Handy is my brother.�
His eyes flicked back and forth between their faces. �You�re a lot older,� he said.
�A lot,� she agreed.
�I�m the baby of the family,� said Handy.
Kory snorted. �Some baby.� He�d obviously never heard the term.
�Hey, it�s true. Youngest of all. That makes me the baby.�
�Me, too,� said Renna. �My sister Bridget was two years older.�
Curran rubbed a palm over his face and yawned. �Not me,� he said. �I�m the oldest. There were three of us boys. My brothers Derrick and Peter were twins. They got away with everything.�
�Like what?�
�Losing my dad�s tools. Skipping school. Eating all the cereal and leaving the milk out all day,� Curran said. �Stuff that seems stupid now. The kind of stuff our folks were too busy or too danged tired to worry about.�
�I�m the only kid,� said Kory. �So I�m sort of the oldest, right?�
�Absolutely,� said Curran. �That makes two oldest and two youngest. Okay Arie, you�re the tie-breaker.�
�Handy�s the baby,� mused Kory, �so Arie must be the oldest. Three to two�oldest kids win!�
�A fairish guess,� Arie said. �Not a stupid one, by any means. But no, my new friend, I�m hardly the oldest in our clan�not by a long shot. I�m a middle child, through and through.�
�That explains plenty,� said Curran. �Aren�t middle kids supposed to be trouble?� Even under his thick beard they could see the little smirk on his lips.
�Contrary as sin,� she said. She stood and moved around the table, gathering empty cups and plates. �Seven were born before me, and seven born after, though the one right after me died on her way out.�
The boy goggled at her then looked at Handy as if expecting him to call it a bluff. When Handy merely sipped his tea, Kory did a quick calculation on his fingers. �Fourteen,� he breathed, and stared out the window for a moment. �That�s a lot of children.�
The dishes clinked and chattered as Arie rinsed them in a blue plastic dishpan. �Ho, smart boy,� she said. �It�s far too many, by any intelligent reckoning.�
�Maybe it wasn�t too many, though,� said Renna. There was a wire-thin edge in her voice. �You still have family alive out there.�
�Apparently so.�
For a few moments no one spoke. In that beat of silence simmered all their unmentioned losses. Arie kept an eye on Kory, who hadn�t asked them any of the questions she�d expected him to. He�d opened the cabin and fit himself into their midst with seemingly no concern about where they�d come from or why they were here.
The iron cook stove, cooling now, made intermittent ticks and pops. Small claws suddenly scrabbled on the roof, bringing Talus to attention. Renna drained the last of her tea and stood. �I�m going to find my boots,� she said. �Ready to give us the grand tour, Kory?�
~~~
The cabin sat at on a fortuitous shelf of land, situated at the top of one rise and near the foot of an even steeper one. The land sloped downhill to the east in front of the cabin�this was the grade they had climbed yesterday to reach the clearing. A few yards behind, the terrain fell off precipitously, dropping into a narrow gorge and the river far below.
On either side of the house was a chunk of flat, usable land, used for the privy, the well, and a sizable garden. On the south side though, the terrain eventually humped up again, creating a craggy horseshoe that became almost vertical in places. Sandstone boulders bulged from the hillside, and saplings that had managed to take root in the thin soil leaned precariously.
Rivulets of water, some visible and some not, coursed through the shrubby growth on this hill and then drained into the gorge. The forest seepage and seasonal runoff made its inevitable way to the river. At one of the larger springs, a simple spigot had been set, allowing a constant trickle to divert into a shallow, rocky pool built beneath it, a handmade declivity the depth and breadth of a household sink. All around the spring, delicate maidenhair fern grew on its slender black stems.
The land was beautiful. The cabin was a work of art. Neither of these things was the real mind-boggler, though. What left them truly flabbergasted as Kory led them from one place to another was food. They thought they had seen abundance yesterday when the boy fed them. But what they saw today was nothing short of remarkable. It was everywhere.
Stashed under both beds. Stacked on shelves built behind panels in the walls of every room. Layered on a special platform rigged in the rafters over the sleeping loft. Cans, boxes, barrels, jars, and sealed plastic bags. Dehydrated, preserved, powdered, smoked, and freeze-dried. Vegetables, meat, fruit, grains, and legumes. The jars of home-canned food Curran had brought back to the cave had been the merest hint of what Kory had at his fingertips.
On the south side of the property, where the hill erupted, was a root cellar. The entrance fit neatly into the hillside, camouflaged perfectly by surrounding vegetation. Curran helped Kory pull open the single heavy door. The earthy smell that wafted out was of clean packed dirt�no hint of souring or corruption.
Kory looked around at everyone. �We can�t all fit in here.�
�Handy and I will wait out here with Talus,� said Curran. �Ladies tour first.�
Not quite tall enough to stand in, the cellar was nevertheless deep and cool. Four barrels stood side by side. Kory showed them each one: potatoes, yams, pears, and carrots. He was like any boy having a sleepover, anxious to show off things that might impress a new friend. Arie and Renna followed him down and there was barely room for the three of them.
�You grew these?� said Renna.
�Potatoes are easy,� he said, �because I can plant what I don�t eat. And the pear trees don�t need me to do anything, except scare the birds sometimes.� The carrots were buried in layers of sand like bodies at the beach, and Kory smoothed his hand over the top layer. �These are harder. I tried helping Mama do seeds, but I�m only good at the big ones, like peas and squash.�
�Carrot seeds can be a torment,� Arie agreed. �Fussy little buggers, and tiny as fleas. You did well to grow so many.�
�I just kept using the ones she saved from before she�� His voice faltered only slightly. �Before she couldn�t. But there�s still a lot left in the bank.�
�Bank,� said Arie. �A seed bank, you mean.�
�You�ll see,� he said. Arie warmed to the unmistakable glint of excitement in his eye. The three of them eased single-file out of the dirt-lined keep to where Curran and Handy waited.
They toured the entire perimeter of the cabin, did a daylight investigation of the outhouse, and traipsed over the sight lines at every point of the compass. As if these signs and wonders were not enough to round out the morning, Kory told them he had one last surprise. �It�s in the house,� he said.
He took them inside and asked for help to move the dining table. Handy grabbed one end, and they pushed it aside. Kory dropped to one knee and pressed on the end of the floorboard. A six-inch section tilted up to expose a shining ringbolt.
�No way,� said Renna. �You�re going to show us a freaking trap door.�
Kory smiled up at her, clearly pleased. �Good guess.� He hooked a finger through the ring, braced his feet, and gave a mighty heave. The hatch swung open with only the slightest squall of hinges. Dropping to one knee, he reached into the dark. The rest of them exchanged glances over Kory�s head: What now? A side of beef? Buried treasure?
With an ordinary little click, the area under the floorboards came alive with a blare of electric lights.
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A NEAT SET OF STAIRS and a section of clean cement floor were clearly visible below. Kory looked intently at each of them, appearing simultaneously excited and terrified. �Follow me,� he said, and clattered down the short flight of steps.
�Maybe he�s got Mama and Papa down there,� Curran whispered.
Arie, one foot already on the stairs, nailed him with her eyes. �Later I�d like you to explain to me what�s funny here.�
The color fell out of his face. �Yeah, that was messed up. Sorry.�
Once they were downstairs together, Curran�s idle humor would have evaporated, anyway. For every ounce of whimsy and rustic charm upstairs, there was a gallon of clear-eyed pragmatism under the floorboards.
�Command center,� said Renna, so quietly she may have been speaking to herself. �Wow.�
They stood blinking under a bank of overhead fixtures. Molded plastic folding tables stood against the two side walls. At the far end of the room was a deep metal cabinet painted industrial gray, like something salvaged from a school gym. It was a row of narrow lockers, six in all, each with a square drawer beneath it.
�Look here,� said Handy. Renna followed him to an alcove behind the stairs.
�Beautiful,� she said. A three-dimensional topographical map hung at eye level. Its plasticized surface shone dully, and Renna traced her fingertips over ridges and through valleys.
The unrelenting glare was oppressive and Arie visored a hand above her eyes. �You�ve had electricity all this time, then,� she said. �Solar, is it?�
Kory nodded.
�Awfully brave,� said Arie. �Steep trouble if someone had nosed in.� The penalties for unauthorized off-grid power generation�instituted shortly before this boy was born�had gone from stringent to brutally punitive within six months of the 2036 election.
�Papa hid the panels on the back roof.�
�Holy crap.� It was Curran, standing at one of the folding tables. �Is that�� he faltered. �That�s a short-wave radio.�
The setup in question, a unit about the size of a shoebox, was covered with an array of knobs, dials, buttons, and display windows. He rested one hand reverently on top of the box and looked at Kory.
�It works,� said Kory, a doubtful little waver in his voice.
Curran pressed the red power button. Nothing happened.
Kory pointed to a small panel that had four simple toggle switches, two up, two down. He flipped a down switch up. �It�ll come up in a minute, but�� He trailed off and fidgeted with the frayed drawstring on his hooded sweatshirt.
�But what?� said Arie.
The radio came on with a blurt of static. Six heads swiveled toward it, including Talus�s. That crackle and hiss after two years without mechanical sound may as well have been a physical slap for the four adults.
A rolling office chair was stationed at the table, and Curran dropped into it. He reached for the radio and then hesitated. �I don�t have a clue how to work this thing,� he said to Kory. �Give me some pointers?�
Kory�s hand hovered a moment before pressing a series of buttons. �Try here,� he said. The large central knob had a round depression on its face where he rested his index finger. �Put your finger on that spot and turn it. Go slow.�
Curran did as he was told, ticking the dial clockwise. The numerals on the digital display began to climb. Kory watched with almost painful intensity, a faint line of tension between his eyebrows. Arie realized she felt the anticipation, too, holding her breath while Curran turned the radio�s dial bit by bit.
There was sound, mostly the hiss and crackle of static. At a few spots an otherworldly whine rose and fell like the notes of a theremin.
�Huh.� Curran slumped back in his seat. �Seems like there�d be somebody out there, doesn�t it? One random guy sitting at his own mic, looking for another voice?�
�You can try other channels,� said Kory. He flipped switches to demonstrate. �But you won�t hear much.� He shuffled backward a couple of steps. �Probably nothing.�
�Have you?� asked Handy. �What have you heard?�
The boy�s expression tightened, not just guarded but ill-looking. Terrified, thought Arie.
�After Papa left, I tried,� he said. �Every day.� He folded his arms over his chest, not a defiant posture, it seemed, but a self-soothing one. �A long time ago.�
Arie took both of Kory�s hands in hers. �When did your father leave?� She was only a little taller than the boy, and she put her face close to his. �How long have you been here alone?�
His mouth opened, but no words came out. He dropped his chin, not able to sustain her scrutiny. �I don�t know,� he said. �I stopped counting things like that.�
�A long time, though,� said Arie.
�Yes.� When he looked up again, his sturdy, competent facade had cracked. Tears welled in his eyes. �After Mama died, he tried and tried to reach the Webbs, but they never answered.�
�The Webbs,� Curran said. �Who are they?�
�They live across the river, and down�no wait. I mean, over the little hill, then down.� He shifted from one foot to the other, pink-faced. �I don�t remember exactly. We only went there one time, and I was super little. Six, I guess. It was for Crossly Webb�s birthday, and we stayed for three days.�
�Friends, then. Another family.�
He nodded. Talus, busy smelling every square inch of the room, left off investigating and sat on one of the boy�s feet.
�Kory,� said Arie, as gently as she could. �Did your father get sick?�
He shook his head adamantly. �Not sick. But he was sad. I was, too, because of Mama. And he�� He took a deep breath. �I think he was really scared.� Talus licked his fingers once and pressed her muzzle into the palm of his hand. Kory stroked the dog�s velvety nose with two fingers, looking at her with unfocused eyes. Seeing what? Arie hated to think. His face seemed younger with the telling, as if calling up memory had stripped away the past two years, leaving a little boy in the place of the pre-adolescent he had been just moments ago.
�After two days, he told me he had to go find someone. He left me. He gave me the gun.� Kory wept in earnest now, but silently. Arie put her arm around his shoulders.
�Come on,� she said, leading him to the steps. �Let�s go upstairs awhile. It�s been a long day already, and I could use a cup of tea.�
�Me too,� said Renna. �I�ll get the stove cranked up.� She went up ahead of them, favoring her bad hip on the risers.
�Give Renna a hand,� Arie told Kory. �She might need extra kindling split, yes? I�m right behind you.�
Kory scrubbed at his blotchy face with one sleeve and nodded, looking much relieved to have a task. �C�mon girl,� he said to the dog. Talus loped up the stairs and Kory clambered after her.
Arie drew alongside Curran and beckoned Handy close. Curran had resumed his frequency search. �Stay down here awhile if you want to,� she told him. �But not too long. We have no idea what kind of power storage he has here, and I don�t want to draw the batteries down dead.�
�Hell, I could sit in the dark and do this,� Curran said.
�No doubt, but Handy will need the light,� she said. She leaned close to her brother. �I want you to do a solid search down here,� she said. �They had food and supplies stashed everywhere else, but I have a hunch this room was Papa�s domain.�
�Looks like it.�
�Be quiet about it, though. We don�t need to rub it in the boy�s face that we�re digging. I want to keep his trust.�
�While we can,� said Handy. In the LED blaze, a few wiry strands of silver glimmered through his hair and beard and brows. The grind and spatter of radio static rose and fell as Curran moved the dial bit by careful bit. Upstairs, Renna laughed at something Kory said, and Talus woofed once.
�While we can,� she agreed. �But see what you can see.�
When Arie was upstairs and it was plain by their voices that Kory was occupied, Handy went straight to the lockers. The first two contained various work clothes and useful wearables: coveralls, a lined flannel shirt, dust masks, protective goggles, and a heavy canvas carpenter�s apron that had seen hard use. The third locker had been fitted out with three shelves. Each one was lined with notebooks�tall, short, spiral-bound, hardcover, some with whimsical designs on their covers and two with faux leather and gilt-edged pages. He pulled out the first, smallish with a mottled black-and-white face printed with the word �Composition.� He flipped it open. The flyleaf read, simply: Journal of Tom Wallace. The next page was covered top-to-bottom and side-to-side with the same block print, small but elegant.
�May 17, 2038
I�ve determined to make a record of our journey and the establishment of our new life��

Handy riffled the pages; the whole notebook was filled. He plucked several more from the shelves at random, careful to replace them in the same order. There were thirteen in all, the pages dense with Tom Wallace�s account of their life. Twelve volumes were meticulously completed from cover to cover. The last journal ended about two-thirds of the way through with a mid-page entry. Handy read the entry with a miserable sense of d�j� vu.
�April 4, 2050
Jaimee is in the ground. My head hurts, achy. So I�m getting it, too. Fuck. Kory doesn�t seem sick, not yet. Confused though. Scared. All over the radio they�re screaming about biol. attack. From where? Who? Sounds like N. America, all right. One channel, dude consistently taking cred. for everything, calm & steady asshole: strategic air/water/ground infection on a scale that can�t be real. Have to get down to Webbs�they�ll take care of K if I can�t. Will leave the rifle with my boy, in case.�
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From the journals of Tom Wallace
May 17, 2038
I�ve determined to make a record of our journey and the establishment of our new life, here in the great state of New Hemings. Yes, we really made it. It�s unreal to write those words after all the planning, scheming, and busting our asses to get here. But we�re at our home place! Jaimee would laugh if she heard me call it that, since there�s not much more to it than any of the other rough places we camped in on our way north. A banged-up canvas tent, plus lots of rocks, trees, cold mud. Even this late in the spring, it�s chilly and wet. It�s supposed to warm up soon, but for now I really don�t care how much mud and fog we have. This piece of land is ours. OURS�it feels so freaking good to write those words. I felt it when Brandon Webb walked the boundary line with me last week, like something was coming right up from the land, up through the soles of my boots and grabbing me, tying me to it. Jaimee and I spent most of yesterday exploring and plotting, and today we got started sketching a floor plan for the house. She looked better today than I�ve seen her since we first left San Diego�it�s real now for her, too, I guess.

June 3, 2038
Fifteen trees felled and bucked. Sure enough, it�s getting warm just like Webb told me it would. There�ll be at least a little drying time before the build. Not sure yet how many more trees we�ll need, but there�s plenty on the land. Seems like Jaimee changes things around with the cabin plans six times a day, but I don�t care�she�s into it, heart and soul. The move was her idea to start with, but there was a point when we were on our way here I started thinking she�d back out. Don�t know what the hell I would have done if she�d changed her mind, and I didn�t have to find out.
She�s been back to her regular self since we pitched the tent, and it seems like the warmer weather flipped a switch in her. While we�re out bringing down timber, she�s everywhere at once�cooking meals, roaming the woods with her edible plant guide, and generally scoping out the land. The second day Webb and I came back from tree cutting we found her up to her chin in a hole, digging a latrine by herself! She�d worked out exactly the right spot, downhill from the spring and house, and just gone to it. Both her hands were blistered, but she wrapped them in clean rags and went back to it after we ate.
I was beat to hell after working trees, but I couldn�t sit on my butt watching my wife shovel the shit pit by herself. We took turns and damned if we didn�t have it dug out before full dark. I climbed out of the hole and was knocking dirt off the shovel when I heard the telltale sound. I turned around and there was my beautiful wife�pretty much raised in an Orange County country club�hanging her tail over the pit, taking the inaugural piss and grinning like a fool. I don�t remember ever laughing that hard. We crawled into the tent without even washing up and I�d bet we were both asleep before we landed. Love it here. Love her.

July 4, 2038
No rest for the weary around the Wallace homestead. Today felt weird, knowing it was a big holiday somewhere else, that back home they were firing up the gas grill and watching TV to see someone, somewhere, put a match to some fireworks. New Hemings has its own holiday, though�Nov. 3 is Sovereignty Day, and we can�t wait. True citizens! 
Brandon Webb has been here for a week with his two older sons. Lyle is seventeen, Simon fifteen. They�re big boys, built like their dad�which is to say, young giants. The two of them dug out a cellar in four days and are damned near done laying the floor and walls. Getting the bags of cement here was a ball-buster�a trip into town and back in Brandon�s pickup, then loading their two ATVs and trail-riding in from the road. The last part has to be done on foot, nearly three miles. We�re beyond grateful. These people are like family already.
Brandon�s wife Sarah is way pregnant, plus they have a toddler at home, so for her the trip to our place is too big a struggle right now. Instead, she sent along their daughter Merry. I think they mostly figured Jaimee would enjoy some female company, and it looks like they were right. Merry�s nineteen, but despite the eight-year age gap, she and Jaimes have hit it off like old friends. Merry�s happy to throw in making meals for the crew and keeping the pile of split firewood stocked, leaving my wife free to work on her five zillion projects. Once the privy was built, she marked out a garden plot, dragged in a massive pile of branches she intends to use for a fence, and rigged up a spout system at the spring that made fetching water a whole lot quicker. When Brandon and I took off for the woods this morning, Jaimee was heading the opposite direction, down to the river for more stones to add to the growing pile she intends to use for our fireplace. It�s a huge job�she�s extremely particular and can only bring back one at a time�and we don�t even have a house yet. But she has a vision for the place, and god help anyone who gets between that woman and a goal.
Tomorrow we lay the sills then finally begin raising the walls. I might just burn the damned tent when we�re done.

September 30, 2038
The whole summer is gone. Can�t wrap my head around it.
We moved into our home almost two weeks ago, and the whole Webb clan came for a two-day housewarming party. Quite a gig. With Merry�s help, Sarah had baked for days�cinnamon rolls, apple muffins, and a blackberry pie. That�s a feat with the new baby, Lissy, more or less attached to her 24/7. Most of the time we hoard sugar like misers, so I almost felt drunk after gorging on treats. Jaimes and I are both itching to get lessons on woodstove cooking. We�ve been going at it in a half-assed experimental way, meaning we eat a lot of things that are scorched or partly raw.
And hey, speaking of drunk: Brandon brought a pint of moonshine to the bash. He makes beer and a type of homemade mead, too, but with everything else they carried in, he decided a little pint of white lightning was enough to make a celebration. My aching head concurred.
Being inside our own walls is a pleasure I can�t begin to explain. It�s still rough as hell, of course, but it�s up and it�s ours�walls, roof, and doors. The to-do list? Infinite, I guess.
Jaimee is a different person. Our time on the road getting here was way harder than expected, and I really thought she�d lost sight of the goal somewhere along the way. By the time we hit Sacramento she�d almost stopped eating�so skinny she was swimming in her clothes. Now though, she�s back to her brilliant self, all kinetic energy and exploding ideas. The Jaimes I fell in love with.
All the days and hours we plotted this move, back when we were still stuck in Southern California, seem like a million years ago. When we first met, I thought she was a little nuts�all she wanted in life was to get out of the U.S., escape, get off the grid in New Hemings. I didn�t care, though. Being with her was like holding onto the tail of a comet. In those early days I would have agreed to anything just to keep her in my bed. Then I caught her vision like a virus. I told her that once, that she�d infected me, and she gave me a smile�the one that gets me hard in about three seconds�and she said, Yeah Tommy. I got you, didn�t I. She did. Got me good.
Yep, it was a great housewarming party�we ate and danced and drank and played tipsy games of Scrabble. The weather was amazing and the kids hiked all over the hills and swam in the river. Merry made a huge wreath of oak leaves for the front door, which got Jaimee all choked up. She sat there staring at it with her hand clapped over her mouth, not able to speak. Poor Merry started to look at her mom, like maybe she�d done something wrong, but Jaimee grabbed her into a bear hug and thanked her�which made everyone smile and trade awkward looks.
Super emotional isn�t Jaimee, normally. Truth is, she�d had a miscarriage two weeks before, really early days, and her hormones were whacked. On the second morning of the Webb�s visit, I found her out at the spring, sitting alone. She waved when she saw me, but I could see she�d done some hard crying. Watching Sarah nurse the baby was getting to her, she said. We hadn�t told Brandon and Sarah about the pregnancy, and Jaimee was adamant that we not say anything. She didn�t want Sarah to be self-conscious or put a damper on the celebration. I felt useless to help�kept offering hugs until she finally pushed me away and told me to fuck off. She was smiling though.

January 5, 2039
Happy new year�first such observance in our place, be it ever so humble.
Can�t see the clock, but it�s early, a little after five, I think. Sitting in our kitchen, listening to the fire in the woodstove, sipping a big old cup of tea. Really glad to have a stretch of quiet time to update this record, because we�ve had some adventures I want to jot down while I have the chance. Likely to be a long story. J is in the loft, still snoozing under about six blankets. Cold! We actually got snow. Man, that was the best way to start our first full year on the land. According to locals�the ones the Webbs have gotten chatty with when they�re in town�snow�s a rare treat. Maybe once a year it�ll get cold enough to drop a couple of inches and stick. When I looked out a few minutes ago, that snow and a chubby moon over the valley made the view from our loft a postcard�one that�ll never get sent, and who cares? It�s ours.
We�ve switched gears to work mostly on inside stuff until it warms up a little. As always, our to-do list is massive, and we keep busy. Jaimee and I were both raised with the usual material orgasm under the Christmas tree (especially her) and neither of us have any desire to replicate that. But when the winter solstice gets close, it�s impossible not to have a feeling of reverence and renewal�the light returns! So, on Christmas Eve, we got super restless and decided to take a rare trip into town, just the two of us. For once, we weren�t on a mission for supplies, just fighting a little cabin fever. Once we got down to the highway, we thumbed a ride into Arcata and had a great time cruising the plaza, enjoying the lights, drinking hot chocolate and looking into shop windows at the piles of stuff we absolutely don�t need�haha. Fun distraction. But the cool thing that happened wasn�t until we were on our way home.
On the return, we were having a harder time hitching a ride and did a lot of walking. We decided to cut across from the highway to the old road. When we got there, Jaimee saw what looked like a construction site in the distance. It was the opposite direction from where we were going (isn�t it always??), but I didn�t want to put the brakes on such a fun day. And holy crap, I should have known better than to argue my wife�s instincts. She found us some treasures.
There was a teardown in progress on a big wedge-shaped lot. The sign said it was the future home of a mini-storage. Heavy equipment was parked around the place, and all that big stuff driving over the property had compacted most of the lot down to bare dirt. A couple of outbuildings had been reduced to piles of broken lumber. One of the piles had to have been a barn�it was massive. There weren�t any fences up, so we poked around a little, hoping to maybe salvage some usable pieces of timber. Original construction in Humboldt used a ton of old-growth redwood, gorgeous stuff that lasts pretty much forever. The demolitions had already been seriously picked over�nothing left but a lot of wet kindling that wasn�t worth the effort to haul up onto our hill. What hadn�t been torn down yet, though, was the house itself, and that�s where we seriously lucked out.
It was a decrepit Victorian, no doubt gorgeous in its day. Sections of the hand-milled gingerbread trim and siding had been stripped, and sheets of visqueen covered bare rectangles where the second-story windows used to be. The contractor was obviously taking time on the dismantle. Jaimee started scoping the place out like it was Fort Knox and damned if she didn�t find a little side door unlocked. We tiptoed in but were definitely alone. The interior was a sorry wreck, mildewed and moth-eaten. There were giant holes in the floors and walls we had to shimmy past, trying not to break a leg. Over the decades, people make a million modifications to these old places�most of them ugly and haphazard.
God knows how long since actual humans lived there. The only signs of life inside were animal shit, sheets of nasty cobwebs, and the overpowering stink of mice. The back of my neck was crawling, but Jaimes wanted to see upstairs. I pointed out that we could already see into the overhead rooms through holes in the ceiling. When we reached the stairs, though, I was shocked at how solid they were. Not a single riser broken or missing and the banister was almost perfect�banged up, heavy layers of paint peeling and moldy, but essentially sound.
At first glance, the upstairs was even less appealing. Then we discovered the bathroom. Downstairs may have been revamped in crappy layers, but nobody had bothered to change things overhead. The bathroom not only had a heavy porcelain sink (dangling from the wall by broken pipes), but an honest-to-god clawfoot bathtub. Jaimee yelled out loud when she saw that tub, and I practically had to stand on her feet to convince her NOT to step into it�I could perfectly imagine her falling through the floor, tub and all, straight down into the foundation. She satisfied herself by running her palms over the rounded edge, which was kind of grimy but otherwise smooth and unmarked. Oh man, the look she gave me�pure bathtub lust!
The rest of the upstairs consisted of a bunch of small bedrooms in the same nasty condition of rot and neglect. The gaping window-holes allowed the visqueen coverings to bulge and flap in the wind, making a draft that ran through the whole place. The bedrooms were empty, except for a single hideous mattress we could smell from the hallway.
After a quick peek we were ready to get out of there, and we damned near missed another jackpot. In the room closest to the head of the stairs�one we�d already glanced into and dismissed�a broken hunk of mirror was propped against the wall. As we moved to the stairs (so ready to get out of the stench), a slight movement in the reflection of that mirror snagged my attention. Gave me a creepy little chill, if I�m honest. I gathered my nerve and stuck my head over the threshold, thinking a raccoon or squirrel would dart out of the dinky closet opposite. I don�t know if someone on the work crew had chosen that closet as a place to store valuables or if one of them was hiding a personal stash, but inside it was a stained-glass window. It was so weird and incongruous, like we�d found the crown jewels in a port-a-potty or something.
No way to class this part up: we stole the damned window. I mean, we didn�t stop to think about it, didn�t even pause. Jaimee tore down a sheet of visqueen to wrap it in. It was so heavy both of us had to carry an end.
We eased our way downstairs and out the way we�d come, shuffling along like sketchy characters from a heist film, Jaimes talking a mile a minute about what we should do next. Obviously we couldn�t get the window back to the cabin on foot. Instead, we scurried into the puckerbrush that bordered the site, struggling through waist-high weeds and trashy shrubs, damned near dropping the thing when I stumbled on a half-buried engine block jutting up from the dirt. Once we were a hundred yards or so from the house, we stashed the window behind a junked car that was buried in Jimson weed and morning glory vines. Jaimee fitted the poly sheeting around the window, folding and tucking so carefully you�d have thought she was protecting the freaking Mona Lisa. She was wide-eyed, her pupils dilated like a cat in the dark, and I started cracking up. Couldn�t stop laughing, even though she gave me a look that would curdle milk. It only made me laugh harder. We managed to tuck the wrapped window underneath the mass of plants, balancing it on one end against the dead car. Jaimee ran about ten feet away, gave the spot a critical eyeball, and we hightailed it out of there, laughing our asses off.
Holy crap, it�s completely light outside and my hand is cramped up. Enough writing. Suffice to say I have a stained-glass window to install. Not to mention a bathroom to build for our new clawfoot tub. Story for another day.
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�THE DAY SHE DIED they got buzzed by helicopters.�
Handy had Tom Wallace�s final journal spread open on the table before him. Kory was asleep in his own bed in the loft with Talus curled beside him. Tearing the lid off his cloistered life had finally taken a toll; over dinner he�d been wan and silent, picking at his plate with little interest and barely registering eye contact with any of them. Arie suggested he turn in early, and he�d agreed with palpable relief. He said goodnight all around then trudged up the loft stairs as though hardly able lift his feet from step to step.
Now they sat much as they had at breakfast, but this time with heads together, voices low, faces grim. Curran had twice gone up to make sure Kory really was asleep.
�He knew something was coming,� said Renna.
�Definitely,� Curran agreed. He reached across and paged backward in the journal once, twice, then tapped a blunt finger on a particular entry. �Here.�
�Read it again,� said Arie.
Handy slid the notebook across the table. �Go ahead,� he told Curran. His own reading tended to be slow, sometimes halting, and Arie thought it made him self-conscious.
�I don�t know who these people are, but they�re into some kind of weird shit.� Curran�s deep voice, just audible above the pitchy crackle of the fire, brought Tom Wallace into the room with them�a ghostly indictment that raised Arie�s hackles.
�No matter how many times I try to get them to identify, they come back with jack-all. Webb thinks they�re standard backcountry asshats, but this isn�t like the usual run of good-old-boy nutjobbers I�m used to. The whole thing is making my skin crawl. They�re too cool, like machines talking. Wish I could catch them just once in a normal dialog, but so far it�s nothing but a bunch of code-word bullshit. Multi-vector this and that, hub infiltration, hyper-plangent delivery blah blah. I�ve been downstairs every night with the headphones on since I first caught wind of them, always after Jaimee and Kory are in bed. Jaimee knows something�s up. I�ve been dragging my hide around this place during the day. Even if I could get enough sleep, my gut is greasy and I can�t concentrate�just want to sit at the radio until I grind the batteries down. I told her I�m having a convo with a guy in Germany about wind generators.

�Two days before things blew up, this was,� Curran said. He scanned thoughtfully through the last few entries. Dense with handwriting, the pages crackled softly when turned. �Looks like he spent his last days in front of that radio�it�s all he writes about until the end. Nothing like the rest of his journals, just a lot of frustration over these weird transmissions.�
�Then the helicopter,� said Renna. Her eyes were almost black in the lamplight. She gazed at the notebook in Curran�s hands as if it might begin to speak, an oracle.
�More than one,� said Handy.
�Pretty sure he mentions two.� Curran paged forward. �No, three of them. Right here. And he heard something on the radio that scared the shit out of him, but he doesn�t say what it was.�
Arie took the journal and studied the entry Curran indicated. �They�ve lost their minds,� she read aloud. �If these people are for real, we�re screwed.�
They sat that way for some time, huddled in the faint circle of light. Outside, a wind had picked up; it moved high in the canopy, a sound both distant and intimate, like a familiar voice murmuring in another room.
Renna stood abruptly and slapped at the seat of her jeans as though she�d been sitting on the ground. �Well, Tom sure as shit hit that nail on the head.� She strode to the fireplace. �We most definitely got screwed.� While they�d been talking, the fire had juddered down to a heap of orange embers. She stabbed into the coals until sparks flew out onto the hearth and laid on a fresh chunk of wood. When she bent low and blew on the smolder, bright tongues of fire leapt up, igniting the wood and throwing light onto her face. In her otherwise bland expression, Arie saw the slight muscle at Renna�s jaw clench and release. The quilt she�d wrapped herself in the night before was still puddled on the rocking chair. Renna buried herself inside it, positioning the chair somewhat away from them, so only the tip of her nose was visible.
Handy, sitting at Arie�s right, made a move to go to her. Arie touched his arm.
�Give her a minute,� she whispered.
He watched Renna�s swaddled back, small lines of concern etched between his brows.
�She�s sitting with a tough sorrow,� said Arie. �Let her do that.�
He lowered himself back onto the bench, turning away from the fire, and Renna, with obvious deliberation.
Curran was still poring over the cramped handwriting. He closed the journal, resting one large hand on its cover. With the other he roughly massaged his eyes. �Jesus,� he sighed.
�Give us the short version,� said Arie.
He stopped rubbing at his face. When he looked up, his expression�all weariness and misery�made Arie wince. He leaned back and looked at the stairs, perhaps thinking about the boy asleep up there or wishing for Talus�s comfortable warmth against his leg. The dog had rarely left Kory�s side since they�d gotten to the cabin.
�There are only a few short entries at the end,� he said. �Stuff he scribbled down not long after the helicopters flew over. That was early morning, and later that night he wrote about his wife getting sick.� He looked at Arie and Handy. �It�s awful. He tried to keep the kid busy so he wouldn�t see the worst of it.�
Arie shook her head. �He might just as well have spit in the ocean,� she said. �Everything came down on the little fellow anyway.�
Renna began to rock gently and her shadow moved back and forth on the cabin wall, blurry and large in the firelight.
�His last entry is short. It was�� He flipped open the journal again, gingerly, as if not wanting to touch it any more than necessary. �Yeah, two days after his wife died. He was feeling sick by then and figured he�d try hiking out to their friends� place.�
�Hoping for help,� said Handy.
Some of Curran�s sorrow leached into Arie�s bosom. �Hoping against hope,� she said. What desperation Tom Wallace must have faced, to leave his little boy alone, to go out into the woods when he was already ill. He must have known he�d not be back.
�What did he think the helicopters were?� asked Handy.
�He didn�t see the first one,� said Curran. �It was real early in the morning. They were inside when it came. But when he heard the second one coming, he and�what�s her name?�
�Jaimee,� Handy said.
�They ran outside. It was a big old Coast Guard unit, flying low. They�re huge, you know?�
�Yes,� said Arie. �In the time before, when they�d fly over the house doing drills or rescues, you could really feel that vibration.�
�Easy to hear it coming. The whole family runs outside, and when it flies over the clearing it�s dropping something.�
Renna�s shadow on the wall halted. Arie and Handy watched Curran steadily. He took a breath. �He said it looked like a steady stream of powder pouring out of the big starboard door, flying off the rotor flow like white smoke.�
�They used to drop that orange fire retardant during wild fires,� said Renna, her voice reflective. She pulled the quilt more snugly around her.
�Right, but that stuff was one big dump on a hot spot, then another dump somewhere else. This was�� He paused, tapping a finger on the journal entry. �More like crop dusting, I guess.�
Handy leaned against the cabin wall, tugging gently at his beard. �Did all three helicopters do it?�
�He only saw the second one. Once they saw it pouring that cloud of crap, they stayed inside.�
Arie thought back on the day her neighbor�s baby had died under her hands on the front lawn. �We didn�t see anything like this,� she said. �If the helicopters were spreading something that made people sick, they would have needed a lot of them to cover the populated places.� She looked at her brother. �Did you all see helicopters flying over the Land?�
He shook his head decisively. �No. We hardly ever saw a plane out there. I sure don�t remember seeing a helicopter�not once.�
Renna started rocking again. �What does it matter now?� she said. �Do you still care, really? It happened. A bunch of people died, but I�m alive.� The runners of the chair creaked over the wide floorboards. �I got trapped by a bunch of crazy assholes for a while, but I got away. I�m still here. Right, Curran? I�m here. You�re here. That�s what I care about now.� Her voice was determinedly cheery. �I�m warm and dry and I ate so much dinner I�m still full. Good enough.�
�How do we know whether there�s still a threat if we don�t know where the threat came from in the first place?� Curran asked.
�Threat? Haven�t we seen the threat already? It looked a lot like people with fire bombs and a little god complex.�
Curran picked up the journal and slapped the table with a sudden loud whack. �I�m talking about the Pink, Renna. The freaking disease, okay?� His voice was raised then, and Talus appeared at the top of the stairs, peering down at them. �Maybe you�re fine with it,� he said, �but I�d still like to find out how it is that pretty much everybody I know fell over dead within a couple of days.�
�It was two years ago,� said Renna. �If someone has a phase two in mind, they sure are taking their time.�
�Oh stop,� said Arie, clearly disgusted. �What we need to know�the only thing that really matters to me right now�is what Kory went through in the end. Renna�s right about the roots of the illness. It�s a mystery we�re not likely to solve.�
She rose from the table with a small groan. Stiff from hiking all over the property during that long day, she crossed the room and stood by the fire, ignoring the heat on her burned shoulders so that she could grind her knuckles into the small of her back. From that vantage point she was facing Renna, could see her face rocking in and out of shadow, looking relaxed. A little smug.
On Renna�s next rock forward, Arie took a single huge step and jammed her boot down on the point of the runner. Renna pitched forward and had to scrabble for the arm of the chair to keep from falling right out onto the rug. She got to her feet and flung the quilt across the room onto the sofa, furious disbelief etched on her face.
Arie returned to her place by the hearth without missing a beat. �You�re sadly mistaken if you think a full belly and a warm bed are the measure of your safety and satisfaction,� she said. �That�s bullshit. All we have here is a glorified way station. You want to believe you�ve stumbled onto a haven, but you might just as well be a fly humming around a pitcher plant.�
�I�m not as stupid as you think I am, old woman.�
There was something in her voice that brought Curran and Handy to their feet. Talus came bounding downstairs. Curran held out a hand for her, but the dog planted herself dead center between Arie and Renna, ears alert and tail sweeping the rug in a slow arc.
�Stupid?� Arie laughed. �There�s a universe of difference between stupid and untried. You aren�t a scrap of the former, woman, but you�re a whole lot of the latter. And I�d say the same of Curran. Hell,� she said, and struck her own chest with one palm. �I�ll say it about myself.� She looked down at Talus and smiled. �Look at you,� she said. �Here to keep the peace, eh? What a good idea.�
Renna stood where she was for a moment, stiff and silent. Talus jumped up and nudged her big head into Renna�s hand, giving it a swipe of her tongue for good measure. Renna heaved a sigh and rubbed behind Talus�s ears. �You can�t call me untried, Arie,� she said. There was still a stilted edge in her voice, though not the anger that had brought Curran and Handy out of their seats. �I�ve been tried. I�ve been tried and sampled and put to use. I cut a man�s throat to stop it, didn�t I?�
Arie nodded. �Yes you did, by God.� Hearing this shift in Renna from satisfaction to self-defense was a relief. She sat down on the deep shelf of the stone hearth. �You brought yourself out of that hell just like Curran did. I won�t even pretend to know the steel it took to do that. Hear me, Renna,� she said. �Don�t imagine that when I call you untried I mean that you�re a neophyte princess who�s spent the time since the onset living in a vacuum.� She watched, sitting silently until Renna finally looked up and met her glance. �The big picture is what I�m talking about,� she continued. �From the onset, you were held by Russell. Everything you knew about the die-off was what you were able to discern from that captive place, and then afterward�hiding from wild dogs of all sorts, you might say.�
�Yes,� Renna whispered. She dropped in a heap onto the sofa. Handy slid in beside her, lifting her feet onto his lap.
�Curran saw some of it, the beginning, on television and outside his home. You saw my setup. I only watched a single death, myself�the little fellow from across the street�and then those weeks with things falling right down into silence. No television, although I had a radio at first. For a while there was foot traffic, people wandering in out of nowhere, almost always alone, but a few times there was a little group together. Most often they�d wander right by my place, but a few crashed inside. Looking for food, I suppose. I was already up in the attic then, and Granny scared off everyone right quick. Gran was very good at that.�
Handy frowned down at Renna�s feet, gently kneading a knuckle into one sole, and shook his head.
Arie had to laugh. He�d never quite recovered from finding their grandmother�s body, decomposed into her bed, the first night he�d come looking for shelter with Arie. �I know, I know,� Arie said. �But it was her idea and damned if she wasn�t right. She did more to protect me up in my hidey-hole than any of my other camouflage did.�
The heat from the fire was starting to make her burn scars sing. Arie stood, stepping around Curran, who�d stretched out on the floor next to the dog. She planted herself in the rocker Renna had vacated, savoring the cool, heavy wood at her back.
�My point is that, even though we all survived the Pink, we�ve each sheltered in place somewhere. We�ve seen what�s gone on right around us�and that�s been wretched enough, I grant you.� She looked at Handy. �Except you, Handy. You�ve seen more than any of us out there, getting to Eureka from the Land.�
He looked up, gazing into the fire. For a moment, a shadow seemed to ripple over his features, as though he could see in the flames whatever appalling things he�d witnessed on his journey to find Arie. �People get up to darkness when they believe the light�s gone out,� he said.
�It�s lovely here,� Arie said. �No denying it. That bathtub alone is like something I might have dreamed.� She laid her head against the chair�s tall back. �You understand, though, I know you must. If we found this place, others can, too. They will.�
For a little while, the only sounds were the wind outside, the fire inside, and Talus�s quiet, contented panting.
�As the crow flies, Curran, how far do you suppose we are from the high school and that lot of Russell�s?�
He considered. �Twelve miles, I�d say. Maybe a little less.�
�Sounds right,� said Handy. �You can see on the map downstairs that we curved back a way to get here from the cave.� He made a backward C shape with one finger. �It feels remote out here because of how the house is tucked between hills. But think about how quick Kory�s parents were able to get out to the road and into town when they wanted to.� He shook his head again. �We�re not that far out. Not far enough.�
�We hurt them,� Renna said. �Talus might have killed Russell.�
�It�s possible,� Arie agreed. �Our good girl probably saved all of us.� Even without hearing her name, Talus knew she was being talked about. She thumped the floor several times with her big tail and rolled over to expose her white belly. Curran rubbed his hand through the soft fur.
�Shameless flirt,� Arie laughed.
�We did hurt them,� Curran said, �but�� He seemed reluctant to continue.
�Tell us,� said Arie.
�We did enough that day to chase them off , to get away. And Russell was torn up, yeah. But I don�t think it was enough to kill him. Not if they got him cleaned up. And if he survived, I don�t see him just giving up on us.� He looked at Renna. �Not that asshole.�
�We started something, didn�t we,� said Arie. �They set a fire that day, but so did we�one that�s had time to flare up good and hard. Renna, do you think they�ll stop looking?�
�No,� said Renna. Her voice was flat and her face blank. �No, not him.�
�No,� agreed Arie. �And if they won�t stop, then we can�t either. We have to count this place a godsend and use it wisely, but if we don�t put it behind us, we�re in for trouble.�
�What about the boy?� said Handy.
Arie nodded. �He�s been the most sheltered,� she said. �He hardly knows there�s a world beyond the clearing of his own front porch. Even in the best of times, he was growing out here in the woods like� like a little chipmunk.�
�Well,� said Renna, �let�s say a chipmunk with a gun.�
Curran laughed, and Talus�s tail thumped again.
�Yes, okay�poor choice of words,� said Arie. �He�s no innocent, and how he navigated this time, all alone? I can hardly imagine. But deeply sheltered, nevertheless. You understand where I�m going with this?�
�He has to come with us,� said Handy.
�It�s unthinkable to leave him alone again,� said Arie. �Especially now that we�ve made a trail right to his front door.�
Curran shifted so that he was sitting up with his back against the sofa next to Handy. �He might not want to. I�m not sure he even understands his father is really gone.�
Arie rocked and considered. �I think he knows. In his heart, I�m certain he does. Think how he�s been since the minute we convinced him to stop shooting at us.�
�Like family,� said Renna.
�That doesn�t mean he�ll want to leave, though,� said Curran.
�We won�t force him,� said Arie. �We couldn�t even if we tried. He�s a boy yet, but not a babe. It will be up to him to travel with us, or not. His life is his own.�
Once again, the silence rolled out among them, easy now. Seductive thought Arie, all this warmth. Sleep dragged at the edges of her mind and she fought it. There was more she had to do before she slept.
�When?� asked Handy.
�As soon as we can,� said Curran. �Reading through that last book of Wallace�s gave me the fucking creeps.�
Arie felt a bolt of relief that Curran should be the one to say it, so that she didn�t have to. She looked at Renna from the corner of her eye, but couldn�t tell what her reaction was. Handy though, looked equally relieved.
�Tomorrow we�ll set ourselves a deadline.� She got to her feet. �We�ll talk to the boy first thing.� Her heavy wool coat hung from a hook by the door. Arie slipped it on, craving its familiar weight and smell. She checked her pockets and found the two things she needed: the miniature labyrinth�carved redwood and fashioned with such particularity by Curran�and her folding knife. �Who�ll watch first?� she said.
�Me,� said Renna. �I�m not sleepy.�
�I�ll be out a while,� said Arie. �Don�t expect me too soon.�
The four of them�Renna, Handy, Curran, and Talus�watched her lift the latch and slip out into the dark. A cold breath of wind found its way inside, bringing in the scent of green needles and brown duff, making the candles waver and the once-more guttering embers briefly turn from orange to yellow and back to orange again.
It was the full moon.
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THE RIVER WAS TOO FAR to go for the ceremony, too steep a hike to make in the dark. The only place Arie had ever met the moon was at the creek near home, up on the big sandstone boulder. Now home was gone. No creek. No boulder. The spring in the hillside would have to do.
It was a short walk from the cabin, but unfamiliar, and she felt worn thin as an old sheet. She hadn�t minded her age so much in the past few years, but since being caught in the fire there had been only hardscrabble and scratch provisions. The mild uphill climb to the spring seemed steep. Her knee gave a warning twang, and she favored it, letting her left leg lead each time she had to step up.
After a few minutes she heard the trickle of water coming from the stone heart of the mountain, and she let the sound guide her. It seemed such a meager substitute for the swimming place she�d lost. But as she drew close, she was buoyed to see the moon reflected directly onto the water. The place where the spring erupted from the hill gave the illusion of molten silver flowing into a waiting vat.
She pulled the little mandala and the knife from her pockets and set them aside. Without hesitation, Arie stripped off her clothes, folding them neatly and setting them away from the damp ground. It was a cold night on the hill. Even with the wind gusting, she wondered if there would be frost by morning.
Edging forward on the stony ground, Arie approached the spring until she was close enough to see her reflection, a dark, hovering shape fragmented and mended repeatedly by the falling water. The light of the moon bounced off her likeness.
She pulled loose what remained of the braid she�d made that morning. When her long hair tumbled over her back and shoulders, she thrust herself forward, palms against the mossy hillside. Head angled directly under the spring, Arie gasped. The freezing water poured onto her head and ran in wide rivulets down her scalp and neck, down the twisted pucker of her burned shoulder blades and into the channel of her goose-fleshed buttocks. A blade of pain began to pulse in her forehead, but she held her breath and stood still until she was entirely wet, soaked as a caught fish.
Finally, she stepped backward, gasping for air. Her fingers had gone numb. Water cascaded from the ends of her hair and off the points of her elbows, blackening the surrounding earth in a widening arc. Lacking a towel, she pulled the soft flannel shirt she�d worn all day from the pile of her clothes. It still held the heat from her body and Arie hugged it to her, basking in the smell of fire and cooked food and clean dog that emanated when she did.
Once she�d dried herself as well as she could, she spread her coat on the ground, far enough from the spring to avoid getting splashed, but near enough that she could watch the moon where it angled through the trees.
This place was not the same place, this water not the same source. This place, where she would count time, was not the same as the sandstone boulder that had caught her blood and kept her secrets. But the hard dirt beneath her was the same good earth and the water from the spring had traveled from sky to land and back to sky since time out of mind�old rock, old water, all the same. Arie was the new thing here, to be sure.
She spread her limbs akimbo, offering everything, from the ache of her cold extremities to the dire struggle of her aging heart to warm her.
�The month is gone, but I am not.� The words stuttered through her chattering teeth. �I sojourn. My life is my own.� She tried to slow her breathing, imagining it wasn�t cold she felt, but heat, the deep heat of the bath she�d had last night. �I shall give, and I shall receive, but my life will forever be my own.� Her muscles relaxed just enough that she could speak clearly. �Rest for me,� she said. �Rest for them. Rest for the Mother.�
In time, she thought. Rest for the Mother in time. With that, Arie released thought and surrendered to her body, to the feel of it spread on the ground, held there by grace, the attraction of gravity keeping all things in order. �Mother, I sojourn yet a while longer.�
She lifted her bare arms, so thin these days that every line of muscle and sinew was visible. Turning her wrists to the moon, she offered the null signs as she did every month since they�d been cut there so long ago. The smooth ridges looked almost black tonight, more like tattoos than scars. Every month since she was sixteen, this promise�no child, ever, would come through her. Rest for the Mother.
Arie sat up then, legs outstretched. She was trembling again, skin knotted with cold, breasts like stones. She put her fingers in her armpits, then breathed on them until they began to pulse with the ache of returning circulation. Twenty-one orderly marks on her two thighs. The new V would go on the right leg this month. Symmetry.
She opened the blade, held her palm over the place until her skin relaxed a bit, and cut. The first stroke was easiest and the pain brightest; the second cut took a fraction more deliberation. Over in a moment, another small offering of blood to seal the promise. It trickled down the outside of her leg and dripped onto the lining of her coat. It will travel with me now, she thought.
Bundled into her clothes again, the little wound snugly bound, Arie started back to the cabin. There was a familiar sense of ease, a light and empty sensation she always relished after the ceremony. When she was still a bleeding girl, the offering each month was more straightforward. But menses quit when the Pink arrived, a confluence of circumstance that seemed weirdly orchestral. Thus the little calendar on her skin was conceived.
Just within sight of the cabin, she stopped short. Her folding knife was tucked into her right pocket, but the left pocket was empty�she�d left the little redwood mandala sitting on the ground by the spring. Arie closed her eyes and gave a short groan. Sighed. �Well, shit.�
Never mind the late hour. Never mind that the climb would likely get the new wound on her leg bleeding again. She had to retrieve it.
No more than a dozen steps back up the trail, she froze. A pair of orange-yellow eyes shone in the trees ahead. She grasped the handle of her short spear and stared. A moment passed, then another. Arie�s own eyes watered with concentration, watching that shine. The animal didn�t blink. It didn�t move.
�One of us will have to make a choice here,� she said. Her voice was low, confidential. As if coming to a decision, it stepped halfway out of the shadows. A wolf, the second one Arie had ever seen. Her mind seemed to bifurcate, lizard brain flooding her body with every chemical signal that facilitated bloody battle or desperate escape. Another part yearned forward�the wolf�s muscular perfection made her want to reach out, to run her two cold hands through the heavy, silver fur that rippled in the high wind, first one direction, then another.
�Well, look at you,� she said, in the same way she spoke to Talus. The wolf stood still, its nostrils flaring as it took her scent. Watching it, time seemed to fold back on itself and Arie was remembering the day Handy had appeared in her path, stopping her short as she walked her trap line. He�d seemed in that moment every bit as dangerous as a wolf. As the thought entered her mind, she did as she had done then. With conscious deliberation, she let go of the short spear and, not breaking eye contact, slowly unbuttoned the plaid shirt from collar to breastbone. She pulled the shirt open, just as she had done that day, bared the scar over her heart.
�I am only a sojourner,� she told the wolf. �You sojourn, too, friend. A rightful inheritor.� The wolf tilted its massive head, ears cocked toward the sound of her voice. �Pilgrim,� she said, �will you give me rest?�
The wolf lowered its head, looking at her with unwavering interest. It took a slow step forward, then another. His whole body was visible now, a big male. Abruptly, he splayed his front paws, sticking his rump in the air, big brush of a tail wagging, long tongue out in an unmistakable grin. At this sudden move, Arie�s heart gave a mighty lollop in her chest and she very nearly pissed herself. The wolf looked at her a moment, then made a low, snuffling woof. When Arie only stood there, dumbfounded that she was still in one piece, he apparently decided she was not going to be much fun. Tail still wagging furiously, the wolf wheeled around and disappeared into the woods, sparing her not so much as a single backward glance.
Every ounce of strength let go and Arie dropped to the trail, her legs collapsing like blades of grass beneath her. She watched after the wolf, half expecting him to come tearing back to finish her. Moments later there was a brief rattle in the brush, and a porcupine waddled out. It took no notice of the human planted on the ground nearby, trundling from one side of the trail to the other, busy about its nightly rounds.
What next? she thought. Raccoons? Bobcats? �Dancing bear?� she said aloud, then laughed. Weary to the bone, she got to her feet, trembling from cold, from spent adrenaline, from the day�s exhaustion. She buttoned the front of her shirt and pulled her coat close around her. For just a moment, she looked up the trail, wanting the little redwood mandala tucked safely in her pocket, wanting to fall asleep with her finger tracing the smoothly carved labyrinth, outside to center, then out, then in again.
But the wind was getting more aggressive. Her hair, still damp and cold, whipped around her face. The cut on her thigh was a thin wire of pain, and the cabin�only a few yards down the hill�had a light flickering in the stained-glass window upstairs.
�Fuck it,� she muttered.
The front door was unlocked. Arie stepped inside and drew the bolt. The warmth of the room flowed over and around her, and she rested her eyes, leaning against the wall. Her scalp relaxed. Her muscles seemed to lengthen. Her busy heart slowed itself by degrees.
�You were gone a long time.� It was Renna, keeping first watch. She had settled by the kitchen window, where she could see the front porch and the clearing beyond. Curran, sleeping on one of the sofas, snored softly. Talus was nowhere to be seen.
�Mm-hm. Said I would be.�
�Almost two hours, though.�
Arie felt a gig of surprise. Had she been so long? �All�s well.�
�Is it?�
�For tonight.�
Renna didn�t respond.
Arie couldn�t see her face, only the outline of her sitting there in the dark. �I�m going to sleep,� she said. There was little more to her voice than a rasp. She headed for the stairs.
�Will you put out the light?� Renna asked.
�Thanks for leaving it on. It was a welcome sight from out there.�
�Handy lit it.�
At the top of the stairs, Arie paused by the stained glass and blew out the light. She passed the drawn curtain where Handy slept and made her way across the wide loft to Kory�s room. The moon was visible only in fits and starts as the furious wind pushed massive banks of dark clouds across the sky. Framed in the window, the slender tops of trees bent north, then gusted east, throwing tentacled shadows everywhere around the room.
Kory had made a sleeping spot on the braided rug, leaving his bed for Arie again. He was rolled up like a pill bug with only a few shocks of his blond hair showing outside the blankets. She almost stroked his head as she stepped around him, but thought better of it, late as it was. Leave him to dream, she thought.
It wasn�t until she�d dropped onto the bed and was pulling off her boots that she realized Talus was in the room. She was up on Kory�s desk, lying by the window. Arie saw only her silhouette, still as any shadow. Noticing her there gave Arie one last weary start. Big as the dog was, she was almost invisible in the weird, shifting light.
She went to the desk, but when she touched Talus the dog startled and whipped her head around, as if she�d had no idea Arie was in the room. For a split second, Arie thought Talus might nip at her. But when she saw who had touched her, she simply turned again to stare outside.
�What is it, love?� Arie whispered. She leaned over the dog and looked out. It was as if everything was moving�every branch on every tree shaking, bending, nodding like a conductor�s baton leading the world�s most outrageous orchestra. The strobing clouds made the forest a sepia kaleidoscope of light and dark. No wonder the dog was mesmerized.
Then Arie saw. Under the canopy in the heavy underbrush, twenty feet from the edge of the clearing. Even in the wild, changing light, with the moon on the wester, she saw it. Two orange-yellow circles, looking up.
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RENNA ROAMED THE CABIN. With Arie now safely upstairs, she felt free to wander from corner to corner, returning intermittently to glance out the window. The world thrashed out there, but each time Renna looked the view was the same: trees, stones, storage shed, outhouse.
Taking care to steer clear of Curran, she paced, touching things as she went. Everything begged to be handled and admired, relished for its usefulness or practicality or beauty. The solid wood countertop in the kitchen, scarred by carving knives. Empty bowls, nested one inside the other, perfectly receptive. The curve of the pump spout and the shining spiral handles of the stove lids. The bathtub, solid and smooth. In the living room, a generosity of furniture. It seemed such an immeasurable bounty, each thing part of a perfect whole that radiated an overall sense to Renna: safe, safe, safe.
She settled at the window again and watched the wind push things around. After a minute or two she realized there was rough order, even in the chaos. Moments before each new gust slammed into the trees, she could hear it coming through the woods, driving a path of sound ahead of it. First, a moment of near quiet, then the rush of arrival.
With everyone asleep, she could pretend to be here alone. She still felt the sting of Arie nearly knocking her out of the chair. It was a humiliating thing for her to do in front of Handy and Curran. Her every instinct had been to put her face in Arie�s and demand an apology.
The trouble was, in Renna�s estimation, she�d never found a reliable way to resist Arie. Renna could never out-argue her�she had the quicker wit and by far the sharpest tongue. Even worse, if you challenged her, she could turn your argument inside out with a word or gesture so kind and self-deprecating you were left feeling like a petty ass.
Maddening woman.
Nurturing that little flicker of resentment, Renna let herself slide into her most enduring fantasy: What if?
What if she were living out the aftermath of the sickness alone? It was a daydream scenario she�d honed to perfection during her time trapped with the Konungar. After she escaped, it was the thing she fervently prayed for while she stumbled around in the woods, looking for food and trying to hide from feral dogs. Renna, the last person on earth, tucked safely away from people and beasts. What if it were only her in their cabin tonight? One woman huddled at the window, watching a windstorm.
What if?
She could set up sound alarms in the woods, the way Curran had at his home in the stump. Use the basement as a hiding place, the way Arie had used her attic.
Renna breathed out, long and slow, sitting with the sensation, listening to the rush of the trees. One of the rafters in the loft gave a low creak when a particularly hard gust pushed against the roof. Isolation settled over her like a second skin. The inky darkness beyond the clearing seemed to deepen and the rooms at her back felt profoundly empty.
It was awful.
She moved deeper into the living room, away from the window. The sound of Curran�s breathing steadied her. How had Arie done it for so long, up in the attic with only her own voice for company? Renna understood that there always had been those rare persons who chose solitude, but weren�t they a terrible exception? Weren�t there a million more who withered away with loneliness they didn�t choose? Surely one needed a companion. Even if no words were spoken, even if only for the certainty that another pair of eyes watched the wind on a dark night. A shoulder against your shoulder, bearing the burden of our smallness on the scrubby surface of the planet. Another soul, tiny and transient.
Imagine being a kid alone, she thought. Kory had been only nine when his parents disappeared from his life. Renna remembered nine�always someone there to turn up the thermostat, fill the refrigerator. Someone to sit on the edge of her bed in the middle of the night with a glass of water and a kind word. Nine years old, when the worst thing she could imagine was a bad guy coming in the house so that her dad would have to jump out of bed and hit him with the miniature baseball bat he kept in the top drawer of his nightstand.
~~~
Despite the racket of the blow outside, Handy heard Renna moving downstairs, restless as a cat. She�d come upstairs twice, but hadn�t come behind the curtain into the alcove where he was.
He was on next watch and should have been sleeping, but Tom Wallace�s journals were keeping him awake. He lay in the big bed alone, staring at the walls and ceiling, imagining Tom and Jaimee laboring together with their friends, the loving attention to detail in those beams, and the carved headboard. Every bit of that effort for naught in a single stroke when the sickness fell. Perhaps literally fell from the open bay of a helicopter.
Renna was moving again, in the kitchen now from the sound. She�d been nearly silent after having words with Arie. She did that when she was angry, pulled inside herself and put up a stone wall. Any other time�if she was afraid or worried, excited or content�he knew how to find her. But anger seemed to erect an impenetrable shelter.
Tonight, when Arie had tweaked her at the fire, Renna�s reaction had shocked him. I�m not as stupid as you think I am, old woman. That was a Renna he�d never met. Not in person. The Renna who could cut a man�s throat to free herself. It came as a relief to see her show up.
She�d need that version of herself as they traveled.
Arie hadn�t asked him for the specifics of what he�d seen on the road. The last thing he wanted to do was poison the well with stories of the depraved behavior he�d seen between God�s Land and Arie�s house. There was a madness out there, a thing deeper and darker than Randall and his notion of slaves and masters. One day in particular haunted him.
He�d made good time leaving the home place. For a while he traveled parallel to the highway, staying low in the overgrown pastures and wide marshy areas that bordered it. After a couple of miles, the almost-empty highway began to sport stalled vehicles, first in ones and twos, then in larger numbers. That bit of road was the primary north-south throughway on the coast, and as he moved gradually south, it became clear he was seeing an exodus. Some cars had pulled onto the dirt shoulders. Others were stopped dead in the center of their traffic lanes, neatly spaced, doors closed. Empty cars gave him the creeps. The ones with slumped figures in them were much worse, and he did his best to keep distance from the now wracked and rotting asphalt verge.
Eventually, though, the fields narrowed down to nothing and he was forced onto the highway. It snaked along the steep hillside, which was a sheer, rocky cliff rising on one side, a steep and vertiginous drop to the ocean on the other. Handy walked close to the hillside as much as possible, wary of the many places where the bluff-side dropped away in vast, ragged hunks.
He�d just worked his way around one particularly narrow hairpin turn, skirting a pair of four-wheel-drive pickups that had collided on the blind curve, when he came face to face with the woman.
She was the only living person he�d seen since he left the Land, and it gave him a jolt to nearly run right into her. He stopped short, already raising his bow, heart suddenly walloping.
The woman stopped, too, but she didn�t seem at all surprised, despite the fact that they now stood less than six feet from each other. In fact, when she saw Handy her face lit up in a bright smile.
�Amazing, right?� she said. Her body language was completely relaxed and familiar, as if Handy were a good friend she�d run into at the fair. She breathed deep and looked out at the vast expanse of the Pacific glittering in the perfect angle of late September sunshine.
Handy lowered his bow and looked down. Between the woman and him stood the thing that would cling to his dreams for months afterward. She was pushing a stroller, a large expensive thing with three pneumatic wheels and two roomy seats, one in front of the other. Two small children were strapped inside, a child of about three in the front, and an infant in the seat behind. They were both dead.
When he realized what he was looking at, he took two careful steps backward.
�Fantastic day for it,� said the woman.
The wrecked trucks sat crosswise on the road, one with its hood up against the high bank of rock, and the other with its rear axle hanging partially off the cliff. This left only a narrow passage between them. Handy retreated until there was room for the woman to get by, angling himself so that the bank was to his back but he still had enough space to raise his bow arm if it came to that.
The woman favored him with another smile, but before she continued, she set the brake on the stroller and came around to the front of it. Bending over the purple-black bodies of the children, she hummed a sweet, cheerful tune. The older corpse�a little boy, if the clothing was any indication�wore a bright yellow safety helmet. The woman reached down to adjust the strap, which seemed to have become part of the darkened flesh under the boy�s chin. Handy jerked his head sideways so that he was looking almost over his shoulder, not even wanting to see her moving in his peripheral vision.
�Better!� she said. �Guess we�d better get it in gear.�
Handy stood where he was and let her pass. When she drew by, he noticed one of the stroller�s rear tires was almost flat, and he couldn�t see how the woman was able to keep pushing her burden up the mountainous grade. He smelled her then, too. Not the dead children�they seemed desiccated, and he wondered if they�d been outside in that stroller since the pox hit. No, it was the woman, a wild animal odor of old dens and raw meat. And something else�a feverish, electrified scent. The smell of her lost mind, perhaps.
In the loft bedroom of the Wallace cabin, Handy flipped the pillow over and rolled onto his side. Surely worse things had happened, and continued to happen. He was sure of it. That day on the hill with the woman and her stroller, though�that was the one he saw and kept seeing.
By the time Renna came upstairs again, he was making a mental list of what they should pack for the trip.
~~~
Curran had been awake for nearly a half-hour. Over the weeks, he�d developed an internal clock attuned to their watch rotation. He could fall deeply asleep, but he�d wake up even if it wasn�t his turn. Tonight he woke sooner. Every time he heard Renna make her restless way past him, he deepened his breathing, smoothing out the rhythm of it and adding a slight snore now and then. Finally, she finished her constant circling and climbed the stairs.
As silently as he could, he jumped up and arranged the blankets to roughly resemble a person there on the sofa. In the dark, he doubted anyone could see well enough to notice him gone, but he clustered a few lumps and bumps together anyway. Sock-feet silent under the sound of the wind battering the cabin, he hustled across the room on tiptoe. In the kitchen, he eased open the cellar door. The hinges made a faint squall, and he froze momentarily. Then he heard Handy and Renna speaking upstairs. He lifted the heavy door and stepped down into the dark, feeling for the top step with one foot. Once inside, he lowered the hatch door and maneuvered his way to the bottom.
It was pitch black down here, and quiet. Wishing he�d stashed a flashlight, Curran stood for a moment at the bottom of the stairs, trying to orient himself to the room as he remembered it from earlier. He might be able to risk momentarily flipping on the lights�and, knowing the switch was right there, what a temptation that was!�but the cabin was so dark that even up in the loft they might notice whatever light filtered up around the edges of the door.
He aimed himself in what he thought was the direction of the radio table and shuffled across the cold linoleum. Thinking he was only halfway across the room, his foot collided with the base of the metal lockers with a muted clang. �Shit,� he muttered, pressing his palms on the locker doors, as if he could stifle the sound they�d already made. He froze, ears almost painfully attuned to the cabin above, but there was no sign anyone had heard him.
Smooth move, dork, he thought. He would have sworn he�d walked straight forward from the bottom of the steps, but he�d obviously veered far to the right. On the bright side, he knew where the radio was now. He reached his left arm straight out to his left and, sure enough, his fingertips touched the cords on the back of the equipment. He felt his way around to the front of the table.
The shortwave came to life with a satisfying flip of a switch, gauges and dials lighting instantly. Red, yellow, and green reflections brought the basement into festive visibility. Throwing a glance at the stairs and the hatch door above, Curran sidled over to the locker that held Tom Wallace�s work clothes and pulled out a quilted parka. He draped the jacket over the radio so that he could still see its face, but the lights were deflected only onto the table in front of him.
He slid the headphones over his ears and smiled at their spongy familiarity. Been a while, he thought. As Kory had shown him, Curran began to move the knobs and listen.
~~~
�Careful. They bruise.� Kory and his mother are on ladders, picking apples. This is strange�they only have two apple trees, and they really aren�t very tall. Also, they only have one ladder. But in the dream, they�re in an orchard that grows as far as he can see in every direction. A perfect angle of autumn light breaks itself through the branches. He looks down at the fruit he dropped and sees the trouble: instead of wearing the big canvas picking bag, he has Papa�s rifle slung over his shoulder. Kory looks over at his mother again, meaning to tell her he can�t pick any more, but she�s already looking at the gun, shaking her head. �That�s going to complicate things,� she says. But she�s smiling, giving him a little wink. She�s so pretty, his mama, up there on the ladder with her long hair cascaded down her back. He smiles at her and puts his hands on the rifle. It�s up against his shoulder somehow, and he�s fired it. Panic floods him, but his mother isn�t there. She�s not picking apples. There are no ladders, and the trees are huge around him�not apple trees, but Douglas firs and redwoods and big-leaf maples. It�s dark. Windy. The solid wooden stock of the old rifle is heavy against his shoulder, but he keeps it up. Keeps it aimed.
~~~
When the boy made a little moan, Talus turned from the window to watch him. The boy was asleep. Just dreaming. Talus dreamed of finding small good things to eat. Dream-chasing is happy, even when she opened her eyes and saw there was no rabbit, no squirrel, no sharp-toothed weasel. Lying at the window in the dark, her mouth watered and she licked her snout, even though there was no trace of food smell there.
The old woman was sleeping, too. No dreams, though. She smelled of blood. Talus had smelled the blood on her before. Not the blood of mating. The other woman had that smell now, the shedding blood that meant her heat was over. The old woman didn�t have the mating blood. Hers came with the moon, like mating blood, but it was wound blood. Pain blood.
Talus wanted to help, but the wound was layered with people things�rags and clothes and blankets�and she knew from her man that people didn�t allow their wounds to be licked clean.
The trees thrashed, and she looked again at the place where the wolf had been. He was not there now, but Talus growled a low rumble anyway. His scent was all around the clearing, in old places and new places. Interesting, that wolf, but he made her hair stand up. Better if he�s gone back into the trees.
The boy rolled onto his side and pulled the blankets close. She jumped down. Smelled the boy dreaming. Smelled the old woman not dreaming. Smelled the young woman coming up the stairs. Talus went to the head of the staircase, sat nearby. Not too close. Don�t scare her. Ears back. Tongue. Wag tail.
Renna saw her, smiled. No petting though. No scratch behind the ears or under the chin�too bad. �Good dog,� she whispered, and ducked behind the curtain, going to the other man. The woman�s mate.
Talus saw her master hurry across the room downstairs. She loped down in a few easy bounds, but he was gone, already in the place under the floor. She went to the little door and smelled him there. If she whined�only a little whine, she�s a good dog, the young woman just told her that�her man might let her go under the floor with him. Better not though, not with all the people sleeping.
Instead, she went to the front door. Wind pushed in around the edges. Talus bent her head and breathed the outside night smells. Wind confused smells. It stirred everything together so that she couldn�t easily tell what was coming from nearby and what was from far away. She could smell the river and two deer, but the river was not close. Were the deer close? No, deer wouldn�t stay here with the wolf. A porcupine was out, but her den was not far from the clearing. The wolf smell was there�had been there ever since Talus and the people came to the house. It was his marking scent�he�d pissed it in many places around them. But his smell, the true smell of his body, was only a faint whisper.
Nevertheless, good dog Talus lay in front of the door. If the wolf came closer, she would know. Even in the wind, she�d know.
~~~
Arie was in deepest sleep. Already the skin at the new wound had begun knitting itself together. Even old cells remember their work. There were a great many scars on her now: the null signs at her wrists and over her left breast, a declaration of intention; the flock of geese running in straight lines down her thighs, each one representing a month since the Pink; and the vast burn across her neck and shoulders, that thick, unyielding reminder of the end of one life and beginning of this one.
There were other scars, too. They were the worst sort, the scrapes and lacerations that mar the heart. Down in the deepest ditch of sleep, even those old blights were quiet.
If anyone were watching her, they�d see that Arie was gone from the world. Her face was placid�not a smile nor a scowl, not even the moving eyelids of a dreamer. Even the rise and fall of her breath was imperceptible. Under the blanket, though, the tip of one finger moved. It was no more than the faintest twitch, repeating and repeating. Start at the outside. Circle in to the center, and out again. Nine times, then nine again. The little redwood labyrinth was up at the spring, lying in the dark, but the body remembers.
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�GONE AS IT GETS.� Alex kicked the guy�s booted toe as if to prove how dead he really was. The entire leg, which had been bent at the knee, fell to one side with a loose thump. The foot now pointed out at an impossible angle. The other boot lay several feet away in a scatter of small bones.
The Konungar search team stood at the base of a tree in a loose semicircle. With dusk coming on and a storm bearing down, they�d just decided to quit for the night when they stumbled upon the body.
If he hadn�t died with a lot of heavy winter clothes on, there wouldn�t have been much to find; animals would have disassembled him and made off with the parts they liked best. As it was, there was little left of him but skeleton and hair. His bulky down parka and canvas pack had kept him in a seated position, though, while the flora and fauna had done their business with his soft parts. His head lay over so that his lower jaw hung open on the zippered front of the jacket. The denim of his jeans was so thoroughly enmeshed with the forest floor it was impossible to tell what color they�d once been.
�Get the pack,� said Russell.
They hesitated, looking at the dead man, then at each other.
Doyle stared at them. �Are you fucking kidding me?� he said. �Do it now.�
Garrett crouched next to the dead man. He grasped a shoulder strap and pulled the backpack. Even with the voluminous hood pulled up and tied at the corpse�s chin, dark remnants of skin were visible, clinging in thin folds to the bones beneath. Sandy colored tufts of beard protruded in patchy clumps. He gave a final tug, and the body slouched toward him, skull rolling sideways and bouncing against Garrett�s chest. He jerked away with an involuntary grunt of disgust, yanking the pack free as he did.
�Aw, sick,� Alex hooted. �Watch out, G, he�s going down on you!�
�Shut the fuck up, Wyszkowski,� said Gilch. �How about you get your pimpled ass down there and go through its pockets?�
Alex curled his lip in dismay, but dropped to one knee. Gingerly, as if approaching an untrustworthy animal, he began to rifle through the dead man�s clothing. The many outer pockets of the parka were zippered shut and Alex soon had a small pile of goods on the ground next to him: insulated gloves, a compass, a disposable lighter. When he pulled the jacket open to check the inner pockets, his face lit up.
�Yes!� he crowed, and fumbled with whatever had gotten his attention. He turned and held up the prize in one fist. It was a leather sheath, intricately stamped all over with a leaf design. Alex grasped the knife�s handle�wood wrapped in thin rawhide strips�and withdrew the blade. Ten inches long, its slightly curved tip glinted in the lowering light of the early evening. �Woah,� he whispered, face reverent as any child opening a favorite gift at Christmas. He moved the blade back and forth in front of him, eyes wide, mouth open in apparent awe.
Russell cleared his throat, and Alex looked up, face idiotically hopeful.
�Keep it,� said Russell. �Give Doyle the rest of it.�
Alex leapt to his feet, with a whoop. He slid the knife back in the sheaf and laid it at his feet as if it were made of glass. He scooped up the other items from the dead man�s pockets.
�Sure that�s everything?� said Doyle. �You didn�t check his pants.� A low chuckle from Gilch made Alex glance around. He looked again at the body, at the way the jeans seemed almost melted into the ground, black with fungus, forest refuse, and whatever had leached through the fabric from the inside out. Alex�s fingers flexed, and he wiped his palms down the front of his own thighs. �I� uh. Yeah, I guess.�
Doyle made a hoarse sound in his throat, like something a black bear would do right before charging. �Never mind, idjit,� he said. �Do you think I�d lay hands on anything that came out of those pants?�
Supreme relief flooded the boy�s pale, freckled face. �You�d have to be nuts,� he laughed. Then he set about unbuckling his belt and working the sheath onto it. Once he�d gotten the belt back on, he dug around in his own pocket. He retrieved a small pocketknife, surely no more than three inches long with a badly chipped plastic handle. With all the grace of a stork on land, he ran to the edge of the bluff that overlooked the river. He hurled the pathetic little knife into the air with another howl of happiness and it sailed off in a high arc, out into oblivion.
Meanwhile, Doyle inventoried the contents of the small daypack Garrett had taken off the dead guy. He tossed aside a plastic water bottle that still sloshed with an inch of cloudy liquid. A wilted paper sack held some indistinguishable contents that made Doyle wince and fling it aside. �Brought his lunch, I guess.�
He dug around in the smaller side pockets and fared better. There was a mylar survival sheet folded into an impossibly small packet, brown iodine tablets, and a magnesium fire-starter kit. �Sweet,� he said, and held up a pack of playing cards. He slid these into his own jacket pocket and dumped the rest back into the pack. �Stow this,� he said, tossing it to Gilch.
Gilch gave the fabric a sniff and shrugged, apparently not finding it offensive. He rolled it into a cylinder and stuffed it into an outer compartment of his own kit.
Garrett looked up, a slightly dazed expression on his face. In both hands he held a creased piece of notepaper he�d fished out of the dead man�s things. He blinked once, as if coming back to himself. Instead of giving the paper to Doyle, he handed it directly to Russell. �You�ll want to see this, Chief,� he said.
Russell tilted the page toward the last bit of light coming through the trees. Whatever was written there took him a moment to read. When he looked up, he started to laugh. It was a muffled sound, coming from under his scarf, and seldom heard�but was nevertheless a perfectly cheerful and infectious laugh. His eyes creased at the corners, and the men around him found themselves smiling, though they didn�t know why. Theirs was a queasy humor, glazed with hesitation.
�Have a peek,� he said finally, handing the paper to Doyle.
Doyle flicked on his headlamp, aiming it at the note. He held the page close to his face and squinted as he read. When he looked up at Russell, he was smiling, too.
�What is it?� asked Gilch.
�See for yourself,� said Doyle. He passed the note to Gilch. �He hiked into the woods when he got sick, looking for help. Trying to keep it from his kid.�
Gilch�s thick features bunched into amused awareness. �He knew he was dead.�
�Absolutely,� said Russell.
Alex, clutching his knife, looked from face to face, trying to grab the gist of the conversation. �Why is that so funny?�
�Our friend here lived close by,� said Doyle. �There�s no way he got far from home with the Pink running through him.�
Garrett stood slightly removed from the group. The wind had picked up considerably, and he had his fists bunched into his pockets. His blond hair whipped around his head in a wild tangle. �He had a cabin,� he said to Alex. �That�s where he left his boy.�
�A cabin where the old woman and her crew could den up,� said Gilch. �Nice little hidey-hole. We�ll find it tomorrow.�
�Little pig, little pig, let me come in,� said Russell. He laughed his soft, infectious laugh again.
Doyle stripped off his own rucksack and dropped it with a thud. �All right. Make camp.�
Alex looked sideways at the toppled corpse. �Here?�
�Yeah, here,� said Doyle. �That thing�s so dead it doesn�t even stink.�
�It stinks,� said Alex, but quietly, so that the wind swallowed his words.
�Get the tents up. If you�re afraid of ghosts, you may as well slit your throat and get it over with, Wyszkowski. Maybe you haven�t noticed, but we�re up to our asses in them.�
They moved a few yards away from the body and got busy. The area was relatively sheltered; nevertheless, the wind made frustrating work of pitching camp. Alex grappled with each billowing tent while Garrett pounded stakes into the stony earth.
Doyle dug a proper fire pit, making it deep enough to shelter their small stove, with a tall surrounding berm added as a windbreak. Dinner wasn�t much. They were getting down to dried jerky, crackers, and reconstituted soup mix that was full of chewy bits of dehydrated peas and carrots. There was a lightness to their conversation that night, though, a sense of celebratory anticipation. Russell radiated a solid certainty that they�d apprehend the old woman the next day.
Once the rough meal was eaten and their dishes cleaned, they crawled into their bucking, bending shelters, eager to get some meager relief from the wind.
Garret held back, making slow work of wiping up his mess kit and digging through his things for a knit cap. When everyone else had crawled into his bedroll, he stepped into the trees for a piss.
The moon rose over the edge of the nearest hills. Its light crashed through the heavy canopy and landed in shards on the forest floor. It was a moving mosaic, set in motion by the wind-whipped branches. He listened to the caterwauling overhead din and considered the man who died here, alone, the rough bark of a Douglas fir at his back. Perhaps it had been a comfort to him to know his son was in their home, a roof overhead, not sick�or not sick yet.
His own family had died at home, all of them. When he�d struck out from there, looking for other survivors, it had been a small relief to know that his mother, brother, and two sisters were tucked into their beds when they passed. His father had died out in the east pasture, pulling fence. Garrett had loved is dad enough to leave him right there.
As he worked his way back to the tents, he gathered fallen branches. He dropped the wood next to the dead man, made a mental calculation, and then snapped off a few low-slung limbs to add to the pile. Once he judged it sufficient, he began covering the body, crisscrossing the boughs, working carefully until it was covered. When he was done, a bristling mound marked the spot, like a rough basket turned upside down.
Garrett crawled into the tent beside Alex, who slept silently, no doubt cuddling his new sheath knife like a beloved puppy. He yanked off his boots and got into his sleeping bag fully dressed. The walls of the tent heaved in and out in the wind like a breathing thing. Garret lay on his back, only his face showing. Shadows staggered back and forth across the blue nylon, and he watched them, pondering the man�s crumpled note and waiting in vain for sleep to descend.
~~~
December 2050
The Webbs are dead. All of them.
As soon as I got close, I knew. Chickens and goats were locked in, making a hell of a noise. Let them out. Udder on the doe was swollen up so bad she could barely walk, in pain. Made it real�that jacked-up milk goat. Sarah Webb wouldn�t do her animals that way if she was alive to help it.
Truth: I could smell them from out in the yard. The family.
Had to go in, though. What if the shoe was on the other foot?
Pretty sure Merry was the last one alive. Everyone else was tucked in, the big boys in their own beds and the two littles in with Brandon and Sarah. But Merry sitting in a chair by the fireplace. She had Sarah�s new baby tucked into the crook of her arm.
Can�t remember the baby�s name. God, I hope she died first�can�t stand thinking she was the last to go, and no one to soothe her but a dead sister. Fuck.
No way I could bury them. Wanted to put Merry and the baby in bed like the others, but I couldn�t touch her. Couldn�t make myself. Asshole. Just closed the door and got the hell out.
Only thought was, get back to Kory.
But take this crap home?
Can�t do it.
Cold out here now but skin�s on fire. Head pounding like a mother and joints killing me. My knees feel full of broken glass.
Kory be ok buddy

~~~
The walkie-talkie in Doyle�s pack was near to hand, but it was lying on its face under a rolled thermal shirt. When its screen lit blue, the little ghost light was barely noticeable�certainly not enough to wake the two men sleeping there. Thanks to the wind rampaging around them, Gilch and Doyle snored on, even when the handset clicked and a man�s voice spoke into the muffled dark.
�Anybody out there?�
click
�Hit me back if you can hear me.�
click
�Hello.�
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SHE STOOD IN THE CENTER of an archipelago of supplies. Both sofas and the fireplace hearth and the dining table were stacked with food and an array of household odds and ends Arie and Curran had pulled�and were still pulling�from every cupboard, drawer, and hidey-hole they could find in the downstairs. Renna�s job was to sort the surplus, but she could barely keep up with them. They were in risible high spirits, exclaiming over the bounty to each other and laughing at the embarrassment of riches.
Renna was considerably less enthusiastic. It was stunning, all the supplies piling up around her, but rather than sharing Curran and Arie�s giddy pleasure, she was almost nauseated. Her sleep the night before had been threadbare, and now her limp was acting up in a way it hadn�t for weeks, worse even than when they were stuck for days in a damp rock-shelter out in the woods.
Everything was moving too fast. They�d only just gotten here, had only three nights of rest between sheets. Hot meals. Clean, dry clothes. It was repellent, the idea of being on the run again, all of them wet, cold, hungry, exposed. She picked through several kitchen knives, setting aside two that could be easily carried as weapons or tools. Then she frowned over a stack of dishtowels�clean rags, perhaps. Or bandages.
The cabin�s door stood open, allowing mid-morning sun to paint the wide floorboards with a yellow wedge of light. The weather was mild, ridiculously pleasant after last night�s howler. Hectic birdsong erupted from the forest canopy, particularly the raspy wek-wek-wek of blue jays. If not for a massive litter of twigs and small branches, dead leaves and conifer needles heaped and strewn over the clearing, it seemed to Renna the storm might never have happened.
Her eyes lingered on Handy. He was out on the top step with Kory, side by side, their shoulders almost touching. They were bent over a project, something involving pocketknives and wood. With their identical postures of concentration they could easily have been taken for father and son. Handy hadn�t yet tied his hair back; it fell over his shoulders in light brown waves, glinting almost blond in the sun. As Renna watched, he turned to Kory and gestured at the piece of wood the boy was working on, saying something too quietly for her to hear. Kory nodded and continued his work.
It gave her a pang, watching the two of them, so alike in manner. How sweet would it be to stay here, just Handy, Kory, and her? God, there were enough provisions to keep them going for years. She went back to sorting through the heaps, silently nursing this ridiculous fantasy�playing house in the woods, Arie and Curran magically subtracted, no outside threat, no reason to run.
~~~
�He might come back.�
Kory�s voice was so quiet Handy wasn�t sure he�d heard correctly. They were in the middle of fashioning slingshot handles. It was steady, simple work, and pleasant there on the steps. Talus sat at their feet, calm and watchful, blinking in the sunshine but not drowsing.
Handy smoothed the grip by shaving away delicate bits of wood in thin, curling slivers. Kory, less refined but making steady progress, worked on his own. He was a quick study, deft and careful as he mimicked Handy�s process. Now, though, his hands hung idle between his knees, the task he�d been so keen on when they got up that morning forgotten. Like Talus, he scanned the edge of the woods.
�Who might come back? Your dad?�
�Yeah.�
�It�s been two years,� said Handy. He recommenced work on the shot.
�I know.�
�From what he wrote, I don�t reckon your father would let anything keep him away so long.� Another curled shaving wafted like a golden hair to the porch floor.
�If�� Kory was slow to choose his words. �If he had to go far away for help, farther than the Webb�s. Way past town, even. It could take a long, long time.�
Handy said nothing.
�How far is it to the cities?� Kory asked.
Handy worked steadily. �Which cities?�
The boy was silent for so long Handy glanced up at him. Kory�s forehead bunched in a ladder of wrinkles that seemed to drop the weight of ages into his young face. �The ones outside of New Hemings.�
He was struck by Kory�s miserable lack of understanding, but he knew it well. If not for the intervention of older siblings, he would, himself, have grown up in a welter of ignorance about the world that would make this boy�s question look learned and nuanced. Kory was trying mightily to understand the outside world with only the truncated knowledge of an isolated eleven-year-old. He leaned over and pointed to Kory�s slingshot handle. �Feel the little ridge right here?� He ran the pad of his thumb over the place he meant. �You�ll want to bring that down just a hair. Otherwise a shot might rotate off true when you pull back.�
Kory touched the handle where Handy had indicated and nodded. He went back to his task with obvious relief.
�There are big cities way east of here,� Handy said, �and even more of them to the south.�
�How far?�
�Far. Hundreds of miles. No easy roads.�
Kory chewed his top lip and gazed out into the trees, eyes soft and unfocused. Finally he nodded and brushed his long bangs away from his face.
Handy set his knife aside and gave the boy a simple, solid pat on the shoulder. They both commenced their task of creating a useful thing. The enormity of time and distance�days, miles�receded into the shadow of need, and now.
~~~
Inside, Arie and Curran made a second circuit of every crevice and cubby of the cabin�s downstairs bounty. Each time Arie passed the open front door, she glanced at the three of them out there: quiet man, quiet boy, quiet dog.
She�d taken Handy aside at first light and suggested he broach Kory with the news that they�d be leaving soon. �Keep it simple,� she said. �He�ll want to know why. I don�t want to scare him if we can help it, but it�s important that he understand there�s good reason for us to go north.�
�And if he doesn�t want to go?�
�I�ve said it before. Child or no, it�s his choice. He�s old enough for that. We couldn�t force him to leave here in any case.�
Watching them talk and work, Arie was impressed once more by the boy�s equilibrium. He often seemed as self-contained as a tortoise. A line of concern marked the space between his eyebrows, but it was impossible to tell if that was due to Handy�s news or by Kory�s concentration on his knife work.
�No more food,� Renna told her. The two sofas and the wide hearth served as her central prep and packing area, and she surveyed the accumulation with a wary eye, hands on hips. �I can�t believe I just said that, but we couldn�t carry half this much.�
�And we haven�t even gone through the loft, the root cellar, or downstairs,� Curran said. He pulled on his beard, dark eyes cataloging the heap of goods. �Wish we had a truck.�
�What we need is a mule,� said Arie. �Or a llama. Damned good pack animals, llamas. Temperamental, though.�
�Sounds like some people we know,� said Renna. She didn�t look at Arie, concentrating instead on shifting a five-gallon bucket of dried rice from one place to another. �Ouch! Dammit,� she hissed, straightening up and kneading her bad hip with both hands.
�Let me,� said Curran. He grabbed up the bucket as if it were no heavier than a stick of kindling and put it where Renna pointed. �You should sit down a while,� he said.
�Great idea,� she sighed, and eased onto a large footstool, baring her teeth at the effort.
�I�d say it serves you right for your smart remark,� said Arie, �except you�re absolutely correct about my temperament. How else did a stringy old hen like me make it this far?� Standing behind Renna, she dug her thumbs into the woman�s shoulder muscles in rhythmic circles. �We should all take a little break.�
Renna closed her eyes and surrendered once again. From the first night Handy had dragged her, wounded and feverish, into Arie�s world, she�d put herself�quite literally�into the old woman�s hands. She could entertain the most detailed fantasies about staying here with Handy or about sneaking back in the dead of night by herself. But the reality was, they were leaving. It was happening, and she was going with them. She let her head droop low as Arie worked out kinks from her shoulder to her neck, soothing knots she didn�t even realize she�d had.
Kory bounded in from the front porch. �We�re finished. Look at this.� He held his slingshot out to Curran for inspection.
Curran took it from him and looked it over. �You made this yourself?� he asked. He held it at arm�s length and squinted with one eye between the Y. �You�re a natural. Maybe you could make one for me.�
The boy�s expression of satisfaction lit him up from head to toe. �I will,� he said. �Handy�s going to teach me to shoot it now. You should come with us.� He held out his hand for the weapon. �I�ll let you borrow it for practice.�
�I appreciate it,� Curran grinned. �I�ll check with the boss here and see if I can go out to play.� He cocked his head at Arie, giving Kory a wink.
�Before you start,� Arie said to Kory, �I need you to do me a big favor. And you should take your shot with you.�
�Okay. What is it?�
She smoothed her palms off the points of Renna�s shoulders and flexed her fingers. �I left something up at the spring last night, by accident, and I�d like you to hike up after it.� She described the mandala to him. �Curran made it for me, and it�s precious. I�m aggravated with myself for forgetting it.�
�Don�t worry,� Kory said. He spun toward the front door, shoving the slingshot in his back pocket. �I�ll be right back.�
�Whoa, there,� said Arie, catching him by one elbow.
He stopped short. �Huh?�
His open expression, always so eager to help, made her want to tousle his hair or, gods forbid, pinch his smooth cheek. She kept her face serious, though. �I want you to take your rifle, too,� she said.
Now he hesitated. �It�ll only take a minute,� he said. �I go up there all the time. Every day, almost.�
Arie nodded. �Today is a little different,� she said. �Last night we had a visitor.� Kory�s eyes went round, and the other adults stood very still. �It was a wolf, not a person.� Behind her, Curran breathed a sigh of obvious relief. �But that doesn�t mean we can let our guard down. Look at Talus.�
They did. The dog was still outside, sitting at the foot of the porch steps, still relaxed but wholly alert.
�She�s been like that all morning,� said Curran.
�She saw it, too, the wolf. And that,� she said to Kory, �is why I want you to take your gun and the dog up to the spring. Come straight back, too. We need to keep an eye peeled, even more than usual.�
�Maybe I should go with him,� said Handy.
She shook her head. �He�ll be fine. He�s got a sharp eye and a fierce companion already.�
�I�ll be right back,� Kory said again. �Don�t worry.� He retrieved the rifle from behind the open door and checked to see that it was loaded.
Arie laid a hand on his arm. �You understand that the wolf is only being a wolf,� she said. �He�s one of the rightful inheritors. His life is his own, just as your life belongs to you. You have this,� she said, tapping one finger on the rifle�s barrel �just in case.�
Kory nodded solemnly. �Just in case.� Then he was out the door. �Let�s go,� he told Talus, and she was on her feet before he made it off the porch. They strode up the trail together, Talus�s busy nose to the ground.
Arie watched until they�d rounded the bend and then rubbed her hands together with a sigh. �There�s a choice to be made.�
�When to leave,� said Renna.
�Yes. We need to decide together and present a united front when Kory gets back here.�
�You�re giving him the choice, though,� said Curran. �Is that still the plan?�
�I told Handy this morning that we�ll let him decide. It�s not like we�re going to tie him up and drag him by his hair.�
�No way he�ll want to stay here alone again,� said Renna.
�I don�t know,� said Handy. �He might have a tougher time deciding than you think.� He told them about Kory�s hope that his father would return. �I reminded him that it�s been a long time. He understands that, but��
�But he still hopes,� said Renna.
�Yeah. He still hopes.�
Curran crossed his arms and looked around the cluttered room. �Not surprised,� he said. �How else did the kid survive every day here, alone?�
They were all quiet for a moment, imagining it.
�I want to hear from you about our timeline, then,� said Arie. �When do we move out and move on?�
The rest of them still looked around at the piles of goods stacked everywhere.
�Come on, now,� said Arie, �speak up. Curran, what do you say?�
�I�d want a little more time, I guess. Enough to pack properly. Have a few more good meals, extra rest. Also,� he said with a half-shrug, �I�d like to keep working on raising someone on the radio.�
�What does that look like, time-wise?� said Arie.
He glanced around the room, scratching thoughtfully at the back of his head. �A week, I guess. Something like that.�
�Me, too,� said Renna. �At least one week. Besides resting up, it gives Kory a little more time to get used to the idea of leaving.�
Arie found a few inches of space on the hearth, pushed aside a pile of dehydrated meals and a stack of strike-anywhere matches so she could sit. �I don�t care to be the prime driver of this thing, but I don�t imagine it will surprise anyone that I�d rather leave as soon as possible. Two days seems just about right to me.� She batted her eyelashes at them. �Try not to look so shocked,� she said. This finally raised a smile from Renna. �I can�t argue that we could stand more resting-up time. Don�t think for a minute I�m not damned happy to have a bed under me.�
�But?� said Curran.
�But I�m struck all over with a feeling of hurry-hurry-hurry. Truth to tell, it�s almost an itch, at this point�one that won�t let me have a half-hour�s peace before it revs up fresh and makes me want to pace the room and check at the windows.�
As if her words were contagious, Curran sidled over to the tall window by the door and glanced out. �I hear that,� he said. �I just� why the hell did we find all this? What good is it, really, if we have to just turn around and run?� When Handy opened his mouth to reply, Curran waved a hand at him. �Yeah, yeah, I know. Beats holing up in a damn cave.�
�Well, Brother,� said Arie, �where do you fall on this thing?�
�I suppose I have the itch to get gone, too,� said Handy. �Maybe not so quick as two days,� he said. �But a week feels like we�re pushing our luck.
�How long, then?�
Handy took Renna�s hand and stroked the knuckles with his thumb. �Four days,� he said. �Half a week to rest up and go.�
�Four,� Arie mused. �I believe I can live with my fidgety self that long. Curran, Renna, how does that sit?�
Renna nodded. �I guess we can make it work.�
�Me, too,� said Curran.
�A target to aim for,� said Arie, getting to her feet. �Splendid.�
Renna got up, too, looking weary but resigned. She lifted her palms and gestured at the piles of goods all around them. �Where do we even start?�
�Leave it for now,� said Arie.
Renna gave her a skeptical look. �Four days,� she said.
�Do you hear that?� asked Arie. They listened, and did. It was Kory laughing, heading back already. Get it! he cried from somewhere up the trail, and a single delighted bark from Talus. �When they�re back, why don�t you spend time on target practice, too?� Arie said.
Renna smiled at Handy. �Think you can teach me to shoot like you?�
He tilted his head in a comme ci, comme �a gesture. �Let�s not get out ahead of ourselves,� he said.
�Oh, is that how it is?� She pointed a finger at him in mock defiance. �Challenge accepted, pal. I�ll have you bragging out the other side of your face by dinner.�
Kory and Talus hurtled into the clearing. Kory held a stick over his head and the dog watched it intently, panting in anticipation. Arie saw, with a sense of relief, that the boy had her mandala in his other hand, holding it curled to his chest. He tossed the stick just outside the edge of the clearing, and Talus crashed into the brush after it. A red squirrel fled up the nearest tree in an explosion of angry chatter.
Arie met Kory on the porch. �Here it is,� he said. He handed her the mandala with obvious reverence. �It�s really cool.�
�Oh yes,� she said, and held the small, carved labyrinth next to her own heart. �I�m some relieved to see it, too. Thank you, darling boy.�
�What does it mean?�
�A story for later,� she said. �After dinner, perhaps. For now, tell me: what did you see on your hike?�
�Tracks,� he said, a little breathless. �A wolf, like you said. There were a lot in the mud around the spring, and more at the place where you saw it on the trail. There was fur, too�a little bit hanging on one of the bushes.�
�And what did our friend Talus think of all that?�
�She just sniffed around.�
�Was she happy or worried?� asked Curran.
Kory looked out at the dog, now parked at the base of the tree the squirrel had run up, wagging her tail in a broad arc through the duff below and raising a small cloud of dust. �Just relaxed,� said Kory. �I mean, she only wanted to check out the smell, and then she brought me that stick.�
�Sounds happy to me,� said Curran.
Arie squeezed the back of the boy�s neck. �Well then,� she said. �Why don�t you fill a canteen and get on with your slingshot practice? Make hay while the sun shines.�
�Can we, Handy?� Kory asked.
�Ready when you are,� said Handy. �We need to scrub together some targets.�
�Can I come?� Renna asked Kory. She held up Handy�s slingshot. �I need to get the hang of this thing.�
�Yes,� he said, voice solemn, eyes dancing. �You could make your own, later on. I could help you.� He shot a little deferential glance at Handy. �Or, well� Handy�s the best teacher.� The tops of his ears turned bright pink. He looked at Curran. �Are you coming, too?�
�Next time, bud. I�m going to stay and do some more sorting.�
�Let�s go,� Handy said, �before the weather decides to muck up on us.�
The three of them trooped into the yard, Kory looking nearly beside himself with pleasure. �Not too far out,� Arie called after them. Handy lifted a hand in reply, thumb and forefinger indicating a small distance. Talus gave the still-chattering squirrel a last look and jumped up to join them.
Curran went to a cupboard built into the back wall and squatted to inventory its contents. He pivoted to Arie, a flat cardboard box in his hand, and lifted the battered, dog-eared thing toward her. �Monopoly,� he said, grinning.
She stared at him with a blank expression.
�Fake money? Deeds? Hotels?�
�Sorry,� she said.
He pinched the bridge of his nose, looking pained. �That�s just wrong, Arie,� he said. �Do not pass Go, do not collect two-hundred dollars.�
�If we can�t eat it, trade it, or sleep under it, I don�t need to know.�
�We can use the money for tinder.�
�Put that foolishness away and lend me a hand. We�re going to celebrate tonight, and I need your help.�
Curran tossed the box back into the cupboard with a resigned shrug. It landed with a small, muffled clatter. �Okay,� he said. He dusted his hands on his jeans. �What�re we celebrating?�
�New beginnings,� said Arie. �Distant vistas. Heretofore unimagined adventures.�
�Oh boy,� he muttered. �You may be overselling a little.�
She retrieved a canvas sack from a hook by the stove and handed it to him. �If you were eleven years old, how would you want to hear it?�
�Ah, marketing. What do you want me to do with the bag?�
�I need apples out of the cold cellar. Eight or ten will do for a pie.�
�You�re going to make a pie.�
�After you grind me some flour, yes. And don�t you tell. I want it to be a surprise.� She yanked her hair up into a bun with such quick precision it almost seemed like sleight of hand. �I�m going to put a bunch of these leather britches on to soak,� she said, indicating several bristling strings of green beans that had been hung from the ceiling to dry. �And while you�re cranking out flour, we�ll decide how to divvy up this wild boon of goods for travel.�
�Got it. And Arie,� he said on his way out the door, �I might just have a little surprise of my own.� He waggled his eyebrows. �An after-dessert surprise.�
She made a small snort. �Be still, my heart,� she said, and waved him out. �Apples.�
~~~
By the time Kory, Handy, and Renna returned, Arie and Curran had made a remarkable shift in the appearance of things. Food was simmering, wood was split, and heaps of goods had been assiduously sorted and stacked. Things deemed impractical, too weighty, or simply too abundant to carry were consigned back into storage areas. Everything that fit their needs was put in orderly piles under beds and behind the sofa.
�We all have a great eye,� said Kory, flushed with enthusiasm when he found Arie in the kitchen.
�Looks to me like you have six eyes, counting all three heads,� she said, setting dinner plates around the table.
He grinned affably. �Arie,� he said. �You know what I mean.�
�So your slingshot works, eh?�
�Straight as an arrow. That�s what Handy said. Handy said he was going to start calling me Eagle Eye. A nickname, because I got so many targets.�
�Throw a little more wood in the firebox, Birdy. I need the oven hot, hot, hot.�
�You�re just kidding me,� he said, grinning ear-to-ear. He grabbed a chunk of stove wood�the same piece Arie would have chosen herself�and set it in the flames, deft as any adult she�d ever seen. The way this boy could be so capable and so innocent by turns made a mash of her heart. One more soul pushing its way in, she thought. Yet another chance to end up broken on the shoals of grief.
She turned her back and made her hands busy again. �Tell you the truth, child, you smell more like warthog than eagle. Better work your fire magic and fill a tub for yourself. I didn�t cook all afternoon to have a soured boy ruin my appetite. And no,� she said, lifting a peremptory finger when he drew a breath to reply, �I am not kidding you. Get yourself clean. Clean enough for a party.�
�Going!� he shouted. He gave Talus, now crashed-out on the sofa, one last boisterous rubdown before he set to work on his bath.
Handy came in from outside, soaked hair plastered to his back in dark strings. The shoulders of his shirt were wet, and he was visibly shivering.
�Get over to the fire before you rattle your teeth loose,� Arie said. �I guess you cleaned up at the spring?�
�I wanted to have a look around up there before it got full dark,� he said. �Fog�s already socked in the river valley.� He blew into his cupped hands and held them to the fire that Curran had laid not long before they�d returned.
�There goes our fine weather, I imagine,� said Arie. �You saw the tracks?�
Handy nodded. �It was definitely one animal, definitely wolf. He didn�t linger.�
�Good. Maybe he�s moved on now. She�s certainly not worried.� Arie said, looking at Talus, stretched out so luxuriantly that she took up the entire sofa. �How was shooting? Eagle Eye thought it was splendid.�
Handy chuckled in his quiet way�a whiffle of air through the beard with not much sound. �He was something else,� he said. �Tell true, Sister, I�ve never seen anything like it. The only time he missed, I�m pretty sure it was because Ren was starting to miss a fair number and he didn�t want her to feel bad.�
�Does she have any eye?�
He sat down on the hearth and leaned toward the fire, rubbing the fingertips of one hand through his hair to dry it. �She does,� he said. �More practice would be good�slingshot isn�t so easy. Not if you�re trying to catch dinner on the move.�
�Not if you�re trying to slow down a predator. Four-legged or two-legged, either one.�
They listened to Kory quietly singing to himself in the tub, and Curran outside, splitting even more wood. Arie had taken her apple pie out from where she�d hid it on a little shelf behind the stove and popped it in the oven. She�d searched every bit of foodstuffs for a touch of sweet to add to the apples. A scrape of crystallized honey, a stiff spoonful of old brown rice syrup, and a bit of blackstrap molasses worked surprisingly well with the fruit. Even more enterprising was the hunt for fat to make the piecrust; the finished pastry gave off a mild but distinct meaty smell.
After a few minutes in the oven, though, when the aroma began to permeate the cabin, it filled her with a sense of mingled pleasure and� something else. Something akin to pain, she thought. Their table was laid with a cloth and candles. Touching match to wick, she wiped her eyes with the corner of her apron. Baking was such a civilized smell, one that spoke of time that could be spent combining and adorning food especially for pleasure. The rest of the meal was far more catch-as-catch can, serving bowls and placemats lending gravitas to a lot of canned and packaged food.
�Here, now,� she called to them. Talus�s head popped up like Jack from his box, making Arie laugh.
�Let�s go,� Handy told the dog, who didn�t need to be told twice. He met Renna at the foot of the stairs as she came down. His face, where it showed under his beard, was flushed from sitting near the fire and he pressed his cheek to hers. Kory came running, damp from the bath, and Curran tramped in with a last armload of wood, bringing a chilly smell of the damp evening with him.
�Gather round, dear hearts,� said Arie. �See what Providence has landed here.�
It couldn�t be described as anything less than a proper family meal. Dishes passed hand-to-hand. Good-natured banter about the exploits of target practice, and time-honored chitchat about the changeable weather. Bits and bobs were fed under the table to Talus, who�d already inhaled her own plate and was delighted to lurk below, accepting one delectable morsel after another from their generous fingers.
After they�d cleared up and gathered once again around the fireplace, Arie brought out the pie. They oohed and aahed over the cunning knife work she�d put into the top crust; small slits curved like birds on the wing over pastry-scrap trees.
�Hold on,� said Curran. �I have something to go with this masterpiece.� He jogged over to the cupboard where he�d found the board game earlier, and pulled something out of a dark corner. �Ta da!�
�Tequila,� said Renna, almost reverently. �I�ll get cups.�
In short order, they were full of dinner and pie and the good sense of camaraderie that comes with warm quarters and boon companions. They moved away from the table and stretched out, tucking themselves into favorite cushions and seats as if they�d all lived in the cabin for years rather than days. Curran, Handy, and Renna each held a mug, sipping now and then with obvious pleasure. Arie shoved the leather armchair near the fire and pulled the redwood mandala out of the deep pocket of her apron.
�Kory,� she said, tilting the small square of wood so that the moving light of the flames played across the ridges of the labyrinth. Sprawled beside Talus, the boy sat up straight when he saw what Arie held. �I promised to tell you about it, didn�t I?�
He nodded soberly, one hand still idly stroking the dog�s ears.
She raised a finger, placed it in the labyrinth�s smooth groove, and slowly began tracing the small winding path. �It�s mostly a way for me to keep my mind on the things I believe are most important,� she said. �The design is old. Inside the labyrinth, I can wander freely without ever straying from the path.� She held it out to him. �Would you like to try it?�
�Yes,� he said. His voice bordered on reverence and Arie had to suppress a small smile. She put the mandala in his hands. He gingerly touched one sturdy fingertip to the circular design.
�As I told you, Curran made this little one for me. You see, I used to have a much bigger mandala, one I�d made on the wall of my home.�
�How big?�
�Hm,� she said. �The size of your fireplace, I suppose.�
�Wow, that must have taken a long time,� said Kory.
�I had a lot of time then,� she said. �My home was burned, though, and when we left that place, Curran took a piece of it and fashioned it into the gift you�re holding.�
Kory stopped tracing his finger and held the mandala in both hands, turning it back and forth, looking at both sides. �So you�ll have part of your home with you.�
�Something I carry with me always.�
He looked at her squarely, grave eyes incongruous in his smooth, young face. �I�m sorry your home burned.�
�My plan was to stay there for the rest of my life,� she said. �Then my plans changed.� She leaned back in the chair with a small sigh. �I do miss my home sometimes. The traveler�s life is not an easy thing. But see here, what a good thing has happened.� She looked him over from the heavy mop of his blond head to the soles of his too-large, boy-to-man feet. �If I�d stayed where I was, I wouldn�t have had the good fortune of meeting you.�
He looked away, the tops of his ears reddening in the light of her frank regard. �Did bad people burn your house?�
The adults exchanged a look above his bowed head, their mild postprandial stupor dropping away with Kory�s unexpected intuition.
�Yes,� said Handy. �It was bad people.� Renna put one hand on his arm, a little warning gesture. He put his hand over hers and continued. �We were able to help ourselves and each other, Kory. We fought them, and we got away.�
Curran was stretched out full-length on the sofa next to where Kory and Talus sat. He put a large hand on Talus and waggled the loose skin on the back of her neck. The dog pushed herself harder into his rough embrace, tongue lolling. �We might not have gotten the best of them without Talus,� Curran said. �She tore up their leader.�
�Tore him up good,� Handy agreed.
Kory sat silently for a long moment, watching Curran and the dog. �I know there are bad people,� he said finally.
�Of course you do,� said Arie. �That�s why you defended this place the day we arrived.�
�Papa said it was better safe than sorry with strangers.�
�You were right to do what you did,� said Handy.
Kory looked up at him. �Good thing I didn�t shoot you.�
�Good thing,� said Handy. �Hard to teach you to make a slingshot once you take me out with your rifle.�
�Hard to get a drink of water if you have a hole in you,� said Kory. The black humor of the exchange had tweaked his young funny bone, and Arie could see he was barely stifling a laugh.
�Kory,� she said quietly, �I�m almost sure the bad ones who came after us before have not given up trying.� She stopped rocking and leaned forward, bracing her hands on her knees. As she did, the fresh V on her thigh, that small, ritual wound, throbbed. �We aren�t far enough away yet.�
�And that�s why you�re going to leave here.� He said it plainly. No drama, his expression giving nothing. Nevertheless, the air around them seemed drawn into a tight knot. Even Talus knew it; she rose from her doggy sprawl and sat with ears erect, brown eyes moving from person to person.
�That�s right,� said Arie. �We�re going to go.� She watched him closely. �We�d like you to come with us.�
�Or they might come to burn my house.�
�Kory, we don�t know that,� said Handy. �We don�t know for sure where they might be or when they might find this place. We�re not even sure they would ever find it. But we do know they�re angry at us and they�ll try very hard to find us.�
�And we don�t want you to be alone anymore,� added Renna.
�But,� said Arie, �it�s important you understand that we won�t make this decision for you. Your life, Kory, is your own. Young as you are, it isn�t ours to live for you.�
It was a dreadful thing, telling this child that his choice was between loneliness and leaving the only home he�d ever known. Between the unknown danger that might show up in his clearing one day and the shadowy troubles of an outside world�a world about which he knew absolutely nothing.
�Okay,� he said.
Curran studied him. �Okay?� he prodded. �That�s a yes?�
�That�s a yes,� said Kory. �I�m coming with you.�
Arie saw no trace of uncertainty in his face, and it worried her. �I�m glad, Kory,� she said. �We hoped very much you�d stay with us. Come over here to me, will you?� She held out both hands to him.
He got to his feet and stood before her. His hands were larger than hers, calloused like a man�s, but his face was tender and open.
�I want you to be certain,� Arie said. �As certain as you can be. If you need to think it over, to sleep on it tonight, that�s perfectly all right.�
�That�s okay,� he said. His somber and straightforward gaze never wavered from hers. �When you came the other day, I got the gun because better safe than sorry. But after I shot, when you were really there and I could see you and hear your voices and everything��
His voice trailed off and finally Arie could see something open in him, an enormous well of heartache and longing. He stared at her nakedly and she sat very still, letting him get to it on his own.
�When I saw you here, I wanted to yell to you,� he said. �I wanted to yell and say take me with you.� He looked at Arie a moment longer and then fell against her. She didn�t hesitate, just pulled him into her lap, wrapping her arms around him as he buried his face in her neck and wept.
It went on for some time. Arie held him on her lap like an infant, this boy who was nearly bigger than she, while his sobs broke over their hearts like combers at high tide. The sorrow and loss after years of uncertain solitude poured forth, and she held tight. Her hand moved in a steady circle on his back, up and down, up and down, until he began to catch his breath and small silences grew between his sobs. Finally, they simply rested in silence.
Talus had drawn close, sitting beside the chair and watching Kory soberly. She didn�t try to nuzzle him or get his attention in any way, only sat stoically by while he wept. Curran stirred the embers and placed another small log on the fire, and the veil of dried lichen clinging to it sizzled up in a shower of tiny sparks.
After a while, Kory gave a large, shaky sigh and yawned so hard they heard his jaw creak. He sat up, moving carefully off Arie�s lap, then rubbed his nose with the back of his sleeve. His face and eyes were puffy, but he was himself again.
�When do we go?� he said.
Arie smiled. Everyone seemed lightened. Talus was on her feet, licking Kory�s hand, big tail swinging.
�I guess I�ll have plenty of time to help you with the slingshot,� said Renna from her spot next to Handy.
A slow grin inched over Kory�s still-blotchy face. �You wish,� he said. �You need lots more practice.�
�Say what? I kicked your butt, little man.�
�Four days,� said Arie.
They all looked at her.
�That�s when we go,� she said. �Four days.�
Curran stood. When he stretched, his hands nearly touched the rough, overhead beams. �Guess we better wash the dishes, then.� He laid a hand on the back of Kory�s neck, much as he had with Talus moments before. �Come on, Eagle Eye. Heat me some wash water.�
~~~
Much later, he was down below, once more working his way around the dial on the short-wave radio. Arie was on watch upstairs and he�d lost track of time. He leaned against the table, finger on the knob, the hiss of static a comfortable white noise in his head. Next to his left hand was a double-shot of tequila in a bulbous, hand-thrown mug. He took another small sip, savoring the sweet-acerbic tang and the heat as it moved from tongue to throat, belly to bloodstream.
Thanks, Papa.
There were cigars, too, but Curran had decided those could wait for another time. The reposado had his head swimming pleasantly enough. He pulled the microphone close and thumbed the talk button.
�Is there anybody out there?� he intoned, then chuckled. What a trip it would be to make contact with a line from an ancient rock band that had gone extinct however many years ago. �Maybe half-a-billion,� he whispered to himself, and took another mouthful of tequila.
The radio made a momentary click and crackle. Curran put down his mug. He leaned close and turned up the volume a quarter turn, pressed the talk button again.
�Hello? If you hear me, come back. Over.� More blank hiss. More minute dial adjustments. �Speak to me, beautiful.� He laughed again, took another golden sip from his mug. �Anybody have a lemon? I have salt. And I can pay in smokes.� He waited. Nothing.
But for the unnatural pinpricks of light from the radio, it was dark in the cellar. It felt darker than dark, even darker than the unlit cabin overhead or the little clearing at the foot of the front porch. It was the density of earthen walls, not just their imperviousness to the faintest flicker of light from a single star, but the way they closed out the tiny sounds and whispers of air that reassured us, unconsciously, that we were alive in the wide world.
�Maybe better not think too hard on that, pal,� he whispered. This time when he lifted the mug, there was only enough in it to wet his lips. He licked at a last drop clinging to his mustache and briefly considered a refill. His head swam pleasantly. Nah. Make it last.
With a hand that wavered a tad bit more than he intended, Curran gave the large dial one last twiddle, meaning to call it quits. Again, for just a moment, there was a pause in the somnolent hiss, broken by a distinct click. A double click. It didn�t sound accidental. The hair on the back of his neck moved, and he suddenly wished he had skipped the booze. Craning his neck so his face was inches from the radio, he waited. Thumbed the talk button twice without speaking.
Waited.
Clickclick.
�Holy shit,� he breathed. The words dropped flat in the sodden room. A pulse from his lizard brain zinged down his arm and into his hand. He yanked back from the microphone as if it had burned him. He put his feet flat on the floor and rolled backward from the desk.
That was somebody. Right? Somebody had responded. Had heard him and answered in a fashion. Hadn�t spoken, though. Hadn�t come back as Curran had imagined, with an excited, Hey, man! Good to hear another voice!
He stood, pushed the chair under the desk, and flipped the radio off. Total darkness closed around him, bringing a sense of drunken vertigo. The stairs were directly behind him, and he put out his arms to feel his way. Just as he had the night before, he slammed into the row of metal lockers with a hollow, metallic crash. Shit. Laying his palms on their cool surface for balance, he edged right. At the end corner, he waved one arm into the blackness, meaning to grab hold of the rough banister. The bannister that should have been right there, but wasn�t. Now his heart was hammering in his ears. He inched his foot forward, groping with his hand, yet not wanting to have it out there in the black room. One step, fumble around at nothing. Another step, more nothing.
He thudded into a wall. Smooth plastic under his hands, covered with ridges and wrinkles. The dimensional wall map�so now he was behind the stairs. Curran wiped sweat off his forehead with a shaking hand, took a moment to breathe, and tried again.
When he finally found the stairs, he scrambled up on all fours. The hatch will be locked, he thought. But it swung open easily, and then he was standing in the kitchen. Across the room, a few last embers flickered weakly in the fireplace. Muted gray light filtered through the windows. A faint smell of baking still hung in the air.
Meaning to step out for a piss, he crossed to the front door. Then, through the narrow window next to it, a shadow moved, a momentary suggestion of stealth on the front porch. He grasped a walking stick propped near the table, but it felt insubstantial. Instead, he took a chunk of wood from the box by the stove. It was a pitiless weight in his hand. He skirted out from in front of the window and crept to the door. His inebriation was blowing off him now. He put one hand on the latch, bore down on the stove length with the other, and waited.
There was a soft creak of the porch floor. Curran flung open the door with the club raised over his head, crossing the threshold in a rush and a grunt.
�Whoa!� The shadow jumped backward, arms raised, and became Handy.
The chunk of wood fell out of Curran�s hand and thudded to the porch floor. �Jesus, man. What the fuck?�
Handy steadied himself. �That�s what I was going to say.�
Curran dropped onto the porch step and ran both hands through his hair. �You�re on watch.�
�Good guess.�
He shook his head and uttered a shaky bark of laughter. �Thought you were a creeper.�
Handy sat down beside him. �Just wanted to watch the sun come up, Brother.�
�Is it that late?�
�It�s that early.�
They both turned toward the deeper woods, sitting companionably. Sure enough, the sky behind the farthest ridges had lightened just enough to make the outlines of the trees look more distinct.
�Polished off the tequila, I guess,� said Handy.
�I didn�t mean to stay down there all damned night.� He leaned into Handy�s shoulder and gave him a nudge. �I didn�t kill the bottle. Saved you some.�
�About killed me, though.�
�Sorry.�
�Yeah.�
Far in the distance, a yellow warbler called. A half-minute later, it called again, and there was an answering call closer by.
�What spooked you?� Handy�s voice was so quiet it was nearly a whisper.
Curran shifted. �I�m not exactly sure,� he said. �Too much booze and not enough sleep, probably.�
�Sitting down in a hole all night.�
�That too. It�s claustrophobic down there. For a minute, I thought I heard something on the radio.� He bowed his head and rubbed his tired eyes with his fingers.
Handy looked at him. �Heard what?�
Curran hesitated. �A couple of clicks.�
�Clicks?�
�Clicks.� He sniffed. �Yeah, I know, it sounds lame, but it seemed deliberate. Somebody was testing the waters.�
The eastern ridge had brightened to a pearly gray-white, and now they could make out long tendrils of fog threaded through the treetops and filling the snaking line of the river valley. More birds had taken up the morning salute, and in a quiet pause came the distant, clockwork rattle of a woodpecker.
�I need to grab some sleep,� Curran said. �I may not know what the hell I�m talking about right now.� He got to his feet and swayed slightly. �Feckin tequila,� he groaned. �My head�s already breaking.�
�Could be worse,� said Handy.
�Yeah, I could have drunk the whole bottle.�
�Nah,� said Handy. The woodpecker stutter-knocked on the morning again. �You could be that guy right now. Pounding your face on a tree for breakfast.�
Curran groaned again. �Bite me, Brother.�
�Sleep.�
Inside, it was still dark. He fell onto the longer sofa like a sack of grain and sleep weighted him down at once. As he lost his tether on the conscious world, he heard Talus patter downstairs, toenails clipping lightly on the wood. Arie began to stir in the room over his head. Four days, she�d said last night. Soon she�d be in the kitchen, throwing wood into the stove to heat water. Then Renna started humming something sweet, and he drifted on the sound.
Here comes day one, he thought, and dropped into sleep.
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IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON when Gilch returned with news.
�Found it,� he told Russell and Doyle.
�Tell me,� said Russell. His torn lips spread in a ragged smile. The tattered flesh was hidden under his scarf; nevertheless, that smile caused Alex to take an unconscious step backward.
No matter. They had them.
�The cabin,� said Gilch. �Nice little setup, tucked away so that you could miss it if you didn�t know to look. It�s two stories. There are some windows, but plenty of blind spots.�
�How far is it?� asked Doyle.
�Close,� said Gilch. �Up the river about two klicks, then over the ridge. If we haul ass, we can be there in a little over an hour.
Alex had sidled away and perched on a downed log, digging into the mulchy bark with the point of his knife. �You see anyone?� he asked
�No. I didn�t want to get that close,� said Gilch. He turned back to Doyle. �Most of the windows look out the front, so I circled around and came down on it from the back. It�s steep behind there�no good way for anyone to bolt without going straight up hill, and they sure as hell aren�t going to drag the old woman that way to escape.�
Doyle nodded. �Good. We�ll only need one guy in back, just in case.�
�Did you see the dog?� asked Russell.
�No, Chief,� said Gilch. �But I found tracks. Lots of them.�
�Good,� he said. �Listen to me.� He eyed them one by one. �I want the dog.� He reached under the scarf and fingered the tags and tidbits of his upper lip. It was a habit he was no longer aware he had. �I want all of them�you know that. Remember, if we can take them back with us, great. If you have to kill them, fine. But I want that fucking dog.�
They�d heard this rap many times. The dog, the dog. But they nodded assent.
�Grab your shit,� said Doyle. �We�re going fast and we�re going quiet. Stay together.� He looked at Alex. �Pay attention, cretin.�
Alex scowled, but said nothing.
Making decent time near the river wasn�t a cakewalk, but despite the mud, the piles of river rock, and the brambly thicket they occasionally had to hack through, Gilch had estimated the time correctly. They finally left the riverbed and began the final ascent of the ridge. It was full dark when he signaled them to stop.
They gathered in a huddle. A fine mist was not so much falling as it was simply appearing around them. When they got up close, the combined reek of their bodies and clothing was a miasma.
�Holy crap, what a stink,� Alex muttered.
�That�s your asshole, asshole,� said Gilch. He gestured due west, where the trees dipped from the ridge summit into a moderate gulch and then leveled out before the next ridge rose. �They�re over there,� he said. �I marked trail. We can camp in that swale tonight, no problem.� It was dense forest, and whatever might be under the canopy was securely out of sight.
�Hell, we could throw a bonfire down in there and nobody�d see it until their eyebrows were scorched,� said Doyle. He looked to Russell for confirmation.
Russell nodded. �Single-file,� he said. �No talking. Sleep in your bags, but no tents. Keep your boots on.� They hunched miserably in the chilly damp, leaning close to hear Russell�s quiet voice speaking through the folds of his scarf. Minuscule droplets of fog clung to their clothing and hair, giving them a silvery, powdered appearance. �If it looks the way Gilch reports, safe for a fire,� he said, �we�ll make hot rations.�
�We�ll move before first light,� said Doyle, �and we aren�t going to alert them. If any of you so much as cut a loud fart, I swear to God I will slit your throat.�
~~~
They were making camp, such as it was, ten minutes later. As luck would have it, they happened on a goosepen. It was the old name given to enormous standing redwoods that had been hollowed at the base by a lightning strike. Some strange twist in the natural order kept the tree alive and growing despite its wound.
Down in the gulch, the forest canopy was all but impenetrable, blocking out even the falling mist. In the dry, sweet-smelling duff outside the goosepen, they had a fire�small and brief�to heat the last of their dried soup and tea. There was no whispered conversation, none of their usual nervy bullshitting. They were sick of the hunt. Russell was glad to see it. Tomorrow, they�d go into the fight at full tilt, happy to end it.
Garret drew the short straw for first watch. The rest of them crawled inside the shelter, and by the time he moved a short distance from the camp, there was little noise anywhere. With winter closing in, even night critters wanted to curl up and quiet down.
He�d positioned himself up a small rise in the V of a downed alder. From that vantage point only the top of his head was visible. He could watch their camp from one direction, keep an eye on the likely points of ingress from the other, and lean into the notch for comfort. Not too much comfort�he couldn�t risk falling asleep, not now, not when they were on the verge of finishing what he�d begun thinking of as Russell�s road trip of vengeance.
Overhead, a great horned owl made its plaintive, stuttering inquiry. Garrett leaned his head back and looked into the surrounding trees, relaxing his focus and letting peripheral vision take over. He sat that way for several seconds, and when the owl called again he saw its head move from the corner of his eye. An answering call came from nearby, lower-pitched and ghostly. It was mating season.
While Garrett idled, hoping the owls would call again, the walkie in his pocket made a little mechanical blurt. He sat straight and closed his hand around it, heart thumping a quick paradiddle in his throat. The owl over his head vacated with a single tenebrous flap of its enormous wings.
Doyle had the other handset, but Garrett didn�t think he�d heard a voice. If he called Doyle by mistake and woke everybody, Doyle would rip him a new one. He listened for something more, but nothing happened. The goosepen was dark and silent. Not a twitch. Not a peep. Finally, he hunched over the unit and pressed the call button, two short clicks.
He waited, eyes on the shelter. Silence. Then, another faint blurt of sound. Static crackle, and something else. A little hum. Shit, maybe some defunct satellite still circling the planet, broadcasting bits of useless information to a world that no longer cared. Whatever it was, the blip was too short and tinny to be Doyle trying to raise him.
Still� what if? Once more, Garrett did a simple double click of the handset. Waited.
Nothing. The moment spun out, first a minute, then five, counted in his head. Then a long span of quiet without even the owl for company.
~~~
Up before first light. Other than weapons, their gear was tossed into the goosepen, stowed to pick up when it was over. There was no trouble waking anyone today. They were wired, ready for it.
Gilch took the lead, out of the gulch, up the slight grade single-file. It was slow going in the near-blackness, but in a few minutes the ground leveled out underfoot. Russell stopped and Doyle motioned them to huddle up. Their faces were still nothing but pale smears in the dark.
�Through there,� Gilch whispered, pointing to the tree line straight ahead. Behind them, the sky had lightened from charcoal to deep navy. �Doesn�t look like it from here, but it�s only a hundred feet and you�re in the yard.�
Doyle turned to Russell. �How do you want to run this?�
�You say the cabin�s butted up to the ridge,� said Russell.
�Right,� said Gilch. �It�d be their worst option.�
�One man behind, then, in case they try it. Garrett,� he said. �That�s you. I�ll give you time to get back up in there before we move. The rest of us will approach from the front. Doyle, you and I will take cover outside to bring down strays. Gilch, you and Alex will rush the cabin.� A silent ripple of energy seemed to pass through them. �We�re not going to give them time to grab weapons,� he said. �Gilch, if they have someone on watch inside, take them out straight away. I don�t care who it is, you�re setting terms here. Hundred percent.�
�Understood,� said Gilch.
�You,� he said to Alex, �have speed on your side. The element of surprise. Grab one of the women, if you can, and wake up the rest with a hostage already in hand. Gilch, go for the biggest threat. If that�s the dog, maim�don�t kill. If it�s a person, dealer�s choice.
�When it starts, it�s going to be fast and it�s going to be chaos. We�re gonna ride the chaos. Once you�re inside,� he told Gilch, �you yell for backup if you need it. Doyle and I will be right there, right outside.�
�Maybe three of us should go in,� said Alex. �Take them quicker. Less risky.�
�No,� said Gilch. �This place isn�t that big. We don�t know how many they are. Last thing we need is to swing for one of them and take out one of us.�
Russell held up one of the two walkies. �Doyle,� he said, �give Garrett the other one.� Doyle did. �You stay on the hill above the house until I tell you otherwise,� Russell told Garrett. �If we need you, we�ll holler. Otherwise, be on guard for whatever shows up�whether it�s somebody heading for the hills, or someone coming in from lookout.�
The slowly lightening sky made the men�s faces easier to read, and he was glad to see them wide-awake and on board, fully amped. �Okay,� he said. �They�ve got their dicks in their hands. Let�s do it.�
They crept to the top of the rise, heads low, in a half-crouch. The cabin sat in a deep pool of shadow, looking sound asleep. Russell nodded at Garrett. He gave a thumbs-up and took off, circling north around the perimeter and disappearing into the trees. A small outbuilding�likely the privy�stood between the cabin and the tree line. Russell gestured, and Doyle ran to it. Crouched in the dark lee of the structure, he was nearly invisible. He peered around the corner at the front door of the cabin, then motioned to Gilch and Alex. They hurried to his position.
Russell hung back at the rim of the clearing. He gripped the walkie-talkie in his scarred hand. His good hand rested on the machete in his belt. He was flying on adrenaline, but it was a good high, a sense of elation that he�d brought them full circle. All they needed now was Garrett�s signal.
Click. The sound was enormous in the dark, silent dawn.
Then Garrett�s single word: �Set.�
They all heard it. Gilch and Alex ran for the cabin, soundless as two shadows. Alex had his beloved knife out and Gilch gripped a short cudgel. On the porch, they crept to the door, pausing to listen for the briefest moment. Then they went for it.
The clearing seemed immediately to brighten. Russell could see and hear everything at once: Doyle poised on the balls of his feet, knife in hand, his whole body tensed and ready to move; the legs of a chair just visible beyond the open cabin door; a startled raven leaning out on the branch of a nearby tree to voice her saw-blade caw!caw!caw! The sound of boot heels thundering over the cabin�s floorboards.
�Oh fuck, no!� It was Alex, his voice a guttural howl. There was another confusion of footfall, and then Gilch, yelling. �Get out, now. Move!�
Doyle was already running to the door, and Russell sprinted to join him, both of them with weapons in hand.
Suddenly, Alex came blundering out through the door, his face a mask of distress. Gilch followed, looking none too steady himself. �Fuck,� Alex moaned again. He fell to one knee and vomited. The smell of corrupt flesh was hitting them.
�What?� Doyle roared.
Gilch shook his head side-to-side, and made a definitive, throat-cutting motion�done. �They�re dead,� he said. He twisted his head to one side and spat. �All of them.�
Russell pushed past Gilch and into the cabin. Doyle tried to catch his arm, but Russell shook him off.
There was nothing in the front room, but the odor of death coming from elsewhere in the cabin pushed at him like an invisible hand. In a bedroom to his right were two adults with small children between them. Russell pressed his scarf tight to his nose and stared at the ruined faces, trying to see through the wreckage of decay and depredation. The man had been largely clean-shaven, hair short and iron gray. The woman�s hair, fanned out over the pillow, was pale and coppery. She seemed somewhere in her middle years. The kids�a boy and a girl, covered to the chin by a blanket�had obviously been very young .
No.
He staggered out of the room. Another body slouched in a rocking chair next to the kitchen fireplace. It was an adult female. At first glance, he was certain he saw long silver hair. His heart triphammered�the old woman! It wasn�t until he was peering right down on it that he realized his error. The corpse�s hair was palest blonde, not gray, and the wizened body of an infant was tucked into the crook of its arm.
He turned and bounded up the rough-hewn steps that led to the second story. Dead in their beds, two of them, and he knew already.
It�s not them.
But they were of an age, late teens, perhaps, and he felt compelled to look. To be certain.
No old woman. None of her group.
He fell on his knees to look under the fouled beds.
No sign of a fucking dog.
He strode back downstairs and out into the pale morning, his grip on the handle of his machete tightening until his whole fist vibrated. They watched him the way a group of men might watch a fighting dog�concerned but wary, keeping a safe distance in case it lunges.
Click.
�Boss?�
He pulled the walkie from his pocket, but didn�t respond, just stood breathing in big lungfuls of fresh, cold air.
Doyle stepped forward and gingerly took the walkie. With a cautious eye on Russell, he thumbed the unit. �You can come out,� he told Garrett. �It�s no good.�
�Copy that. No one inside?�
Doyle turned away. �They�re in there,� he said quietly. �They�re all dead.�
Something large whickered past his right ear, making him duck instinctively. Russell�s machete buried itself into the trunk of a nearby tree with a meaty thud, its duct-taped handle waving back and forth on the long blade.
Doyle whirled around, eyes wide.
�It isn�t them!� Russell yanked off the indigo and silver scarf. His scarred face was dark with rage, and he bellowed into new day, breath steaming, spittle flying.
~~~
It happened almost by accident. Before catching a little sleep after his late watch, Handy detoured downstairs.
Clicks. Curran�s voice kept repeating in his head. Clicks. Somebody was testing the waters.
He powered on the radio and was picking up the mess Curran had left, when a voice spoke. Quiet, but clear as a bell: �Boss?�
Handy froze, bottle of tequila in one hand, cork in the other.
�You can come out. It�s no good.�
�Copy that. No one inside?�
All the blood seemed to drain from his face and hands. He put the bottle down with exaggerated care, breathing shallowly, as if the voices on the other end of the radio might hear.
�They�re in there. They�re all dead.�
~~~
Fully loaded packs slowed their progress. Nevertheless, by the time the thin autumn sun had completely cleared the eastern treetops, they were well away from the Wallace cabin.
Other than Talus�ranging fore and aft in a continuous, vigilant cycle�they traveled single-file. Handy took the lead, followed by Kory, Renna, and Arie. Curran brought up the rear. They didn�t speak, only tramped headlong through the cold woods, putting Tom and Jaimee Wallace�s fine home at their backs and miles between themselves and the Webbs� cabin.
They bore roughly west along the Mad River, backtracking to the coast and the highway north. Whatever the risk of exposure might be, it was time to get into the open.
Time to get out on the road.
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THEY DROPPED, EXHAUSTED, at the far side of an open field, behind the remnants of an old billboard. The large expanse around them�once prime grazing land for local dairy farmers�was wildly overgrown. Even with winter approaching, grasses and seed-borne plant life were tall and lush. The massive face of the billboard had blown over and now leaned against the splintered upright posts. It was late twilight, and they couldn�t see more than a few yards in any direction.
�Here is good,� said Handy. �We�ll be out of sight from the highway.�
�A good windbreak, too,� said Curran. He shrugged out of his pack, which landed at his feet with a muffled thud. �Talus,� he said, and the dog appeared. Curran slipped off her saddlebags and she shook herself fiercely.
Everyone else followed suit, sighing with relief. Since breaking from the cabin some twelve hours ago, they�d not stopped for more than the briefest moments, just enough to lean against a tree, catch a breath, eat a handful of dried fruit.
�Let�s put out a ground cover,� said Arie. �I don�t relish rolling around in the mud all night.� Her voice wasn�t much more than a whisper. The many hours and the necessary pace they�d set had made her feel every bit her age, and then some.
Kory had shed his pack with the rest of them, but he stood off a little way, watching Renna and Handy spread a large plastic tarp. His head turned restlessly, scanning the field in one direction, then another. All that long day his stamina had outstripped the adults, until they had come out on the edge of the woods just at dusk. One moment they were in the trees, the next they were looking at acres of fields that ran west to the highway, and beyond that, the ocean. They couldn�t see the water from here, but they could hear it, a quiet but relentless ebb and flow.
Arie put her arm around the boy�s shoulder. �I think we can have a little fire,� she said. �Help me find dry wood.
He looked at her, a ghost of alarm on his features. �But they�ll see us, won�t they?� His eyes skimmed the surrounding area again.
�Listen to me,� Arie said. �The people who were following us before are not here. They were far from us when we heard them on the radio, and they had no idea where we were. By the time they find your cabin�if they do�we�ll be even farther away, and they won�t know where.� She and the boy were essentially the same height, so she looked at him eye-to-eye. �Right here, right now, you�re okay. We�re here with you. All of us are careful and all of us will have an eye peeled.� She pointed to Talus. �Look at your friend, there. Is she worried?�
Kory looked over at Talus, who had made herself comfortable on a corner of the ground cover and was luxuriously scratching behind one ear.
He shook his head.
�Believe me,� said Arie. �If anyone tries to get close to us out here, Talus will be the first to know. She has better sense than all of us. And,� she added, �she loves you like you�re her big, tow-headed puppy.�
Kory laughed a little at this, and Arie felt his rigid shoulders relax the smallest bit. He still had the rifle slung across his back. �Find a good dry place to stow your weapon,� she said, �and let�s get that wood. Chop chop.� Before he could ask, she flicked a little shooing gesture with one hand. �It means hurry up.�
Everything on the ground was damp or far too green to burn, and they ended up having to hack splinters and chunks off the broken posts of the billboard. Under the surface, it proved to be extremely dry, and made a hot fire that burned almost too quickly. They kept it small, needing to feed it constantly until they�d heated water and warmed themselves as best they could. Renna dug out some of the dehydrated meals they�d packed, and they fell ravenously to the luxury of processed beef stew and pasta Alfredo. Even Talus got a share. She finished it in four snaffling gulps, then proceeded to polish the inside of the mylar pouch with her extraordinary tongue.
�Good girl,� said Curran, and began licking his own pouch, which he�d emptied almost as fast as the dog had. Then he let go a sonorous belch.
�Compliments to the cook,� said Arie, and belched herself.
�I wish I could eat three more,� said Kory.
Renna tossed her empty pouch to Talus for final cleanup. �I�m so tired, I don�t think I could keep chewing,� she said.
�I�m with you,� said Arie. �We�re so done in, I think we�d better all sleep.�
�No watch?� asked Curran.
�I think for this one night we could let Talus act as watch.� She gave the dog several solid pats and scratched her rump. Talus�s hind leg thudded happily. �If any of us wakes up and feels able to watch awhile, we�ll do that.�
No one argued.
Their bedding was spread together in the center of the tarp�two sleeping bags and a couple of bedrolls they�d thrown together at the cabin before they bugged out. Moments later, they were bundled together and within seconds Kory began snoring. The night was partly clear, and Arie stared up at the stars visible in wide gaps between the clouds. The sound of the ocean seemed more distinct now, too, even with the boy on one side of her and Curran nearby, already breathing heavily. A shooting star streaked across an open space, quick and luminous.
�Wow,� breathed Renna. �Did you see it?�
Arie hadn�t known anyone else was still awake. She groped for Renna�s hand and squeezed.
�Make a wish,� she whispered.
~~~
When she opened her eyes, it was already early morning, and Handy had stoked another fire. Arie climbed out of the bedding, taking care not to disturb everyone else. When she tried to straighten, she groaned, putting both hands to her stiff back. She walked to Handy in a literal hobble.
�I don�t think I moved a muscle all night,� she said, turning her head one direction then the other, working out the kinks.
�Me, too,� said Handy. With the onset of day, he�d made a bigger blaze than the previous night�s.
Arie bent to it, glad for the warmth on her hands and face.
�What do you think about showing Kory the ocean today?� said Handy.
�Of course,� said Arie. �I�m yearning to lay eyes on it myself.� She shook her head. �Haven�t seen it since the Pink hit. Two years? That seems impossible.� She stared west, as if she could peer through the shoulder-high vegetation and spot the shore from where she stood. �We made remarkable time yesterday,� she said. �We need a slower day today.�
�If we play our cards right, we might be able to find clams.�
�Oh,� she breathed. �That�s a grand idea. What a treat that would be.� Her mouth began to water.
He�d made tea, and now poured some into a mug. �Cheers,� he said.
She took it gratefully and blew on the surface while he got himself a cup. �We were damned lucky yesterday,� she whispered.
Handy nodded, holding the cup in both hands. Steam rose from it in lazy tendrils. �I can�t even calculate the odds.�
�And what do you imagine the odds are that they�ll trace us here?� She glanced over at Kory, who was still nothing but a boy-shaped lump in the blankets.
�I think we�re in a fair position,� he said. �Assuming they managed to find the Wallace place when they left the Webb cabin, they�d likely see it as a place to stay for at least a night, to stock up.�
�We certainly left them plenty,� said Arie. Their departure had been hurried, but as methodical as she could manage under the circumstances. They�d left a massive heap of goods lying in plain sight. �Chasing us, they�ve been sleeping rough a while now, I guarantee it. If they find the cabin, they�ll slow down for at least a few extra hours.�
�We left plenty of temptation,� said Handy.
They drank their tea in silence awhile. Handy smiled and pointed up. A snowy egret glided past, its improbably gangly legs pointed straight out behind it. It landed out at the edge of the highway where a creek must have formed, ready to stand patiently until breakfast presented itself.
~~~
Less than an hour later, the five of them, plus Talus, were huddled on their bellies in the dunes above the beach, weighing their options.
The strand was deep and wide. To their left, an impassible formation of rock jutted out into the surf almost fifty feet. To their right, an open beach stretched north for miles, as far as they could see. And everywhere across the sand�singly, in pairs, or in huddled groups of three or four�were other people.
Arie couldn�t tear her attention away from them. They�re everywhere, her mind yammered, as if she were staring at an innumerable crowd. In reality, there were probably a score of people, altogether. But oh, it had been long and long since she�d clapped eyes on so many together in one place.
�They�re clamming,� said Handy. �It�s the perfect time.�
�I don�t know,� said Renna. Her eyes roamed from one tiny group of people to another. �It�s really exposed down there.�
�Look, though,� said Curran. �Watch them for a second.�
Arie realized then what he was seeing. �They�re all on guard,� she said.
�Exactly,� said Curran.
It was true. Whether it was a single person working alone, or a small group pooling their efforts, every head was in motion. Every eye was scanning everyone else. It was a weird dance of hopeful trust and fearful suspicion, an uneasy alliance that said, I will do what I need to do, you will do what you need to do, and we�ll all mind our own damned business.
�You�re right,� said Arie. �Let�s go.� They rose from the dunes and made their way down the slope to the strand. Curran ordered Talus�now at full alert, nose up and testing the air�to heel. Kory walked close to Handy, goggling everywhere at once. They kept going until they�d reached the edge of the surf.
�There it is, my friend,� said Renna. She ruffled Kory�s hair. �What do you think?�
The boy had apparently forgotten, for a moment, the strangers on the beach. He stared at the moving water, mouth slightly agape. The heavy sky reflected onto the surface so that everything was gray. The tide was rough and choppy, flinging itself against the nearby rocky outcrop in great gobbets of spray and foam.
When the edge of the surf lapped up the strand, Renna grabbed Kory�s sleeve and pulled him backward a few feet to keep from being doused to the knee. She was laughing, and Kory�s wary, watchful face began to soften. She ran at the surf, grabbed a sand dollar and a heavy scallop shell, and then darted away again. �Look!� she told him. She handed him each shell in turn, explaining what they were. He handled them almost reverently, and when the next wave receded, he ran out to the tide-line and collected some souvenirs of his own.
Arie glanced around from the corner of her eye. She could see they were being intermittently watched by a few nearby people. An older couple several yards away had an actual clamming rake, and they worked industriously to keep their haul out of sight. A man who looked to be in his early twenties worked by himself, doing far more digging than finding. As Arie watched, he managed to pull up a razor clam with an exuberant whoop; instead of a bucket, he dropped the clam into a bright-purple plastic mold, something a child once would have used to make a sand castle.
She was about to look away when she realized another man, fifty feet or so down the strand, was watching them openly. When he saw her looking, he didn�t glance hastily away�as everyone else was doing�but instead smiled and lifted a hand in greeting. Arie continued to look right at him, but didn�t respond to his gesture.
�Don�t look around,� she said quietly, hardly moving her lips. Curran and Handy, standing nearby, kept doing what they were doing�Curran tossing a stick for Talus, and Handy watching Renna and Kory play tag with the surf�but Arie could tell by their postures that they�d heard her. �There�s a gang down to the right, keeping a sharp eye on us.� Arie picked up a couple of pieces of driftwood and put them in her pocket, as if collecting souvenirs.
Talus dropped the stick at Curran�s feet and Curran tossed it again, this time pivoting himself to the left so that he faced away from their curious audience. �How many are there?� he asked, not turning around.
�Looks like four,� she murmured. �Three women and a man.�
�Saw them,� said Handy. �Definitely been watching us.�
�He waved at me,� said Arie. She wandered down to the water and made a show of looking at Kory�s burgeoning new collection of seashells.
�I�m going to keep them,� he said.
�These are really fragile,� she told him, touching the two almost-whole sand dollars in his palm. �Come on with me, now. Handy�s going to show you how to catch your food.�
�What is it?� His mop of blond hair stood on end, catching the onshore salt breeze and ruffling around his face.
�Clams,� she said. She steered him back up the strand. �Go see.�
Renna came up beside her as Kory trotted off. �Everything okay?�
Arie nodded and hooked her arm through Renna�s as though they were on a careless morning stroll. �For now, keep your eyes on our fellows,� she said, pointing at Curran, Handy, and Kory. �But when you have a chance, take a careful glance at the group just north. A man, three women, midway between the dunes and the water.�
Renna nodded and pointed off to the stand of rock to the south, playing at busy conversation. �What�s up with them?� She smiled, but her voice was tense.
�Maybe something, maybe nothing,� said Arie. �He was working awfully hard to make acquaintance, though. Gave me a big wave.�
�Fuck.�
�Indeed.�
�Forewarned is forearmed,� said Arie. �We�ll keep an eye out. See what happens.� Kory and Curran were playing keep-away with Talus, who leaped ferociously after the little piece of driftwood they tossed back and forth. �Hey,� Arie called. �Are you ready to work for your supper?�
�Supper?� asked Renna. �What�s she talking about?�
�Clams!� said Kory. �We�re going to dig them up. That�s why so many people are digging out here. See?� He looked around meaningfully. �Clams. Handy�s going to teach me.�
�Where is Handy?� asked Arie.
Kory drew close and whispered in her ear. �He went back to camp to get something, but he doesn�t want anyone to see him.�
�Good,� said Arie. �What you can do is get us��
�Get firewood,� he said. �Am I right?�
�Always,� she said. �You�re our firewood mastermind. The captain of conflagration.� She pointed behind them, just above the high-tide line where the strand ran up into the dunes. �There should be more than enough driftwood up there to keep us going. Make sure it�s nice and dry,� she said, �and never mind any pieces that are loaded with sand. They�ll be heavier, and they won�t burn worth a darn.�
�Come on, Talus!� he shouted, and they tore up the sand together, the boy�s arms pumping and Talus bounding along with a big doggy grin on her face.
�One hundred percent energy,� said Renna.
Curran joined them, slapping sand out of his cap and yanking it back on. He pulled the bill low over his eyes and surreptitiously made a quick inventory of the various people nearby. At Arie�s suggestion, he�d strapped Kory�s rifle on his back when they left camp. The combination of his stature, the unexpected weapon, and a generous dose of travel grime gave him an intimidating air.
�Looks like our wannabe playmate has moved down the beach,� he said, tilting his head in the direction of the rocks.
�Glad to hear it,� said Arie. �I don�t fancy an audience.� She shaded her eyes with one flat palm and looked up at him. �Better let me hold onto that gun awhile,� she said.
�Why�s that?�
�You�re going to be busy digging.�
�Digging,� Curran said, slipping the rifle off his shoulder and handing it to her.
Arie took it by the strap and slung it over her head. �Yes. Make the first hole right here, will you?� she asked, pointing to a flat spot near her. �I need a fire pit.�
A few minutes later, Arie was tending a good, hot fire. The pile of wood next to her was big enough to last all night, more than adequate for their needs. Handy had brought her their one large metal pot, a lightweight aluminum one Kory�s mom had used as a dishpan. From the narrow asphalt strip that served for parking once upon a time, he�d also scavenged a five-gallon plastic bucket: Fixitall Joint Compound, the scratched and faded label read. It was partially melted at the rim, but otherwise serviceable.
�Go down and fill this with water,� Handy told Kory. �Full as you can.� Kory took off at a run. �Try not to get too much sand in it,� Handy yelled after him. When the boy had lugged the bucket back to the fire, Arie filled the cook pot and set it aside for boiling later.
�You�ll need the rest for your clams,� she said.
While Arie tended the fire, Handy gathered everyone around him and commenced teaching them the art of digging razor clams. �That�s a clam show,� he said, pointing to a small circular hole in the surface of the wet sand. He fell on his knees and thrust in his bare hands, pulling out big double-handfuls, going straight down. He was elbow-deep when he stopped digging and started grappling. �Gotcha,� he said, hoisting the clam free. It was a flat, dark oblong, long as his hand, siphon dangling out one end. Handy dropped it in the bucket of seawater.
�Score!� yelled Curran.
�Whoa,� Kory breathed. He and Talus peered into the bucket at this strange treasure. He pointed at the yellow-white siphon. �Is that it�s, uh��
�That�s his garden hose,� said Handy, smiling. �He uses it for breathing and eating. Now let�s see how many you can dig.�
Soon they were all hard at work, watching for shows and digging furiously. Talus was delighted to join them, throwing up a massive spray of sand behind her.
�I got one!� yelled Kory, eyes bulging with excitement. He wrestled out a monster clam and admired it before dropping it in the catch-bucket.
�Dude, that�s a whopper,� said Curran. He�d gotten one half the size of Kory�s.
�We should have a contest,� Kory said. His blond hair was full of sand and stood up in big salty clumps.
�Biggest clam?� asked Renna, breathing hard and scooping madly. She paused and pulled out her trophy. �Or most clams total? This is number four.� She waggled her eyebrows at them and added it to the bucket.
Within an hour, the Fixitall bucket was packed as it could be. They were exhausted, exhilarated, and absolutely spackled with sand. The fire was roaring, and they circled near it, getting warm, brushing layers of sand off clothes and skin as they dried.
�Who won?� said Handy.
�Are you kidding?� said Curran. He hefted the bucket by the handle and brought it up to shoulder height. �Game, set, match. Team us beats team clams by a landslide.�
�The proof of the pudding is in the tasting, though,� said Arie. �Or in this case, the proof of the clam is inside the shell. Let�s get in and see the good part.�
Handy rested one hand on the top of Kory�s gritty head. �If your first dig isn�t the biggest in the bucket, I�ll eat my hat.�
�Get over here and pay attention,� said Arie, �because I�m not cleaning all of these by myself.� She had her pot of water set over a pile of coals in such a way that it simmered gently, and another scavenged container�the bottom part of a styrofoam cooler she�d scoured with sand and filled with clean seawater. �Kory,� she said, �hand me a clam. Make it a big one.�
Kory did as he was told and Arie popped it into the gently boiling pot.
�Oh geeze, it�s still alive,� Kory said.
�Not for long,� said Arie. �But you will be, thanks to eating well. Now, watch.� In just a few seconds, the clam�s oblong shell popped open with a sudden, audible click. Arie scooped it out immediately with a forked stick and dunked it into the cool water container. �See how easy?� she said. �Cleaning this big fellow comes next. Handy, you show them that part while I get more shells open.�
Handy flipped open his small knife and showed them, step by step, how to remove the clam�s gills, stomach, and other internalments. Talus made short work of the offal when Arie tossed it her way. Soon they had a small assembly-line going, and then a glistening pile of creamy-white clams, ready to cook.
�Last one,� said Arie. She held up Kory�s giant. �This is, without question, the biggest, most impressive razor clam I�ve ever seen,� said Arie. �Best for last.� She popped it into the boiling pot.
�I win?� asked Kory.
�No contest,� said Renna. �You are the king!�
�I�m the king!� Kory cried, pumping both fists at the sky and doing a small victory lap around their circle.
�King Clammy,� laughed Curran.
�Huh,� said Arie. �More like King Hammy. Come over here and clean your prize, your majesty. Then we can cook and feast.�
Kory, who was now running in circles with Talus, jogged over and set about cleaning the last clam, fingers surprisingly quick and nimble with a knife. Arie marveled all over again at what a quick study the boy was, how eager to learn and master new skills.
�Done!� he said triumphantly. �Can I go down there and check out the rocks?� he asked.
Arie perused the outcropping that formed a natural boundary on the south end of the strand. The huge sandstone boulders seemed to erupt directly out of a rocky bluff. They made an interconnected bulwark that towered almost twenty feet overhead and protruded far out into the surf. At the farthest point, the sea flung itself repeatedly against the stone, sending broken fans of foam high into the air. Generations of gulls had made their rookeries along the craggy spine, leaving enormous white splats of guano. The current colony took flight and landed again at intervals, like busy airliners from a defunct age.
�See what you see,� said Arie. �But don�t go into the water past your ankles. The land drops away quick at the base of those rocks, I guarantee it.�
�The water�s freezing,� added Curran. �If you get your clothes wet now, you�ll have a hell of a time getting warm later.�
Arie scanned the beach. There were a few people huddled in groups between them and the outcropping, likely using it as a windbreak. Mr. Smiley-Wave and the women with him were out there, but despite his rather odd manner there had been no overt threat. No one new had arrived on this part of the beach for hours. �Kory,� she said quietly, �steer clear of others. Do you understand?�
He nodded. �Mind my own business.�
�Mind yours, and don�t let anyone mind it for you. And take Talus.�
He didn�t need any more permission. Off he ran with the dog bounding ahead. He made a wide berth around the dozen or so people in question, and was soon poking around at the base of the rocks, clambering up on low spots, jumping off, picking things up from the sand, and tossing a stick for Talus. In other words, being a typical kid.
�What a haul,� said Renna. She held the large pot filled with cleaned clams and weighed it in her hands. �I was never a fan of shellfish, before,� she said, �but wow. This is making my mouth water.�
�You�ll soon feast,� said Arie. �They don�t take any time to cook. I�d fancy some of our spuds with them. We�ll lighten our load a little and fill our bellies at the same time.�
�God, yes,� said Renna. �I�ll go get them.�
�Hold off,� said Arie. �Let�s have Curran go.� She flicked her eyes in the direction of Mr. Smiley-Wave. �If there�s anyone he has kept track of, it�s you.�
Renna took her own snap-glance. �He hasn�t actually bothered with anyone.� She made a small shrug. �I doubt he�d try anything in broad daylight.�
�Probably not likely,� said Arie. �But if you�re high on his radar, he�s a lot more likely to take an inkling about where you�re headed. Let�s not risk him discovering the direction of our little camp.�
Renna nodded. �Agreed.� She was still holding the pot of clams. �What can I do to get this party started, then?�
�Seaweed,� said Arie. �The big stuff.�
Once she�d dispatched Curran to fetch the potatoes, the three of them set to their meal prep, glancing over at Kory from time to time. He was kneeling at the base of the rocks, poking at something with the stick he�d been tossing for the dog. Talus sat at his elbow, ears cocked far forward, peering at whatever it was the boy was examining.
Handy extended the fire pit. He first built a berm around the perimeter, then he placed a rough grid of water- and sand-sodden driftwood branches above the white-hot bed of coals. The branches smoked slightly, but were too wet and packed with sand to fully catch fire.
Arie kept the clams fresh by sinking the styrofoam cooler partway into damp sand, settling the pot of clams down into it, and pouring cold seawater nearly to its rim.
Renna returned with two enormous strands of bull kelp, the leaves still green and heavy.
�Those are perfect,� said Arie. They stripped off the arm-length leaves. �Cover the clam cooler with one of those,� she said. �Handy can have the rest.�
Handy draped several leaves over his driftwood cooking rack and set the rest aside. �Now the potatoes,� he told Curran. �Give each one a couple of slits for steam and nest them in the center. Leave a little room for heat circulation,� he added.
He was covering the potatoes with another layer of kelp, explaining the method to Renna and Curran, when the shouting started.
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�HELP HIM!�
It was a woman, one of the three in Mr. Smiley-Wave�s group. She was pointing at the rocks. Everyone on the beach had looked around to see what the trouble was, and in the moment of time it took Arie to spot it, Handy and Renna were already sprinting down the sand, with Curran right behind them.
Kory was nowhere to be seen.
Later, she would hardly remember running toward the rocks herself. But suddenly she was at the water�s edge, where it seemed everyone on the beach was pacing, pointing, shouting.
�Wait!� someone cried. �You can�t go out there alone.�
That was when Arie saw it: Kory was in the water, near the rocks and out past the point where he could touch bottom. She hadn�t seen him at first because his head was drenched, making his light hair almost indistinguishable in the water. He was flailing, arms thrashing as the surf tossed him about like a cork. He was awfully near the rocks, and each swell bumped him a little closer.
In the few seconds it took for Arie to apprehend the situation, a woman had waded far into the water. Curran was right behind her, and Arie saw they had locked arms. The frantic crowd coalesced around the effort and in moments had formed a human chain. They held tight to one another, moving out into the water, shouting encouragement. Arie couldn�t see her, but Renna�s voice carried over all the others, screaming the boy�s name.
Arie leapt into the effort, even though it meant losing sight of Kory as she locked elbows with a big man wearing a green John Deere cap and a teenage girl with hair so short she must recently have shaved her head.
�She�s almost to him,� someone cried. �Closer.� They staggered a few steps more, and then water surged over Arie�s feet and ankles. It was so cold it made her breath catch in her throat, and she squeezed her eyes shut, imagining Kory immersed out there. Hard as they held to each other, she could feel the tug and pull of the current.
A chorus of Pull! began. �Pull! Pull him out!� They heaved each other away from the water, up, up, up the strand. Firm, damp sand gave way to dry, shifting under their feet, doubling their exertion. Arie�s arms were now trembling with the effort; her shoulders and legs ached, but her heart was lit with hope.
Let him be all right, she thought. The thought pulsed through her like a bell ringing. Let him be all right.
Then the tension let go so suddenly Arie stumbled sideways. The whole group surged forward, gathering in a frantic huddle. She shoved at them, trying to get to him.
�Let me through,� she shouted. �These are my people. Kory!�
�Give us room,� a voice boomed. �This lady is family.� It was Curran, making a space for her. His face was grim and people drew back, still craning their necks to see. In that instant, Arie saw his face as she had first seen it weeks and weeks ago, his black eyebrows drawn into a ferocious scowl that belied his essentially gentle and generous soul.
He put his big arm around her shoulders and drew her to him. �He�s alive,� he said. �Banged up, but okay.�
When she reached him, Arie dropped to her knees. Kory was cradled in Renna�s lap like a child half his age. She had her arms tight around him. Several people had removed their own jackets and draped them around the boy, who was shaking with cold and shock. Water ran out of his hair, dripping over a large abrasion on his forehead, leaving droplets like pink tears trailing down his cheeks and dripping off his jaw. Handy crouched there, rubbing Kory�s arms and speaking quietly to him, and Talus was huddled on her other side. The dog was drenched and shivering, but she only had eyes for Kory. She rested one paw in the boy�s lap and licked solicitously at his face.
�Are you in one piece?� Arie asked. She knelt by Handy and took Kory�s cold hands in hers. There were abrasions on his knuckles and a few shallow cuts on his palms.
�Looks like he was in a prize fight,� said Curran. �I�d hate to see the other guy.�
Kory didn�t respond to this small bit of humor. Arie took his chin gently in her hand and tilted his head so that she could get a good look at him. His pupils were of equal size and he was able to track her finger side-to-side. �What happened out there?� she asked.
�A wave,� he said. His voice was little more than a rough whisper. �We were looking at creatures on the rocks. There was a starfish, and when I bent over to touch it this giant wave hit us.�
�That�s called a sneaker wave,� said Curran. �They come out of nowhere. I should have warned you to keep an eye out, buddy.�
�I didn�t even have my feet in the water, I promise, Arie.� Without warning, he turned his head and wretched up a remarkable amount of water onto the sand.
�Never mind,� said Arie. �It�s not your fault.�
Talus whined and pushed her big head into Kory�s lap. He leaned down to put his face close to hers and he furiously lapped his cheek. �The sneaker wave got Talus, too. I was trying to grab her, but the water pushed me the wrong way. She was swimming back to land, but I couldn�t get away from the rocks. Good girl.� He put his arms around the dog and hugged and then pulled back, a look of alarm wiping away his dazed expression. �She�s freezing!� he said, and began pulling off one of the jackets wrapped around him. �Cover her.�
Curran bent and lifted Kory from Renna�s lap and cradled him, holding all the jackets in place. �Hey now,� he said. �Don�t you worry about Talus. She�s wearing a fur coat, remember?� When the boy began to object, Curran shook his head. �No arguments. Let�s get the both of you over to the fire.� He started up the beach, holding Kory close. Talus stood, shook herself hard, and ran after them.
As Handy helped Renna to her feet, Arie looked around at the bedraggled crowd still ringed around them. A few had drifted back to their own little spots on the sand, but most had stayed, exalted over the rescue. Many of them were wet, and most of them hunched their shoulders against the afternoon mist rolling onshore. As she looked from face to face, she was surprised by the sting of tears at the back of her eyes.
�Who went into the water first, to help our boy?�
After a moment of silence, a tall, broad-shouldered woman lifted her hand slightly, clearly uncomfortable with the attention. Her hair, dark red, was braided in twin pigtails that still dripped steadily at their ends.
Arie stepped toward her�the top of her own head just reaching the woman�s shoulder�and hugged her tightly. They stood that way for a moment, silently embracing. Finally, she stepped back, but kept hold of one of the woman�s hands.
�There aren�t words enough to thank you properly,� she said to everyone. �We�ve been through such a terrible thing. All of us, is what I mean to say. I don�t have to hear your stories to know it. I almost forgot.� She tried to go on, but found her throat tightened around those same nascent tears.
The whole restless group had gone still as they listened, their expressions shifting from celebratory to serious. A pair of gulls squabbled momentarily on the rocks overhead, and then the only sound was the relentless background shush and crash of the ocean. Arie looked out at the waves and squeezed her free hand into a tight fist, letting the nails press lightly into her palm, then managed to look at them again.
�To speak plainly, I forgot how good we can be.� Over their heads she could see her family back at the fire, tending to Kory. �Thank you,� she said, �each of you, for making me remember. What you did here was�well, it was remarkable.�
�You�re welcome!� shouted a boisterous male voice from the back of the crowd, which elicited a laugh from the group. �I hafta get myself warmed,� said an older woman nearby. �That�s more excitement than I�ve had in a while.� She was nearly Arie�s age, a raw-boned woman in ragged dungarees and a sagging canvas barn jacket that was wet to the waist. �Glad your boy is all right,� she added, waving over her shoulder as she trudged back up the beach. This was the prompt everyone apparently needed; the crowd dispersed in seconds, some of them giving Arie a final nod or smile as they went.
Arie was still holding tight to the hand of Kory�s first responder. She faced her then and took a long look. A good face, this reluctant hero, she thought. Her aspect was that of someone who has spent most of her life outdoors, skin tan and freckled, even this late in the year �What�s your name?�
The woman opened her mouth, but before she could speak a middle-aged man standing behind her stepped forward. It was Mr. Smiley-Wave.
Of course, thought Arie
He dropped an arm around the woman�s shoulders and squeezed. �This is Ashe,� he said. �Isn�t she something?� He grinned at Arie with a set of teeth so large, white, and symmetrical they looked as though they�d been sculpted from polished marble. �And I�m Clyde.�
�Thank you for taking such a risk for us,� said Arie. She looked only at Ashe as she said it, letting the hovering Clyde know exactly whom she was thanking.
Ashe smiled. �Of course. He got pulled out so quick it was like an optical illusion.� She shook her head. �And what are the odds a lifeguard would see him go into the water?�
�Lifeguard?�
�Fifteen years, mostly in San Diego. I�ve fished a lot of people out of the surf.� She mentioned this fondly, as if saying she�d baked a lot of cakes or mowed a lot of acres. �This was the scariest save ever, though. I didn�t think�� She hesitated, but her frank gaze stayed steady on Arie.
�You didn�t think you�d catch him.�
Ashe nodded again, a single up and down of the chin.
Arie closed her eyes for a moment, pushing away the terrible almost in that thought. �We�d like it very much if you and your people would take a meal with us,� she said.
�Oh, we couldn�t trouble you,� said Ashe. �There are four of us altogether.�
�That�s so good of you,� said Clyde. �It�s been a long stretch since we�ve broken bread with friends.�
�That�s fine then,� said Arie, thinking how small their big clambake had suddenly become. �It will be, oh, close to an hour. Give us a little time to sort ourselves out and tend the boy.� She heard the strangely formal tone in her voice, but there was something unreserved about Clyde that made Arie want to yank back on the reins.
Ashe looked from Clyde�who was grinning like an ape�to Arie. �All right then,� she said. She looked slightly ill. Looks embarrassed, Arie thought.
�Wonderful,� she said. She opened her arms and pulled Ashe to her again. �Thank you again, dear Ashe.�
�See you soon,� said Clyde. As they turned to walk away, Ashe made a lithe, sideways step out from under his arm. The move caused him to stumble, and he paused to kick at the sand as if he�d tripped over something.
~~~
Back with her own, she first checked on Kory. Renna was meticulously tending the fire; she�d shaken out and set aside the various coats people had lent them. Curran still had the boy. They were bundled together in a blanket Handy had retrieved from their camp, sitting as near the fire as possible. Talus lay along Curran�s thigh, head resting on her paws, rump near the heat.
�Are you warming?� she asked Kory. Despite his scratches, he already looked much improved, far more responsive and alert.
�My hands and feet are burning,� he said.
�That�s good. It means your blood is doing its job, keeping your fingers and toes attached.�
That comment would normally elicit at least a smile, but Kory just leaned his head against Curran�s chest and watched Renna work on the fire.
Handy trekked up with an armload of fresh bull kelp to replace the pieces that had burned through during Kory�s accident and rescue.
�I have some news,� said Arie. �Guess who�s coming to dinner?�
They looked at her blankly.
�You mean our dinner?� said Kory.
�That�s the one,� said Arie. �We�re going with your mama�s rule about entertaining strangers. I met the woman who managed to pluck you out of the drink, and I asked her to eat with us. Her name is Ashe, and we are ever so grateful she saw you get knocked off your pins.� She glanced around at the other adults. �She�s with a group of four, including the waving man. His name is Clyde, and I trust him about as far as I can toss him with one hand.�
�You trust her? Ashe?� asked Handy.
�Absolutely. I can�t begin to imagine why she�s with this Clyde character, and I don�t even want to speculate. Regardless, they�re going to help us eat our clams. And our spuds.� She gave Handy a mildly apologetic look. �One last sneaky run to the camp?� she said. �We�ll have to have more potatoes. You may as well bring them all.�
�Well, those didn�t last long,� said Renna.
�Easy come, easy go,� said Curran. He leaned over and gave Talus�s flank a good hard pat.
�Easy peasy,� said Renna.
�Like rolling off a log.�
�It�s always raining taters,� said Handy in his quiet voice, and that finally did the trick. Kory made a little snort of laughter that made Talus�s ears prick up.
Arie rolled her eyes, but she couldn�t keep the smile off her face. �We need to fix up our cooker, and get the meal made, but I want to be sure we all understand something.� She made the minutest glance around to be sure they weren�t overheard. �We cannot, cannot let our guard down with these people. I get a good feeling from Ashe, but there�s something not right with him�Clyde. When we meet the rest of their group, we�ll have a better sense of what they�re about, but until we do, until we�ve talked it over, do not mention our camp by the billboard. Do not tell them where we�re going. All they need to know is that we�ve been on the road, sleeping rough, and we decided to try our luck clamming today. We�re undecided on which direction to take next.�
�Check,� said Curran. �Got all that?� he asked Kory.
�Check.� Kory mimed zipping his lips closed, which made them all laugh.
�Well, then,� said Renna. �Let�s get this party started.�
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THERE WERE FOUR of them: Clyde, Ashe, and two others�a middle-aged woman and a teenage girl who looked so much like her there could be little doubt they were mother and daughter.
Kory was up and walking around, rather quiet and slightly the worse for wear, but otherwise himself. Arie introduced him to Ashe. She offered her hand and the boy shook it quite formally.
�Thank you for helping me,� he said.
�You�re very welcome,� said Ashe. �Just doing my job.�
�Job?� He glanced at Arie, confused.
�It�s the damnedest thing,� said Arie, smiling. �Of all the people who happened to be on this beach the day the ocean decides to swallow you whole, here�s Ashe�a bona fide lifeguard.�
�No shit?� said Curran to Ashe. �You�re really a lifeguard?�
�I really am,� she said, laughing a little. �Although I honestly thought my days of hauling people out of the ocean were behind me.�
�No whistle? No shades? No sunscreen?� said Curran.
Ashe shook her head. �No giant chair.�
�Amazing,� said Curran.
Renna gave Ashe a huge bear hug, then wrapped her arms around Kory. �Thank you. If we�d lost him�� She kissed the top of his head. �He�s a real pain in the ass, but we�re kind of attached.�
Kory said something to Renna, too quietly for anyone else to hear.
�That makes sense,� Renna told him. She winked at Ashe. �He doesn�t know what a lifeguard is,� she said. �He�s a mountains and woods kinda kid, right?�
�Guess we�ll have to tell you all about it over dinner!� said Clyde, poking a big, blunt finger at Kory�s shoulder and then smiling around at everyone else. Arie saw the boy shrink from Clyde�s touch, shifting ever so slightly in Renna�s embrace to avoid him. �And we haven�t all had the pleasure,� he said.
�My oversight,� said Arie. �Curran, Handy, Renna, this is Clyde.�
The guy thrust out a hand, squeezing each of them too hard and shaking as though he was running for office. �Great to meet you. Glad we could help out your little skipper, there.�
As if you did jack shit, thought Arie, then silently reprimanded herself�she had no idea if Clyde had been part of the human chain that pulled Kory out of the ocean. Chances were, he had been. She didn�t find him endearing�far from it�but some people were born with an awkward manner.
When Clyde just stood there, smiling and nodding, Arie approached the older woman and her daughter. �And who do we have here?� she said.
The woman blinked as if startled to be spoken to. �Danelle,� she said. She had one hand pressed to her chest, and she raised the fingers in a jerky little half-wave. �Meetcha,� she mumbled. �This here�s my girl, Novalee. Say hello.�
Novalee blinked several times just like her mother had, then managed a smile. �Hi,� she said. She looked at Kory. �Good you�re okay.�
Danelle put her head close to her daughter�s. �That�s enough,� she whispered, loud enough they could all hear.
�Thanks,� said Kory. He rubbed steadily at the back of his head.
Arie could see his overwhelm by the expression on his scraped-up face. And why not? she thought. In a single day, the boy who�d spent his entire life in a backcountry cabin had seen the ocean for the first time, nearly drowned in it, and been yanked out by a larger group of people than he�d ever seen all at once. She took his restless hand in hers.
�Now that we�re here,� she said, �let�s get these clams on the fire before they expire of old age.�
In almost no time, they were eating. The potatoes were fully roasted on their bed of kelp, skins split and papery, smelling earthy and familiar. Handy laid another layer of bull kelp leaves over the top of them, and Arie spread the clean razor clams on that. She covered the clams with more leaves and sprinkled the leaves with a little seawater. In the space of two minutes they were cooked, steamed to perfection by the hot potatoes and the damp seaweed.
�We�re short on dishes,� quipped Curran, handing around yet more leaves of kelp, �but we have plenty of this stuff. Don�t worry�we washed it.�
Somehow, it was perfect. In the early twilight, the campfires of other beach- dwellers flickering here and there on the shingle, they sat on the cool sand and ate with their hands. The potatoes were still hot enough they had to take care not to burn their fingers. The crispy skins had picked up salt from the kelp leaves and were the perfect foil to the clams�delicate and sweet, a little chewy.
�That really did it,� said Clyde. �My lord, we�ve been eating out of cans and boxes for so long I forgot what real food tasted like.� He licked the fingers on his right hand with decided care and flipped his kelp-plate off into the dark. �Not that I couldn�t eat about three times that much,� he added, and winked. �Never let it be said Clyde Atterbury let the end of the world get in the way of his appetite!�
�Such a treat,� said Danelle. �Wasn�t it, Novalee? A real treat.�
�Yes mama,� said Novalee.
�Thank your hostess, then.�
�Thank you, ma�am.�
�Hostess, if you don�t mind,� said Arie, and laughed. �I�ve naught been called that before, but I suppose there�s a first time for everything. It was our pleasure to share it, after the day we�ve all had.� She gave Clyde a little sidelong glance. �Meager offering that it was, of course.�
�It was perfect,� said Ashe. �I actually feel a little more human right now.�
�Damn good,� said Curran. �Especially that humongous one you got, Kory. I really enjoyed it. Thanks.�
�You didn�t eat the giant,� said Kory. �I did. It was the best clam I ever had.� He gave Curran a mischievous half-smile, and Arie was happy to see him looking wholly himself again. He was bookended by Renna and Ashe with Talus lying directly on top of his feet, and he looked about as content as a boy can be.
They were quiet awhile, satisfied, it seemed, to watch the fire as the evening darkened into true night.
�More people staying here on the shore than I would have expected,� said Arie.
�Pretty standard,� said Clyde. �Since we�ve been here, anyway.�
�Seems exposed,� said Handy.
�That�s because it is,� said Clyde. �Weather, other people. Hell, seagulls and crabs. How�d you like to wake up with a big old Dungeness clamped on the end of your dingus?� He threw back his head and howled at his own wit.
�So you don�t stay down here?� said Arie.
�We have a van up in the parking lot,� said Danelle. Clyde gave her a long look; she put her chin down and stared into the fire.
�Are you talking about that transit van?� said Curran. He and Handy exchanged a brief look.
�Yes,� said Ashe. �That�s us.�
�Roomier than it looks, said Clyde. I had that honey on the lot when the poo hit the saw blade. Full tank and tricked to the hilt.�
�Lot,� said Curran. He squinted at Clyde for a moment, then jumped up, a look of goofy surprise on his face. �I knew I knew you! Clyde, right?
Clyde sported a smile that was part Mona Lisa, part Cheshire Cat. �Clyde Atterbury,� he said. He was leaning over on one elbow, picking his teeth with a stiff stem of beach grass.
Curran laughed and slapped one thigh. �You gotta see the rides at CLYDES!� he sang. �Clyde�s auto mart.�
�Been using that jingle since it was my dad�s lot,� said Clyde. �He was Clyde senior, of course. I�m junior.�
�Well, damn,� said Renna. She sounded wryly amused. �Practically a celebrity.�
�Hi praise from a lovely lady,� said Clyde, showing his marble-monument teeth around his makeshift toothpick. Renna said nothing.
Curran sat down again, still smiling. �Blast from the past,� he said.
�As I said, the lot was a godsend when everything fell apart. We had two decent RVs. Full tanks�or near-to.�
�You have two vehicles, then,� said Handy.
Clyde�s determined grin faltered. It wasn�t much, but Arie saw it wobble. �Did have,� he said. �We, uh, lost the other. Couldn�t be helped.�
�Broke down?� said Curran.
�Accident,� said Clyde. �Worst luck, that. We lost a good man. Ashe�s man.�
�Damn,� said Curran.
�That is bad luck,� said Arie. �To live through the Pink�the both of you�only to die in a road accident.� She looked at Ashe. Even in the low firelight, Arie could see the woman�s jaw had a hard set. She rested her elbows on her bent knees and had one forearm cocked beside her face. The better not to look at Clyde, thought Arie. �I�m so sorry to hear it, Ashe,� she said.
�Yeah,� said Ashe. �It sucked.�
�Anyway, we still had the transit van,� said Clyde, �so that was lucky. Room for comestibles and whatnot. We hoped to get out of New Hemings, at least. Thought the Greater Northern Alliance would have resources or help.� He shrugged. �Something.�
�You didn�t get far,� said Handy.
�No,� said Clyde. �More bad luck.�
Handy rose and put another branch on the fire. �You�re sitting on four flats up there.�
�Damn vandals,� said Clyde. �We stopped here to catch our breath, I guess you could say. After the accident. We were, oh�kinda shook. Understandable, a thing like that. Anyhow, we hadn�t been parked up there but a day and a night. We got ready to hit the road, and we find that. All four shoes knifed. How we slept through it, I have no idea.�
�How long ago?� asked Arie.
�Some time back,� he said vaguely. �Long enough the battery died on me.�
�We didn�t have hardly no gas anyway,� said Danelle. �Mostly why we pulled in here. Isn�t that right, Clyde?� She looked at him the way a kowtowing pupil looks to teacher for an attagirl.
�Not really,� said Clyde. There was zero happy huckster in his tone now. �And what have I told you about double negatives, Danelle?� He stared at her until she looked away. �Anyhow,� he said. �This would be a stupid place to stop on purpose.�
�Good you were so well-supplied, I guess,� said Curran.
�Has a huge cargo well under the floor. Helluva sweet camper.�
�That took real foresight,� said Arie. Ashe made a quiet sound, a small snort, barely audible under the constant sound of breaking surf.
�Nothing lasts forever, of course,� said Clyde. �Eatables started to run skimpy on us several months back. We�ve had to dicker for supplies. Barter, that sort of thing. Trouble is, everyone�s coming up short now.�
�Have you thought about going on foot?� said Curran. �I mean, sooner or later you�ll have to move on, right?�
�Easier said than done,� said Clyde. �As you can see, it�s just me with these three females. You folks, though�you�re in good shape. Better odds. Particularly with firepower.� He swept a palm at Curran�who was still carrying Kory�s rifle�in a behold! gesture.
�There is no easy,� said Handy.
�No, no. Don�t mistake my meaning. I don�t suggest anything was easy, per se. But you folks have a leg up. Rifle. A good dog.� Talus�s fat, sleek tail whacked the sand once at those words. �And manpower, which I mean literally.�
None of them responded. Arie had a sense where this was headed and she had no intention of helping him get there. They let the silence wind out, and Clyde eventually jumped in.
�Let me float something here.� he said. He was speaking specifically to Curran, apparently deciding the man with the gun must be the decision-maker. �It�s an idea that could be beneficial to both of us. And believe you me, I wouldn�t put this out there to just anyone. I don�t know where you�re headed, but you ought to consider throwing in with us.� The more he talked, the more he warmed to his topic. �Travel together, strength in numbers.�
�We are incredibly grateful for Ashe�s bravery and quick thinking,� said Arie. �I hope you know that, Ashe.�
�Of course,� said Ashe. She gave Kory a brisk rub between the shoulder blades. �It took a whole lot of us to reel him in, though. The riptide is a killer here. I doubt I could have gotten him back on land without everyone helping.�
Clyde watched this exchange with an air of impatience, as though they�d interrupted him in the middle of a sales pitch. He drew a breath to continue, but Arie cut him off, her voice mild but decisive.
�What you�re suggesting, Mr. Atterbury, isn�t a thing that can be decided on the spur of the moment. We�d have to think about it. And speak as a family, of course.�
Clyde tossed his piece of beach grass into the fire, where it blazed up with a quick sizzle. �Sure,� he said. �Of course. No pressure whatsoever. Of course you should sleep on it.� The tombstone teeth had disappeared and his expression turned petulant. It looked to Arie as though Clyde Atterbury, car salesman extraordinaire of the pre-apocalyptic world, was not much accustomed to having his will thwarted.
Arie got to her feet and made a show of brushing the sand off her seat. �Sleeping sounds like a grand idea, as a matter of fact,� she said. �What an unexpected day this one turned out to be. Especially for you,� she said to Kory. �You could definitely stand some extra rest.�
�Every party has a pooper, that�s why we invited you,� sang Clyde. �It�s still early,� he protested. No one paid him any attention, though. Even young Novalee was up, pulling the string on her hood so that it made a pale cameo of her face. Clyde rose with an irritated grunt. �I was hoping to get a closer peek at that boom stick before we rush off,� he said to Curran, indicating the rifle.
She stood very still. Everyone did. Curran said nothing, didn�t alter the friendly expression on his face, but he crossed his right hand over his chest and took a decisive hold on the weapon�s strap. He seemed to lift slightly out of himself, so that without even trying he�d drawn up to his full height�at least three inches taller than Clyde. Talus, who�d been as unobtrusive as a chunk of driftwood, appeared out of the shadows and stood at Curran�s knee, ears cocked forward, dark eyes on Clyde.
�The rifle�s not mine to share,� Curran said quietly. �I�m just holding it for a friend.�
Clyde�s uber-affable demeanor slipped another notch, and he hurried to brush it off. �Hey,� he chuckled fatly. �None taken, I guess! We�re a little jumpy, what with the young fella�s close call. I don�t blame you, not at all. Smart, in fact. Very wise.� He held out both arms in a magnanimous gesture. �Shall we ladies?� he said. �Let�s leave our hosts to their nightly ablutions, whatever they may be.� He looked around where they were standing �You folks aren�t bedding down out here on the sand, surely.� He wore an expression of mild concern Arie thought about as genuine as a wax banana.
�We�re down the strand a way,� said Handy. �Sheltered up in the dune grass.�
�Snug as bugs,� said Arie.
�Thanks so much for the meal,� said Ashe. �It was generous of you, honestly.�
�We�ll meet again tomorrow,� said Clyde. They were headed away from the water, going to their stranded motor home in the parking lot. Just before they dropped down the far side of the upper dunes, Clyde turned. �Maybe we�ll have target practice!� he said. He put an imaginary rifle up to his shoulder. �Pow!� They heard him chuckling even after he was out of sight.
The adults went through the motions of picking up their things and putting out the fire, killing time until they could take leave without an audience.
They walked north up the strand, just in case, then cut inland once they were well past the parking lot. Slogging through the dunes, navigating hunks of driftwood and heavy tangles of vegetation, made slow going. At one point, Arie nearly stepped on something dead�a seagull or raven, she thought�but Talus veered in her direction and nudged her away. They helped each other along, silently, until they were finally out at the road.
In the center of the cracked asphalt, Arie grabbed at Curran�s sleeve. Everyone looked where she pointed. Thirty yards down the road was the silhouette of Clyde�s RV. The small flicker of a candle showed around the edges of two ill-covered windows.
Across the road and into the field beyond, they cut diagonally toward the tumbled billboard and their camp. Everything was as they had left it. They pulled the bedrolls from behind the broken sign. Arie dropped onto hers first and heaved a sigh of weary relief.
�Every day a new and thrilling adventure,� said Handy in a voice barely above a whisper. They began to laugh, stifling the sound as best they could. Even Kory giggled with his face pressed into his sleeping bag. Every time their laughter tapered off, the boy would snuffle again and off they�d go.
�I guess we have to talk about Clyde,� said Curran.
�Yep,� said Handy.
�Pros and cons,� said Arie.
�What�s there to say?� asked Renna. �He�s an ass.� After a moment, she added, �But Ashe is great.�
�I like her, too,� said Kory. �Not just because she saved me.�
�She�d make a strong ally,� said Arie. �We�re agreed about that. What about Danelle and her girl?�
�The mother�s completely cowed,� said Curran. �The daughter?� He shrugged. �Couldn�t tell you. They seem attached at the hip.�
�Big picture,� said Arie. �Would it be a net gain or net loss if we fell in with them?�
There was the loud snap of a branch, stepped on somewhere to their left. Kory let out a small yelp and Talus jumped up, fur bushed out around her head. She began to growl, low in her throat. Curran leapt up and put the rifle to his shoulder.
A voice came from out in the darkness. �You don�t want to do that.�
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�WE HAVE WEAPONS,� said Curran.
�It�s only me. Please, don�t shoot.�
It was Ashe, standing not far off, hands raised. Curran let the rifle�s barrel drop slightly. �Who�s with you?�
�I promise it�s only me.�
��It�s all right, Curran,� said Arie. �You�re fine, Ashe. You gave us a jolt, though.�
She stepped forward, hands still lifted. �I�m so sorry,� she said. �I knew I�d startle you, but I had to try.�
Talus calmed immediately and trotted forward to sniff at Ashe�s shoes and pants.
�All our sneaking around to hide our camp did a lot of good, apparently,� said Renna.
�I�m sorry about that,� said Ashe. �When you were all busy digging clams, Clyde sent Novalee out here to look for your home base.
Ashe lowered her hands and patted Talus�s big back. �I only have a few seconds,� she said. �Clyde thinks I�m taking a squat in the dunes. If I�m not back in the RV soon, this�ll be the first place he comes looking.� Her voice was rushed and breathy, almost as if she were on the verge of hyperventilating.
�Something tells me we�d hear him coming from a way off,� said Arie. �He hardly seems like the sneaking-up sort.�
�You don�t want him here,� she said. �He�s cautious for now because you have the gun. And a couple of men.� She knelt near the fire so that her broad forehead picked up the light.
�Listen,� she continued, �you can�t hook up with Clyde. Believe me, there�s nothing to consider�not a single upside, no matter what crap he blows about strength in numbers. There are three things he really wants from you. He wants to get his hands on the gun. He wants whatever food you might be carrying.� She hesitated, then looked at Renna. �And he wants you.�
Renna�s head jerked up. �What the hell is that supposed to mean?�
�I think you can guess,� said Ashe.
�He�s gotten a taste for acquisition,� said Arie.
�Yes.�
�If you know how he is, why are you with him?� asked Renna.
Ashe leveled her gaze across the fire at Renna. �I have unfinished business with the son of a bitch.�
~~~
She told them a story, the words tumbling out in a rush, about the first killing days of the Pretty Pox�for so she�d heard the illness described on the news.
Nine people had taken shelter at the car dealership: Clyde and his wife Bess; Danelle, her husband Steve, and daughter Novalee; two single guys whose names she couldn�t remember. Ashe and her husband Seth had joined them at the last minute. Danelle was Clyde�s bookkeeper and Seth did specialty bodywork at the lot. It was only a matter of hours before Bess, Steve, and the two single guys (one a part-time salesman and one a lot lizard who did low-level detailing) had succumbed to the illness.
�It was horrifying,� she said quietly. �We put them on the floor in Clyde�s office. It was too nuts outside to do anything else.� Curran and Renna, who�d seen the world unravel on television and the internet, nodded grimly.
�On day three,� she said, �none of the rest of us was sick, but it was a shit show outside. The entire building seemed like nothing but plate-glass windows.� She waved a hand in front of her face as if erasing the words. �That�s not true, obviously�it wasn�t all windows. But with the craziness in the streets, it felt that way. A fishbowl, like we were sitting ducks. That�s when Clyde suggested the rest of us load into the two RVs he had on the lot and get out of town.�
They waited until deep into the night, three or four in the morning. The street wasn�t silent, but it was about as quiet as it had been for the past forty-eight hours. They gathered everything they could find that seemed portable and useful: two flashlights, a pathetic collection of snacks gleaned from every desk drawer and break room cupboard, stray sweaters and jackets left by former customers and now-dead employees. Seth raided his stall for the propane torch, an untapped canister of fuel, coveralls, rubber gloves, and a respirator. At the last minute, Danelle remembered the first-aid kit hanging by the coffee machine and Clyde grabbed a fire extinguisher.
Once everyone had an armload of goods, Clyde unlocked the side door. It let out onto a narrow driveway that ran the length of the building and was invisible from the street. He had the keys to one RV, Seth to the other. They ran to the vehicles and jumped aboard. Ashe was sure that either or both of them would fail to start, but for a wonder they both did. A moment later, they were moving, making their way out of Eureka, ostensibly to parts north.
Things began to sour within twenty-four hours. They were simply too ill-equipped. Clyde wasn�t keen on driving at night, reasoning it would be too easy in the dark to end up snarled in one of the myriad vehicles abandoned or wrecked along the highway. So they drove only five miles outside the city limits that first night, pulling off into a pot-holed parking lot next to the ruins of a long-defunct drive-in theater. The idea was to hit the road again at first light, but before they could even set out, Clyde was complaining there wasn�t enough food. Ashe and Seth argued for getting distance behind them while it was early, but Clyde would have none of it. Before they could truly get under way, he reasoned, they�d need to find provisions.
�For a week it went like that,� said Ashe. �Finding food was the prime directive. We were only finding small amounts at any one place, and every time we pulled over there was an overwhelming feeling that someone was going to come out of the woodwork and stop us, steal the RVs. But like I said, it was a shit show.�
The longer they fiddled around, the more tense things got between Clyde and Seth. Danelle and Novalee, traveling with Clyde, got quieter and quieter. Whatever Clyde said, Danelle went along, with Novalee clinging to her like a limpet.
�I was almost positive Clyde was sleeping with Danelle. I mean, they�re adults and all that, but Novalee had just lost her dad, and the idea they were doing it in the RV with Danelle�s teenage daughter practically within arm�s reach was nauseating. Seth and I started talking about leaving, just hauling ass after dark some night.� She shook her head. �But I couldn�t stand the thought of leaving Novalee like that.�
�You�re a lifeguard,� murmured Arie. �Aren�t you, Ashe.� It wasn�t a question.
Ashe cleared her throat, once, twice. She swiped a sleeve across her eyes, almost angrily.
One morning, after ten days of almost zero progress either finding food or making miles, Clyde and Seth went on a run, leaving the women together in the transit van. After two hours, Ashe got uncomfortable. After four, she was worried sick. She walked out to the edge of the road over and over, as if scanning for the other RV would make it magically appear.
Finally, almost five hours after they�d left, all three of them heard someone approaching on foot. Danelle hid Novalee in the tiny bathroom cubicle. She and Ashe armed themselves�Danelle with a screwdriver and Ashe with a heavy flashlight. The footsteps were coming straight for the transit van without the least hesitation. Ashe pulled the edge of a curtain aside to peer out and nearly dropped the flashlight in relief when she saw it was Clyde.
But Seth wasn�t with him.
�This was the accident Clyde mentioned,� said Renna.
�It was a fire,� said Ashe. �Clyde said he thought it was a malfunction in the refrigerator. He said they�d decided to split up and forage separately, and when he got back the RV was fully engulfed. He couldn�t get inside because of the flames, but he thought Seth had somehow gotten stuck inside.
�That�s where we found him when we got there.� She wrapped her arms tightly around her knees, breathing heavily. �Everything about that scene was wrong. Seth�s body was between the two captain�s chairs, sprawled out like he was going for the door. He was dark, covered with soot, but not�� She took a deep breath. �Not burned. You could see it was him. What I saw was blood on the back of his head. I saw that. And I saw the whole front part of the RV was blackened, but more or less intact. The middle of the cabin and the bedroom space in back were seriously gone�I mean, the roof and everything, melted. Gone. But up where Sean was lying? No. Up there he had an easy path to the door.�
�You�re saying he should have escaped,� said Renna.
�Clyde did something to him,� she said. Her voice was raw, almost guttural. �Hit him over the head and then staged the fire. I don�t know if the blow to the head killed him or if it knocked him out and the smoke got him. But it was Clyde.�
�You stayed with him,� said Arie. �With Clyde.�
�At first, I was in shock. The whole world is off its rocker and falling over dead, now my man was dead, and here�s Clyde telling this wild story, all teary-eyed and freaked out.� She stood and brushed off the seat of her jeans. �Clyde�s the blowhard I avoided at the company Christmas parties so he wouldn�t grope my ass, for Christ�s sake,� she said. �He�s the guy who treated everyone at work to tickets for Crab�s baseball and got excited about a fancy hors d�oeuvre his buddy made out of bologna.� She made a choked sound, part laugh, part sob. �I mean, fucking bologna!�
For a moment, she said nothing, crying almost silently and wiping her face with her sleeve.
�Once the fog cleared a little, when I finally started to wrap my mind around it, I wanted to bolt�of course I did. But where the hell was I going to run? Remember, this was way early on. Things were super nuts. Here we were, stuck in a camper van, fucking around between hoot and holler. I had zero confidence that I could just run off, find food and shelter, and avoid some of the freaks wandering around.�
�Food, clothing, shelter,� murmured Curran. When they looked at him, he held up a palm. �Sorry,� he said. �Flashback. I had a math teacher in middle school, Mr. Baratti, who always talked about the importance of food, clothing, and shelter. I don�t know what it had to do with math, but he had it right.�
�Come with us.�
It was Kory. Still sitting beside Renna, he�d listened to Ashe�s terrible story so silently they�d nearly forgotten he was there. He got up and edged around the low fire to her. �You should come with us to Arie and Handy�s place. We�ll help you.�
�We�re carrying slender rations,� said Arie. �And it�s no Shangri-La, the place we�re aiming for. You should know that before you answer.� She stood behind Kory and rested her hands on his shoulders. �This one has good instincts though. Might be it�s time to make your move.�
�You have no idea how much I want to do that,� said Ashe. �But for now I have to stay. I can�t go without Novalee.� She locked eyes with Arie. �At dinner tonight, you asked how we�ve gotten supplies, and Clyde told you that we barter. That wasn�t a lie.�
Arie stared back. �You mean the girl.�
Ashe nodded once, her lips pressed into a tight line.
Twice, while foraging, Clyde had offered random strangers a temporary trade of the girl for edible fare. In both cases, he managed to acquire the food and drive away without actually following through on his devil�s bargain.
�He thinks it�s funny,� said Ashe. �Laughed about how gullible those guys were. Danelle is so stuck to him, she plays along like it�s an actual win. She�s got Novalee halfway convinced it�s only a game. What happens the next time, though?� She sighed and ran her hands through her hair. �I�ve talked to her a little, when I can get her alone, which is almost never. She doesn�t like Clyde, but her mother is definitely her security blanket. She�s still terrified of being separated from Danelle, and I can�t go without her,� she said. �I just can�t.�
�He needs to be bashed upside the head,� said Renna. �He needs��
�There hasn�t been a day I haven�t wanted to kill that sack of shit,� said Ashe. �Not one. But I can�t honestly say I could kill him in cold blood. It�s a terrible thing to know about myself.�
�Knowing you could do it might be worse,� said Arie. �We�re only sojourners. Your life is your own, but it�s obvious you�re a guardian.� She looked at Handy, sitting several paces away, eying the perimeter of their space. �My brother is, too. You give, but not death. Perhaps not even for revenge.�
��I�m fine with revenge,� said Renna. She threw a fist-shaped knot of driftwood into the fire hard enough to send a shower of red sparks flying up and out.
Curran, standing on the other side of the fire, quickly brushed random sparks away from Talus�s fur. �Watch it,� he told Renna.
She ignored him, apparently not even noticing the dog. �As a matter of fact,� she continued, �a good revenge killing is right up my alley. Don�t you think so, Curran? So nourishing for the hair and skin!�
She yawned extravagantly and sketched a little wave at Ashe. �Looks like I�ve hit the wall. I�m going to put out the beds. Have a nice life, your guardianship.� She moved into the shadows under the billboard.
Arie saw the limp, Renna�s bad hip a reliable barometer of her emotional state. �Best say goodnight to Ashe and go help,� she told Kory. He opened his mouth to speak, then froze when off to the west a querulous voice bleated into the night like a broken foghorn.
�ASHE!� Then again, louder: �AAAASHE!�
�That�s Danelle,� said Ashe. �They�ll be out here looking for me.�
�Hey,� Curran said, a note of desperation in his voice. �For the boy. No words.�
�Go, if you must,� said Arie.
Ashe grasped Arie by one forearm. �And you go,� she told her urgently. �Don�t think it over, don�t wait. Just leave.� She jogged off into the dark field, back in the direction of the transit van and the bellowing voice of Danelle.
~~~
They didn�t need to talk about it. It wouldn�t make sense to stumble off in the dark, depleted as they were. Within minutes, everything but their bedding was stowed and cinched, ready to go.
They bundled together and, knowing they�d be underway again before sunrise, decided to rely on Talus�s sharp senses rather than stand a watch.
�Oh well,� Kory sighed sleepily, his voice muffled in the blankets.
When no one else responded, Handy answered. �Oh well, what?�
�I was hoping we�d dig some more clams.�
�They were good. We�ll do it again sometime.�
With the fire burned to embers and their busy day finally collapsing into its own dregs, the in-out-in of the ocean seemed to swell and drift around them.
�I�m damn good at clams.�
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THEY CREPT ALONG the edges of things. Skirted fence lines. Wound around the perimeters of silent barns and vine-raddled toolsheds. There were no houses�those who once owned and worked that land rarely lived on it. There were no strip malls or gas stations. No trailer parks or highway rest stops. No convenience stores. Some rural places impose a geographical isolation that might be scarcely credited by those who spent their lives in cities and suburbs. Humboldt County�s small towns were dotted along the coast like widely unstrung beads, miles of green between each one�a scenic backdrop for a short drive.
On foot, it was another thing altogether.
With Handy leading and Talus bringing up the rear, the six of them put on speed when they first set out, determined to put distance between themselves and Clyde. At intervals, they stopped for a short rest and a bite of dried apples or venison jerky they�d plundered from the stores of the Wallace cabin, but these were rations suited to travel. A movable, if chewy, feast.
�I seriously doubt Clyde�s going to follow us,� said Curran, when they paused at mid-morning. �They�ve been sitting on flat tires at the beach for months.�
�He�s an opportunist,� agreed Arie. �A wretched one, but an opportunist, nevertheless, and lazy.�
A huge phalanx of Canada geese arrowed over their heads, pointed north like the world�s own compass, honking as they flew.
�They sound like a giant herd of puppies,� said Renna. Tipped up to the clear morning, her expression was as relaxed as Arie could ever recall seeing it. Kory, who�d been exceptionally self-contained all morning, stared after the enormous flock, one arm slung about Talus�s neck.
Handy, who�d paced a slow perimeter while they stopped, dusted his hands on his pants. �Everyone ready?�
They kept the scabrous coastal highway on their left and the mountainous inland forest on their right. The boggy fields between, once wrangled by dairy farmers into rich grazing land, were now a broad riparian conduit running north and south. The Mad River meandered diagonally through its center, slate gray under the November sky.
During the first few days of the collapse, Arie had traversed her neighborhood for blocks in every direction, looking door-to-door for other survivors. But scavengers arrived early, forcing her retreat. Forays out to trap and fish were few and far between, and the attic was soon the center of her universe.
Now, out in the open, even with the overgrown fields, it felt to Arie as though they were crossing a lit stage. At the rear of their small procession, she studied the others, looking for clues. Did they feel vulnerable, too? She couldn�t be sure. How odd it was that, two years in, the only one of them who�d been truly exposed to this broken world was Handy. Her youngest brother, with his guileless face and taciturn manner�a man whose early life experience was abridged in so many ways�understood better than any of them what the road might bring.
~~~
He was on high alert, walking in point position and wishing he had eyes in the back of his head. So far that morning, he�d seen nothing that concerned him, no more than two or three abandoned cars out on the highway and no one else on foot. That was a relief, but it wouldn�t last. Tonight they could find a place out here to shelter and sleep, but tomorrow would be a different story.
They were closing in, slowly but surely, on the next town. Every step brought them marginally closer. Small roadside signs began to appear at wide intervals, their enticing primary colors now faded, smirched with bird shit and mildew: Redwood Hot Tubs & Sauna! Lotus Blossom Cafe! Green Machine Laundromat!
He did another quick 360-degree scan. Turning front, his eyes lingered on Renna, walking nearly abreast of him but several yards to his right. She wore a deep-green raincoat that had belonged to Kory�s mother. Her dark curls framed her face and tumbled down her back, and he was struck by her look of genuine happiness. Although she was using the walking stick he�d made her, her limp was virtually undetectable.
Back at the Wallace cabin, Renna had been so deeply resistant to leaving, Handy feared she might refuse to go when the time came. She�d erected a wall around herself, leaving him with a hollow ache of missing her even when they were lying together in the same bed. Yet, here she was, chin up and forging along, the apples of her cheeks bright in the cold afternoon.
He pulled his attention forward and let himself imagine they were back on family land, all safe together, the vagaries of this passage behind them. How he longed to spare them the threats and troubles they�d confront between here and there.
~~~
Jaimee Wallace�s green raincoat was a perfect fit, and Renna relished its quilted flannel lining, especially inside the pockets. She and Arie had found plenty of sound, serviceable clothing in the dead woman�s closet, and Renna sent her silent thanks again and again for all she�d left behind. For all of them. For the boy.
The day seemed to be rolling toward her on a current of memory. For the first time since the known world had disintegrated, she felt connected to her past, to the Renna of before. That Renna really had gotten up each morning, drunk a glass of orange juice, put on a little makeup (and how peculiar it was now to remember that face-painting ritual), and scrolled through social media before leaving for work. That was ME, she thought. I did those things.
This place was bringing it back�this very stretch of former farmland and the way it looked: north, south, east, west. Even with the pasture having grown to wild abandon. With the crumbling highway, broken and sprouting its own vegetation in the rifts. With the river swollen to twice its former size and teeming with fundamental life.
She and her sister Bridget had cycled this stretch of Highway 101 scores of times, first with their parents and then by themselves. The waterfront trail between Eureka and Arcata was familiar to her on a cellular level. A soul level. The long curve around the edge of the bay. That stretch of towering eucalyptus trees, planted eons ago as a windbreak. The exposed remnants of a lumber mill that had shuttered and eventually sunk halfway below sea level, long before Renna was born.
It was hers. All of it.
It seemed impossible that only a few days ago, while sorting clothing, foodstuffs, and portable gadgets, Renna had spun an elaborate daydream of sneaking away in the wee hours, returning to a roof and four walls that sheltered only her. A table shared by no one.
An empty bed.
The plague had slammed doors. From day one, she�d been snagged. Caught at the high school and made to act as the Konungar�s plaything. A terrified footrace through Eureka�s empty streets and back alleys until she was nearly killed by a wild dog. Arie�s attic. The rock cave. The small cabin deep in the trees. Everything had constricted around her until finally it was her essential self that began to attenuate. She�d become tiny, a flea behind a barricade.
Curran had been snagged by Russell and his goons, too, and made to do terrible things. But he didn�t shrink. In fact, it sometimes seemed to Renna as if Curran were the counterbalance that kept their little family�s emotional scale from tipping too far. Right now she could hear him humming something jaunty, almost under his breath.
I�m a chump, she thought. Arie�s catechism riffed through her head: I sojourn. My life is my own.
And it was out here, all along.
~~~
He was still carrying the rifle. Its stock was solid wood and the weight would have made foot travel a struggle for the boy. Kory seemed relieved to put the gun in someone else�s charge, and none of the other adults had experience with firearms. Not yet.
Handy�s frequent perimeter checks had honed Curran�s own sense of watchfulness. Every twenty paces or so he�d throw a glance back. As usual, though, he trusted Talus�s internal barometer, and when the dog was relaxed, so was Curran.
She was sticking close to Kory today, even more than usual. Normally the boy was chatty and inquisitive, but all day he had been watchful, self-contained. Talus must have sensed it, too. Instead of roaming ahead and circling behind as she typically did, she paced Kory, glancing back at Curran from time to time. The reality of leaving his only home was likely beginning to hit. When they stopped for the night, Curran would try to get him talking.
As for himself? It was good to be on the move, finally. If he could sprout wings, he�d get himself up there with the Canada geese and push for the border.
~~~
Everyone had a piece of his parents� clothes. He�d seen them wearing these things before today, but never all at the same time. Handy was walking in Papa�s boots. Papa�s work gloves kept surprising him on Curran�s hands. Arie wore Mama�s big knitted scarf wrapped around her head and neck. And in the green coat, Renna looked so much like Mama from behind that Kory kept having to look away to remind himself it couldn�t be her. It was strange, and he couldn�t decide if it made him feel better or worse.
Better, maybe.
He was glad to have Talus walking alongside. He�d picked up a stick earlier�a perfect throwing stick�but every time he thought about tossing it for the dog, he imagined her running after it, and changed his mind.
The things Ashe had said last night when she came to their camp by the billboard kept popping up in his head. His stomach felt sick when he thought about eating their dinner of potatoes and clams with Clyde. Kory hadn�t liked Clyde from the beginning�he was a big faker who smiled when he was pissed. But when Ashe told the story about Clyde killing her husband, he felt like something inside his chest was shrinking and cramping.
When Papa had taught him to shoot, when he said there were people who did terrible things, Clyde was the person Papa meant. And it made him wonder: what if Clyde had shown up in the clearing, instead of Curran and Arie and Renna and Handy?
He tried not to think about any of it. Every hour or so, he wanted to break into a run, to tear off into the field or down to the river. But just when his feet almost did exactly that, his stomach would remember Clyde and Novalee�and it was definitely his stomach, not his head. Then it felt better to keep walking with Talus, with the adults all around him.
Yesterday, for a while, the whole ocean had seemed like an adventure thrown at his feet to explore. Today, the sky was too big.
~~~
The dim afternoon was fading fast when Handy spotted an old tractor barn ahead. Dense overcast had given way to marshy ground fog. It rose waist-high around them, obscuring their feet and any number of small trip hazards. They hurried ahead anyway, hoping to get under cover before dark.
The barn�essentially a large shed once meant for storing farm equipment�was rickety. If the board walls had ever been painted there was no sign of it now. The whole badly weathered structure listed somewhat to starboard, but it was fully enclosed and would be the best shelter they�d had since leaving the Wallace cabin.
As they approached, they saw that one of the two tall doors stood ajar, rocking gently in the faint onshore breeze. Its rusty hinges made low, monotonous creaks that sounded like a cancerous bullfrog.
Up close, they saw the red X slashed across the building�s highway-facing side. Arie�s house had been marked that way in an early frenzy, as had most of the homes in her neighborhood. In a few days there weren�t enough people left to bother with such haphazard recordkeeping.
It was the simplest signifier: X marks the spot. The plague was here. As it turned out, it had been everywhere. Under the dripping red mark, was this bit of doggerel:
PINK WHEN SHE CROAKED
NOT SO PRETTY NOW
SORRY HONEY

Talus got ahead of them and approached the entrance, hunched forward with her snout lifted, sampling the air. She was cautious but hadn�t growled or alerted, so they followed her over the threshold.
It was nearly dark inside, with only the half-open door and a sizable hole in the roof to provide the faintest gray relief. The bulky silhouette of an ancient farm truck sat stolidly in the center of the shed.
�Let�s open both doors and see what�s in here,� said Handy. They dropped their packs off outside. While Handy and Curran wrestled both balky shed doors open, Renna retrieved their small solar-powered lantern. Kory had already pulled on a headlamp. Its narrow white beam moved erratically in the dark space as the boy looked around.
Arie had just retrieved her own flashlight, when Kory yelled and stumbled backward, landing on his butt near her feet.
�What?� she asked. Everyone had frozen, hands on weapons.
�There�s a dead guy,� he said. �Inside the truck.�
Handy kept his fingers around the haft of his knife and approached the cab of the vehicle. Renna stood behind his left shoulder, holding the lantern aloft. At first there was only her light reflecting off the driver�s side window, showing them their own concerned faces. But when she moved the lantern slightly to one side, there he was.
The man had been dead a very long time. Shut inside his vehicle in the uninsulated shed and dressed in heavy, absorbent clothing, he had partially mummified. His head was tipped back, mouth slightly open, as if in sleep. The eyes were empty holes and the bone of the lower jaw partially exposed, but a tight mask of brown skin still stretched over most of his face, covered by a shockingly heavy red beard.
Perhaps he�d contracted the pox and decided to end things his own way. Or maybe the notion of being a lone survivor after losing his loved ones to the Pink had been too much. Whatever his motives, the length of garden hose duct-taped to the tailpipe�its other end running into the passenger-side window�left no doubt as to how he�d died.
Arie put her hands on her hips and sighed. �We need this out of here.�
�It�s a beast,� said Curran. �We can try.� He gave the door handle a cursory tug. �Locked,� he said. �Let�s find something to break in with.�
While Arie and Renna propped the two shed doors open, Curran and Kory rummaged through the shed. Handy tied a bandana over his mouth and nose.
�How about this,?� Kory asked.
�Crowbar,� said Curran. �Excellent find.� He returned to the driver�s window. �Okay, stand back.� He swung the curved end of the bar at the glass.
The window collapsed with a satisfying clatter. Renna had her arm over Kory�s shoulders, and the two of them instinctively moved a couple of paces away. It wasn�t the smell; there was a pungent odor of decay, yes, but it was old corruption, more the rot of a tomb than a fresh grave. What repelled them was the sudden absence of a barrier between themselves and the corpse. Nothing there now but a dark arm�s length of space.
The truck�s cab sat high. Handy grabbed both sides of the doorframe and hoisted himself up onto the running board �Let�s have a light,� he said. Arie gave him her flashlight. He leaned over the body, arching himself away from the dead man. �Brother,� he said to Curran, �come over here and push the clutch.�
Curran leaned in and shoved the clutch pedal with two hands. �Do it,� he said. Handy tucked the flashlight under his arm, balanced with one hand on the top of the steering wheel, and grappled with the gearshift. With a grunt, he pulled it into neutral. The truck, parked on a slight grade, inched forward. �Hot damn.� yelled Curran. �Hurry up and push the bitch, before she quits.�
Handy dropped out of the cab and ran to push from behind while Curran threw himself at the massive front fender like Sisyphus at his boulder. Renna, Kory, and Arie joined Handy, all of them growling with the effort. Moments later, a ton of rusted American steel was over the threshold and out the door, rolling by inertia into the pitted field until the front passenger wheel landed in a deep rut. The whole truck gave a massive lurch forward, slammed to a stop, and the body inside fell out the open door and into the tall grass.
�Oohh,� said Renna, grimacing.
Talus barked and ran to inspect. Curran ran after, calling her back.
�Yeah,� said Kory. �Sorry honey.�
The adults looked at him, then at each other. Handy began to laugh, quietly at first, then harder. It was such a treat, that laugh. Soon they were all helpless with it. The clouds had parted over the ocean, as they so often did near the end of the day. A bright patch fell all around Curran, who was vigorously coaxing Talus away from the dead man. Talus was just as vigorously inspecting the corpse, not minding a bit. When Curran looked back toward the shed and exasperatedly threw his hands in the air, Renna, Handy, Arie, and Kory all roared with laughter.
~~~
They positioned their fire directly under the hole in the roof. �It�s a double blessing,� said Arie. �It kept this place aired out while our friend broke down to his essentials, and it makes a fine passive chimney for us.�
�Red,� said Renna. She and Handy had spread a blanket and sat together, legs stretched to the fire, flank against flank.
�Pardon?� said Arie.
�I�ve decided our guy in the truck was called Red,� she said. �You saw that beard. Am I right, Kory?�
�Right,� he said, but he hardly paid any attention to the conversation. He�d been stationed near the fire by Arie, and was currently turning a rough-hewn spit upon which a large duck drizzled its cargo of autumn fat onto the embers in copious, fiery spatters.
�God, that smells like heaven,� said Curran. He was sitting on a metal stool, using his bare feet to massage Talus�s back. �Nice shot, Handy. Seriously. Right in the head.�
�Lucky shot. The flock was huddling up for the night and it was so dark I almost walked right into them.�
Arie hmphed. �Poor aim doesn�t get a shot like that, not even by accident.� She gave Kory a gentle tap on the crown of his head. �You keep apprenticing to Handy on the shot and bow, and one day it�ll be you bringing home the bacon.�
�Bacon?� Kory murmured, eyes on the turning spit.
�Sure. The woods are full of wild pigs. All you need is opportunity and a steady��
There was a mighty thump from outside, immediately followed by a series of scraping sounds. Before any of them could react, Talus charged the doors, putting herself between the shed�s entrance and the fire. She snarled with a ferocity that made Arie�s spine stiffen. The scratching sounds had stopped, but each time Talus drew a slobbery breath Arie realized she could hear heavy breathing on the other side of the door. Something was running its nose�apparently a very large nose�near the bottom edge of the rickety shed entrance. The big doors rocked slightly.
�Bear,� said Handy. �Smelling dinner.� The crowbar Curran had used earlier was lying nearby. Handy grabbed it and began striking the side of a rusted metal drum he was using for a seat. It made a loud, sonorous racket. �Make some noise,� he told the rest of them.
In seconds, they were all shouting and whooping. Talus started inching closer to the doors. She was still barking, but now she took a slight pause to growl between each volley. In a few seconds, her fur started to lay flat again and her enraged snarling turned into intermittent woofs and growls.
�I think we�re okay now,� said Arie.
Everyone seemed to breathe out at once, a soft group sigh of relief.
�Was it really a bear?� asked Kory.
�Oh yeah,� said Curran. He was standing by Talus now, petting and praising her. �Didn�t you ever get one nosing around at the cabin?�
He shook his head slowly. �Papa hunted a bear once, but I only saw it after it was meat.�
�Here�s the thing to remember,� said Arie. �All that thudding and clawing you heard? Black bears aren�t very good at being subtle. You�re likely to hear them coming, and they�d rather run off than tussle with people.� The boy still had a wild-eyed look to him. �Best mind our supper, there,� she said. �I believe the duck might scorch.�
Kory jerked slightly, like coming awake, and hurried back to the spitted duck. He gave it a half turn and checked. �Nope, it�s okay,� he said, sounding relieved.
�Good job,� said Arie. �Let�s have a peek.�
With the knife from her belt, she carefully pierced the joint where the duck�s thigh attached to its body and squinted to see the color of the juices as they ran. �Almost,� she said. �Five more minutes.� She wiped the knife on the leg of her pants before tucking it at her waist again. �You know, Kory, I thought Renna was a bear the first time I saw her.�
He looked at her sideways and cocked an eyebrow with an expression that said, Lady, who are you trying to kid?
�That�s news to me,� said Renna.
�Oh yes,� said Arie. She told them about that night back at Granny�s house, when Renna had crashed into the rooms of ruin right below where she, Arie, was hidden in the attic. How the noise had made her think, at first, it was a bear.
�I�d had a bear visit before,� she said, �so that�s where my head went. But then I heard her voice down there and knew it was no bear.�
�And that�s how you met,� said Kory.
�No, not quite,� said Arie. �She ran off again. We met the next evening, when Handy brought her back.�
�I met her first,� said Handy.
Kory glanced around at all of them and shook his head. �I�m confused.�
�More story for another time,� said Arie. �Let�s eat that duck.�
Such a meal. It was wonderfully fatty, the skin dark and crisp, and the meat slightly pink and juicy. Everyone�s lips and hands were soon shining, and Talus�who�d already dispatched the duck�s innards�neatly snatched the tidbits tossed her way now and then.
They washed up in water brought from the river, and arranged their beds. The fire burned low as they settled down to sleep, and Arie watched the thin raft of wood smoke still hanging in the joists. It wafted toward the hole in the roof and out into the night. Kory tossed from one side to another.
�That bear won�t be back,� said Arie. �Not with good Talus here. Black bears won�t abide a fearless dog.�
�Okay,� the boy murmured.
�Okay,� said Arie. She looked at Curran. He�d taken first watch, as he often did, and he�d perched on the metal drum with the rifle across his lap. He was using his knife to pare his fingernails. �Curran, sing us off. Will you my friend?�
He did. It was a rollicking little tune, but he sang it low and dulcet.
I saw a mockingbird sitting in a tree
Singing his mockingbird song for me
Oh my friend, you do get around and
Bring back every little birdie sound.
That�s fine, hi-di-hey,
Robin Redbreast, Goldfinch, Jay.
That�s sweet, hi-di-ho,
Meadowlark and Oriole.


They drifted off on his voice and it was the last thing they heard until�far into the wee hours�an owl perched in the eaves and asked an owl�s favorite question.
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BEFORE THEY LEFT, Renna poked around the barn and found a padded mover�s blanket. It was moth-eaten and rodent befouled, threadbare and full of holes, but there was ample enough fabric to cover the body of the man from the pickup truck.
Once they were packed, they tramped down to the spot where the truck had bumped to a stop and spilled its cargo. Intent as they were on covering ground and conserving energy, stopping to bury the body was out of the question. But none of them felt right leaving the corpse so unceremoniously splayed on the ground.
The body lay face down, arms askew, neck curled at a terrible angle. One of the man�s feet was still partway up on the truck�s running board. Handy pushed at the withered limbs until the body was lying in a mostly straight line, and Renna unfurled the blanket, squinting away from the cloud of dust it released when she did. She dropped it over the man, looked at it for a moment, and then squatted to tuck the blanket loosely around him. Kory bent to help.
�Thanks, partner,� she said when they�d finished. They looked down at the ragged cigar-shaped bundle.
�I feel bad I made that joke last night,� said Kory.
Curran draped an arm around the boy�s shoulder. �Not to worry,� he said. �This guy�s been gone a long time. He doesn�t know a thing.�
�He made his choice,� said Arie, �and we didn�t interfere with it.� She looked around them. The morning was clear and sparkled with thin frost. Ground fog hovered over the pasture-turned-meadowland, and the early sun turned the long ribbons a breathtaking, prismatic gold.
�Whoever he was,� said Handy, �he�s getting a farewell today that he missed before.�
�Rest for him, rest for the Mother,� said Arie. �Now,� she told Kory, �we have a long walk today. Let�s get started.�
Even as they made a move to set out, Handy raised a palm. �Hold up,� he said. �The five of us, we�ve been out, away from town for a long time now. Arie, you said it yourself�as a group, we don�t have much experience with the world out here.� He pursed his lips, looking north.
�When I traveled to Eureka to find my sister, I saw evil things. I told you some of them, but not all. By myself, I could get around a lot of it. Quick to duck out of sight. That�s not so simple with a group. The next best thing to not being seen at all is to not be seen as an easy target. Curran, you�re the most intimidating thing about us, so carry the rifle in hand.� Curran wordlessly swung the Remington off his shoulder and thumbed the safety.
�We need to stay close. No forging ahead or dropping behind. If you need to stop, say something. Talus is our scout for now.� He gave the dog�s rump a vigorous scratch and she closed her eyes. �Our numbers make us vulnerable, but that�s our advantage, too.� He gestured at his face. �All eyes, watching in all directions. Out here, we have decent visibility, but nearer to town we won�t.� Finally, he looked at Arie. �Or in town. What do you think?�
Arie studied the visible tops of the buildings up on the hill. �I haven�t seen a town in two years, nor what�s been done to them since. What do you think the odds are we�ll find anything useful?�
�Nygaard�s is really close,� said Curran.
�What�s that?� Arie asked.
�A sporting goods store, about three blocks up. I�d love to at least give it a pass.�
�Wouldn�t that be the first place people would raid?� said Renna. �Except maybe the supermarket and gas station.�
�There isn�t a store or building that hasn�t likely been stripped clean by now,� said Arie. �But there comes a point when the few souls left stop looking, thinking they�ve seen it all. Hard to say what they might overlook.� She pulled speculatively at an earlobe. �I favor giving it a try.�
�Are we agreed?� said Handy, looking at each of them.
�If we get that far in and things feel wrong, we backtrack,� said Renna.
�Yes,� said Arie. �We not only watch for trouble, we feel for it, too. You know what I mean.�
�Goosebumps,� said Kory.
�That�s right,� said Handy. �The rest of us need to keep a weapon at hand, too.� He rested his palm lightly on the handle of his knife. �This way,� he told Kory. �Anyone who sees you understands you�re on guard, and most of the time they�ll steer clear.� Kory did as Handy had, right palm on his knife. For good measure, he pulled the shot from his back pocket.
�Good,� said Arie. �Practicing to be ready is how you teach your body to be ready when trouble comes.�
�One other thing,� said Handy. He was speaking to everyone, but he put a hand on Kory�s shoulder as he spoke. �The more people were clustered up before the pox, the more dead bodies there were afterward. You�ll likely see plenty up there.� He gestured toward Arcata with a tilt of his head. �Our benefactor back in the truck barn is not likely the hardest thing we�ll see. There�s no way to prepare for that,� he said.
And no way to unsee it later, thought Arie. �A good reminder, Brother,� she said. �Forewarned is forearmed.�
~~~
The final mile of bottomland was a heavier slog than any of it they�d tramped through the day before. The Mad River, which had run on their right, now took its wide turn toward the sea. As they approached its banks, the ground declined and became mucky underfoot.
Once they broke through the worst of the weeds, the issue became finding a place to cross. Wet weather had brought the river just shy of flood stage. Even though the current was manageable, none of them relished the idea of wading in and being drenched up to their armpits. Despite their determination to stay together, they decided to split up and walk in opposite directions in search of a shallow spot.
�I�ll give a whistle every couple of minutes,� Handy said. �Arie, you whistle back. A double if you want to turn back and meet up.�
�Shout �here� if you find a place,� said Arie, �and we�ll do the same.�
Handy, Renna, and Kory turned toward the coast. Arie, Curran, and Talus moved east. As promised, Handy whistled not long after they�d lost sight of each other. Arie stuck thumb and forefinger in her mouth and gave a piercing response. The bright sound seemed to bounce off the water, making Talus�s head pop up from her busy investigation of the narrow riverbank.
Curran grinned at her. �I hate to admit it,� he said, �but I�m jealous.�
�Of what?�
�That whistle. I never did learn how to do it that way. It sounds like a hawk calling. Now, if you want a really fine imitation of Jethro Tull, I�m your man.�
�What on earth are you talking about?� said Arie, squinting upriver with a hand lifted to shade her eyes in the silver glare of the overcast day.
Curran shook his head. �Only some long-gone, badass flute riffs, my friend.�
�Things only get worse in this direction,� she said. �Am I seeing this right?�
He craned his neck as they tramped ahead. �It doesn�t look too promising so far.�
Another whistle from Handy, this one not nearly as close. Arie signaled back. �I don�t think we need to go much farther,� she said. �We�re damned near walking backwards at this point, and the water looks deeper than the place we started.�
�Shit. Looks like we�re going to be getting soaked after all.�
Arie was about to give a double whistle and turn back, when they heard Handy�s strong, hey! Talus came to attention again with a single hearty woof.
�Yes, ma�am,� said Curran. �Let�s go find your pal Kory. Want to?� Talus�s tongue appeared in a doggy grin and she turned course.
Ten minutes later, they found their crossing.
�It�s a bridge,� said Kory, excited.
Sure enough, a big maple had fallen directly across at a narrowish bend, creating a natural path from one side to the other.
�Look at the multitude of feet that have beat us to this spot,� said Arie. The bank all around the base-end of the log was gritty mud and provided a clear record of how busy a thoroughfare this serendipitous bridge was. �How many do you recognize?� she asked Kory. He was able to spot duck, fox, and various birds. �These large ones are ravens, I�d say, and look�they left muddy prints right across to the other side.�
�Why?� asked Kory. �They don�t need a bridge to get over.�
�There�s a world of difference between need and want,� Arie said. �They�re tricksters, ravens. Do things for the sheer contrary joy of it. And look there, what a good dog has found.�
Talus was inspecting a place to one side of the bridge with particular care, nosing in the weeds so that her whole head kept disappearing.
�That�s huge,� breathed Kory.
�Cat,� said Arie. �A mature mountain lion. No wonder Talus is interested.� She surveyed the busy bend in the river. �They�ve made themselves their own thoroughfare. Isn�t it glorious? The Rightful Inheritors, going about their earnest business while we hang fire. As it always should have been, drat our big, fat brains.�
�What�s rightful inheritor?�
�All the earthlings doing the things they ought, without our intercession,� she said. Something upstream caught her attention. �Like her.�
She pointed to an undulation in the water about ten yards from the fallen tree. At first, it was only a momentary dark disturbance in the monochrome surface of the river. Then it appeared again, closer. Kory breathed a low sigh and stared. The otter, fat and sleek, rose and fell once more before sliding halfway out onto the bank. She pointed her cunning white face in their direction, nose twitching so that the beads of water clinging to her whiskers flicked around her.
�Easy,� murmured Curran. Talus stretched her neck and tested the air, but remained seated. They all stood watching each other, otter to humans, until finally the otter made a U-turn and disappeared beneath the surface, apparently finished with the odd upright animals clustered at the maple bridge.
�That�s a Rightful Inheritor,� said Arie. �Let�s cross.�
The bole of the tree was wide enough to put one foot in front of the other, but the wood was slick with moss near the center. Talus capered across, and Kory followed with zero hesitation. �I want you right in front of me,� Arie told Curran. �My balance isn�t so hot anymore.� He did as she said, offering a hand when they reached the midpoint, and Arie was grateful for it. When everyone landed on dry ground, they filled their water bottles and cinched their packs.
They climbed the far bank. A fence ran perpendicular to the river, barbed wire sagging in places but still formidable. Handy and Curran stood on the wire so everyone could clamber over, and at the top of a small rise, they paused. Beyond them was the last stretch of meadowland, bristling with a proliferation of signage. They were standing in a rough triangle of acreage hemmed on either side by the highway and the frontage. The roads converged at a sign that read, �Arcata, Samoa Boulevard.� The exit off-ramp�which the sign�s arrow once pointed to�was now an enormous pit filled with slabs of asphalt, twisted guardrail, and turves of earth and roots.
�Oh my God,� said Renna. �Can you believe this?�
There were stalled and mangled vehicles everywhere. They blocked the highway in both directions and clotted the place where the exit had once narrowed from three directions into a single lane. Whatever had caused the off-ramp explosion had made a hash of nearby cars. Engine parts, gaping tires, and milky nets of safety glass lay everywhere. The concrete overpass was collapsed onto the roadway below.
�We�ll cut across the highway,� said Curran. �If we go up the bank on the other side, we�ll be on the frontage.�
�It�s pretty steep,� said Handy.
�Let�s try,� said Arie.
They picked their way through the mass of vehicles, trying not to look inside. The vast majority held corpses, slumped over steering wheels or leaning against windows. The road was so occluded they were forced to go single-file, sometimes squeezing sideways between cars. Dead center in the grassy median, a big Mercedes sedan was skewed sideways between a jackknifed semi-trailer and the front of a minivan. The driver�s window was down and the driver, a woman in a Chanel suit hung halfway out of the car, face to the door. Her arms dangled as though she�d died trying to crawl out that window. Probably an attorney or someone high up the ladder at the university, Arie thought. She was sorry as hell to see that animals had made serious work of the woman�s hands and forearms. She directed Kory to look the opposite direction as they inched past.
Most of these people, Arie knew, had already been sick when they got behind the wheel. It looked like the worst of the traffic had been leaving Arcata. Students from Humboldt State, perhaps, desperate to drive north or south, all of them trying to outrun a dark passenger that was already making their skin a striking, vibrant pink, and filling their lungs with thick fluid.
Once they were on the far side of the highway, the bank sloping up to the frontage road looked a lot steeper. �Damn,� said Renna, gazing at the top.
�Here goes,� said Curran, securing the rifle on his back. He retreated a few paces and took a running start. He was nearly all the way up before he had to slow down and pick his way along the final three or four feet, grabbing onto bushes and finally throwing a leg over the guardrail at street level. �Not bad,� he called. Talus barked at Curran and then bounded up to the top like a mountain goat and barked back down at the rest of them.
�Sure, make it look easy,� said Renna. She started up, using her walking stick for balance.
�Kory,� said Arie, �let�s you and I go together. I might need your reflexes on the way.� She leaned on her stick, too. Handy brought up the rear. They were nearly at the top when Renna�s bad leg buckled. She threw herself flat against the slope and tried to grab onto the dead grass, but only succeeded in turning herself sideways as she fell.
In the split second it took for Arie to register that Renna was going to bowl her down, Kory yanked Arie hard to the right. Renna tumbled past, still grabbing for purchase. Six feet back, Handy stepped directly into her trajectory, arms spread and knees flexed. She plowed into his right side. He fell to his knees and caught the back of Jaimee Wallace�s fine green coat clutched in a death grip. He had her.
They all stood for a minute, breathing hard. �What�s the damage?� Arie called. �Can she climb?�
Renna was pulling herself around into a sitting position. Handy was bent next to her, speaking too quietly for Arie to hear. He raised one fist in a thumbs-up.
Kory heaved a shaky sigh of relief, and Arie laughed. She pinched each of his cheeks with her two hands. �You can say that again,� she said. �Boy, am I glad I picked you for a climbing partner.�
Handy and Renna rested while Kory and Arie finished the climb. With Handy supporting her, Renna made it, too, by fits and starts. When they neared the top, Curran straddled the guardrail and leaned out to take her hands. Over she came, with Handy right behind, and then they were all standing on the frontage road together.
�What�s the damage?� Arie asked, looking Renna over from head to toe.
�I�ll survive,� she said. �This hurts.� She gingerly touched her chin and winced when her fingertips grazed a nasty scrape there and came away bloody. Her forearms were abraded, too, and there was a small spot of blood seeping through one knee of her jeans.
�We�ll get that patched up,� Arie said. She plucked away a bit of leafy detritus tangled in Renna�s dark curls. �Good as new.�
Renna rolled her eyes at that, but then she started to smile. �Ow,� she winced, touching the undamaged skin along the side of her jaw. �Damn it, Arie, don�t make me laugh.�
Handy had his water bottle. Renna had a long drink and then let him pour some over her wounds. Arie was glad to see they were shallow and would soon scab over. The sooner the better, in the post-antibiotic world.
Kory and Talus were playing tug-of-war with a slender branch, the dog mock growling, Kory laughing and growling back. Curran hushed them, his face somber. His stiff posture made Arie look around at him.
�All right?� she asked.
�Do you hear that?� He swung the rifle off his shoulder and held it in front of him.
They all froze, listening. Off to their left, long rhythmic rolling sounds approached. The gritty sound of wheels on pavement. Suddenly a man appeared, sweeping onto the frontage road. A man on wheels, gliding toward them on a pair of rollerblades.
Perhaps it was the man�s smile, or the flamboyant tilt of head. Maybe it was the brown and white osprey feather jutting from his knit cap or the fact that he was wearing a shin-length black cape but all five of them�including Talus�stood stock-still as he approached, dumbstruck.
�Hail, vagabonds,� he called cheerily. �Well met!� The cape belled gracefully behind him, showing a satin lining the color of dark cherries.
This unexpected greeting seemed to wake Arie first. �Whither, gallivant?� she shouted.
The skating man, already a half-block past them, made a shift so quick and elegant it was nearly invisible and then was skating backward, moving away yet facing them. He began to roll back and forth in wide arcs, studying them. �You wound me,� he said to Arie. �I roll with purpose.�
�From what, to where?� she returned with no hesitation.
�To and fro. Or fro and to, depending on my mood.�
�Your mood seems pert enough.� They�d begun trailing after as he continued moving in those broad, graceful curves.
He glanced briefly over his shoulder, ensuring his path was clear. �Then my plan,� he said, �has proved itself.�
�Which plan is that?� said Handy.
�To wit,� the man said. He raised one finger for emphasis. ��Wise men ne�er sit and wail their loss but cheerily seek how to redress their harms.� The Bard.� With a wink, he executed the little turn again and began skating on.
Curran called after. �Is it worth scavenging in town?�
�Up there?� he said, gesturing up the hill in the direction of town. �It�s been done. I can�t advise you, though. These things are none of mine. Cura te ipsum�that�s my motto.� As he rolled away, now picking up speed, he called back. �Take care of your own self.�
Handy turned to Arie. �That sounds familiar.�
She snorted and flapped a palm at him. �The sentiment doesn�t look to have done him any harm.�
�It�s like I�m on mushrooms right now,� said Renna. �What the hell?� She looked at Kory, who was still staring after the tiny, retreating figure on skates. �What do you think?�
�I want shoes with wheels,� he said, voice fat with admiration.
�Are we going in?� said Curran. He still held the rifle in both hands. They were now standing at the foot of a street that led straight up to the town center. �I can see Nygaard�s from here, up there on the left.�
Arie looked where he pointed. It was close. Streets were narrow; houses and shops were built close to the cracked sidewalks. The taller of them seemed almost to tilt forward. The town was built on a series of hills, so the road gradually climbed until it crested about a half-mile away. In the shadowy distance, above Arcata proper, sat the university. Founders Hall dominated the hillside. With every window and arched entrance dark, it looked more like the bulwark of a maximum-security prison than a bastion of higher education.
�Cutting through town saves us a lot of miles on foot,� said Handy. �Otherwise, we�ll need to work back to the highway. We�ll end up bearing west as well as north. Those are miles we�ll have to make up later.�
Renna groaned. �I don�t love this. But I hate the idea of fighting through all those dead cars again, too.�
�We�re going to lose the day,� said Curran.
�You�re right,� said Arie. �We�re here now. Let�s give it a try. One block at a time.�
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�WHAT ARE THEY?� asked Renna, staring down the first side street. On every door was an indicator slashed in drooling spray paint: a red number, a green number, or the familiar red X.
�Body count,� said Curran. �Looks like someone was a lot more efficient about it here than in Eureka. The X means no one inside. A red number is a casualty�sick or dead. Green means a healthy person.�
There were very few green numbers.
They walked in pairs, Handy and Renna in front, Arie and Kory right behind them, and Curran bringing up the rear with Talus. As Handy had suggested, they each kept one hand on a weapon and looked in every direction as they proceeded.
After the openness of the frontage road, the quiet of the town seemed strangely amplified. The sounds of animals, birds, and trees moving in the wind were largely missing here, but the more stunning absence was the pedestrian cacophony of human enterprise. When the eye saw homes and shop windows and cars parked along the street, the mind had an expectation of voices and a proliferation of engines. Arie thought what a morass of buzzing, humming, grinding, ticking, and whirring had gone on in the world before, and what a deep concavity the absence of all that sound left in its wake. The loudest thing on the street right now was the faint gritting of their shoes on the concrete.
Before they�d reached the end of the second block, a light breeze had sprung up. The overcast sky broke open here and there, providing patchwork glimpses of blue. Sunlight landed in random bits. In the near distance, at the top of the hill, the soaring white spire of the Presbyterian church was made momentarily brilliant.
The light also winked off twisted chrome and shattered glass at a gas station on the corner. Kory and Renna looked away as they passed, and Handy watched straight ahead. Arie was compelled to bear witness to the mess. She saw Curran looking, too.
Once again, cars were massed together like ants around a sugar cube, and at least half of these were burned out husks. The station�s expansive front windows appeared to have disintegrated, as had the windows of nearby homes. An entire bank of pumps was a warped and blackened mass. Dark bundles lay all around the site, and it took Arie several moments to realize they were bodies�heads bent, limbs contracted, like victims caught in the lava flow of a volcanic eruption. Even here, though, nature relentlessly worked its reclamation. Deep fissures in the concrete had made room for seeds and spores. The wild plants that took hold merged with overgrown grass in the parking strip to create an interconnected maze of the living and the dead.
They were nearing the sporting goods store now. The side of the building was painted in a fantastical mural of outdoor life: river rafting, fly-fishing, deer hunting, all of it now peeling and faded. Commercial buildings and residences sat side by side, a throwback to an era before strict zoning laws. As they approached a battered Craftsman-style house, Talus�heeling alertly to Curran�looked up. Arie saw this in her peripheral vision and followed the dog�s gaze. From the second floor, a white curtain luffed in and out on the breeze. As they passed, a hand pulled the curtain in. The window closed with a thud that made everyone jump.
�It�s all right,� said Arie, keeping her eye on the dog. �If Talus is good, we�re good, too. Just keep walking.� The handsome front door sported no numerals, just the garish red X: no one inside here.
The double entrance of Nygaard�s was chained and padlocked, but the glass was completely shattered. It lay strewn everywhere, inside and out. Arie wondered if the gas station detonation had done the damage, but dark splotches that could only be a copious amount of old blood indicated a different dark mischief. They stepped through the empty doorframe and paused on the other side.
�Wow,� said Kory. Renna draped an arm over the boy�s shoulders.
�What a shit show,� said Curran.
The place was a chaotic nightmare jumble�part retail inventory sent sprawling, part filth brought in from outside by both intention and time. The dank smell of mold hung like a curtain.
�It�s just a different kind of hunting,� said Arie. �Let�s see what we might find.�
They remained paired up and got to work, four on the main floor and Curran up in the half-mezzanine above. There were heaps and piles of things for children: shoes, jackets, stuffed animals, and tiny bicycles. Dozens of petite blue bottles lay in a shattered display of essential oils, the puddle beneath them dark and viscous. Three palm-sized espresso makers, meant for backpacking, sat untouched on an otherwise empty shelf. Plastic kayaks and surfboards were tumbled from an elevated display, and someone had apparently mistaken a kayak for a portable toilet. A dismaying pile of useful things�tents, sleeping bags, backpacks�had been purposely destroyed and piled in the center of the store, where the dead cash register sat like a monolith.
Nevertheless, they picked through the wreckage like Victorian mudlarks and found a few small treasures: Several tubes of lip balm (stale-smelling but effective), a pair of expensive sunglasses with only a hairline crack at the side of one lens, three mylar packages of dehydrated food stuffed inside a flattened shoe box, a plastic water bottle with a built-in filter, and a half-full bottle of aspirin. Kory discovered a miniature chess set that was missing only the black bishop. He tucked it into his pocket with particular reverence. Handy nearly swooned when he found a topographical map of the county that was made with heavy, plasticized paper.
In a scant twenty minutes they were out of there, back on the sidewalk and grateful for fresh air.
�What do you say we blow this pop stand?� said Curran. �I don�t want to be anywhere near here when the sun goes down.� He spoke in hushed tones, despite the deserted look of everything.
�We can still backtrack and go the long way around,� said Handy. �But it�s only a mile, straight through.�
�I�m for the shortcut,� said Renna, �but let�s go now. I hate the feel of this place.�
�Agreed,� said Arie. �Sooner the better.�
Two blocks up, they came to the town center, a plaza square that had once hosted musicians and farmers markets and a sprawling annual favorite known as the Oyster Festival. The lawn and deep corner planters had become a miniature prairie, the grasses, weeds, ferns, and dead sunflowers now a dense, towering mass.
Renna, out front with Handy again and leaning heavily on her stick, started laughing. She pointed into the middle of the plaza. Dead center, the copper head and shoulders of a grinning Theodore Roosevelt�liberally decorated with streaks of guano�poked out above the grasses, as if Teddy had gotten himself lost and was scouting a path to freedom.
It was the height of all that plant life that prevented them seeing the message, scrawled on the pale yellow brick of the Hotel Arcata until, a few paces later, they were right in front of it. Above their heads, hanging from the second-story windows, was an enormous heavy-gauge vinyl banner. The nylon cords supporting it were frayed, and it sported a few jagged holes, but it was still perfectly legible:
EVAC & MED SERVICES AT REDWOOD BOWL

An arrow pointed north, toward the university. Below the banner, in straggling block letters at least five feet tall, a response:
LIE NO HELP

Finally, under everything else, a more personal message:
Lisa Bento gone to Patrick�s Point
�u know where, Scott

They stared for a few moments. �We can�t keep track of the world with our noses, like other animals� said Arie, �so we write it down.� Her fingers strayed to the front of her thigh. Through the soft fabric of her trousers she traced the ridges of her scars, that formation of Vs she�d written into her own flesh. One for each month since the string broke and the fabric of things began to untether.
Renna studied the words for a long time, head tilted to one side as if she were trying to decipher another language. �I don�t get it,� she said finally. �Did Lisa Bento write it for Scott, or did Scott write it for Lisa Bento?� There was no hint of sarcasm in her voice, and when she turned to look at Arie there were tears in her eyes.
It was on the tip of Arie�s tongue to say, It probably didn�t matter either way, in the end. But the sticky abrasion on Renna�s chin and the dark circles under her eyes stopped her. �They knew,� Arie told her. She leaned forward and touched her forehead to Renna�s, gently as she could. �Come on. Let�s cross the street.�
On the next block, the street narrowed and the hill�s grade steepened. At the crest, towering over everything around it, stood the marquee for a movie theater. A true relic from cinema�s golden age, its outsized Art Deco lines and curves were still breathtaking. ARCATA was spelled out vertically in ancient neon bulbs. Arie had a pang, suddenly wishing she could see it lit up and flashing red fire in the dark.
�What�s that?� said Kory. He gaped at the marquee, and Arie was reminded once again of how very little of the world this boy had seen.
�It�s a theater,� Curran told him. �They were one of the really good things from the time before. Popcorn with extra butter.�
�Milk Duds,� said Renna.
�Oldies Night, am I right? The Princess Bride.� He sketched a reverent little bow to Renna. �As you wish,� he said.
�Super Creature Double Feature,� countered Renna. �Shaun of the Dead.�
Walking between them, Kory watched this sally like a tennis match. As they passed into the shade of the theater�s deep overhang, Renna pointed to the small, glassed-in ticket booth. Remarkably intact, it sat on a mosaic sea of tiny red and white tiles. �Check it out, dude,� she told Kory. �They�ll never make anything like this again.�
The boy stepped onto the tile floor almost reverently. A hand shot from the shadows and clutched his sleeve. �Did you bring sandwiches?�
Kory gasped and leaned backward, pulling a haggard woman out onto the sidewalk with him. It happened so fast she appeared to materialize from nowhere. She had a death grip on his jacket, holding him with both hands now and squinting fiercely in a patch of mottled sunlight.
They surrounded Kory in seconds, but when they thought about it later it seemed to have taken five minutes to reach him. Talus shot forward, a snarl erupting from deep in her chest. Curran was right behind her, the butt of the rifle poised above the woman�s face. �Step back,� he said. �We�re just passing.�
She cringed, closing both eyes, but still she clung to the boy. �You promised,� she wheedled. Her raspy voice was like rusted machinery trying to crank to life.
Talus lowered her head and her growl became so menacing that Arie was afraid to touch her. Instead, she took hold of the woman�s bony wrist. �We don�t know you,� she said. �Let him go and we�ll move on now.�
The woman looked down where Arie held her. Whatever she imagined was happening, it seemed to dawn on her that she was in actual danger. Renna and Handy both had knives drawn and the dog�s teeth were fully bared.
She released Kory�s arm and held up both hands, showing her palms. �I�m so hungry.�
�Good dog,� said Curran, and Talus quieted at once, though she did not take her eyes off the woman.
They backed several paces away, and the woman had enough survival instinct not to follow. She dropped her raised hands in a defeated gesture. Her nails were black with grime and she wore uncountable layers of clothing�corduroy pants under a flowered kimono, several t-shirts, a cable-knit pullover so holey it looked like a blue spider�s web, and a pair of sheepskin boots from which her sockless toes protruded. A heavy stench of rot and sour illness hovered around her.
Renna had pushed Kory partway behind her. �You good?� she asked him, warily watching the dirty woman.
�Yeah,� he said. He was rummaging with something and before she could stop him, he had stepped between them, holding something out.
�Hey, whoa,� said Curran. �What are you doing?�
�She�s hungry,� said Kory. He was holding two apples and a chunk of venison jerky. �Come on,� he said, when the adults glanced around at each other. �It�s okay. She�s hungry.�
Arie nodded at Curran. He raised the rifle partway and kept close to Kory as he approached the woman. She opened her hands like a beggar�s bowl.
�There you go,� the boy told her. �Go ahead. It�s good.�
She smiled at him, and Arie was amazed to see a mouth full of strong, white teeth. She lifted an apple to her nose, inhaling and inhaling the sweet, particular scent, and took an enormous bite. Juice dribbled down her chin. She kept her eyes closed while she chewed, chewed, swallowed. Then she laughed a husky, infectious laugh. �So good,� she said, and opened her eyes.
Kory nodded, looking a little shy now with his good deed accomplished. He started to turn away.
�I can pay,� said the woman.
�No need,� said Arie. �Let�s go, Kory.� She drew him to her, and they pulled back into the street, watching her and keeping a weather eye on the windows and doorways all around them.
�You won�t see him again,� the woman said. �Your father.�
Kory froze.
�What the fuck,� muttered Renna. She put her arm around the boy. �Come on,� she said. �She�s nuts.�
�But��
�Bye baby bunting, Daddy�s gone a�hunting,� said the woman. �He�s asleep in the woods, and there�s no waking him.� The dusty rasp of her voice had smoothed out. She looked steadily at Kory, her eyes a flinty no-color in her creased face. �You�re awake, though. Bright as a beacon, you.� Those glorious white teeth appeared again in a rapacious smile. �Stay near the lady in green. She�s no Madonna, but she�ll do.� She pointed at Arie then, and it seemed as though all the cringe had fallen from the woman�s posture. �This one� my, what a curiosity. What a Janus�looking forward now, turning back later. She carries her heart in her pocket and minds the time with her own flesh and blood.�
The sky had closed up again and the gray pall returned like a dropped blanket. Arie�s scalp prickled wildly. The burn scars on her shoulder tightened and the flock of geese cut into her thighs seemed to pucker. Handy caught her eye and motioned with his head that they should go, but Arie�s feet were rooted to the spot.
�Mind your manners, wash your clothes, eat your carrots, blow your nose,� the woman sing-songed.
�Enough,� said Handy. �We�re leaving.�
�When you�re wandering down the street, don�t forget to watch your feet. That means you, boy.� She took a backward step and waved the chunk of venison jerky. �Bye, baby bunting. Bye bye!�
They didn�t wait to hear more. Curran took up the rear again, rifle in arms, walking backward until they crested the hill and were well past the theater. None of them spoke. Kory was especially silent. He withdrew into their midst so that they were soon moving in a ring with the boy at their center. Talus was out front, ears cocked, tail held low.
Like most small towns along the coast, Arcata�s residential streets ran at right angles to the business thoroughfare, creating a tidy grid of letters and numbers. At each block, Arie looked right, looked left, and saw the same overgrown yards, empty driveways, dark windows. And everywhere those scrawled red Xs, red numbers�red, red, red.
�Almost out of here,� said Curran.
They�d reached the far end of town, some fourteen blocks north of the frontage road. The final two blocks narrowed into a rough Y-shape. A tiny, dilapidated strip mall�seedy even before the end of the world�slumped to their left, every one of its front windows smashed. To their right was a footpath that university students had once used for the short hike from campus to visit pizza shops, laundromats, and music venues. It was now hidden somewhere behind and beneath a massively overgrown hedge of buckthorn, juniper, and towering blue spruce.
�Good riddance,� said Arie.
It took much hacking to push through the tangle that had grown over and on top of the walkway. It had become a snarled tunnel that no full-grown person had accessed in a very long time. At one point, Curran had to crouch so far over he nearly resorted to hands-and-knees crawling.
�Here we are,� said Handy, out front with his machete. He held back the last few broken branches aside and they all came out on the other side with leaves in their hair and more than a few scratches on their faces and forearms. They brushed themselves off and rounded the final corner. The path became a proper sidewalk that ran up to and past the gates of Humboldt State.
Handy and Renna stopped so abruptly Arie nearly stepped on their heels. Then she saw why.
It wasn�t real at first. But such is the way of things outside the realm a healthy mind can conceive. Arie�s first thought was scarecrow. Something hoisted by a creative prankster. This notion was bolstered by the big raven perched on the figure�s shoulder, watching their approach. But then the bird gave a muscular flap of wings and settled itself at the top of the lamppost. The cloud of unreality broke like a soap bubble. This was no leftover Halloween boogeyman. It was a display concocted to terrify, and it did.
The man was fixed to a lamppost, lashed ten feet overhead in a perfect cruciform. His face was a balloon of black and purple, so bloated in its extremity it was difficult to parse the expected landmarks of eyes, nose, mouth. His head was bluntly foreshortened, and Arie realized it was because his scalp�the entire top curve of his head, really�was gone. Gone, too, were his hands. The cuffs of his denim jacket were as black with old blood as his face was, and his arms ended in abrupt points of bone that jutted from his sleeves. The perfect, clean white of those bones shone like something polished with terrible care. He had died wearing a dark coverall and thick-soled work boots, the sort of uniform favored by maintenance workers. Above his left breast pocket was an embroidered nametag too covered with blood to make out. Around his neck a large cardboard sign was scrawled with a single word:
DESECRATOR

The sign was a bit warped, its corners beginning to curl, but if it had been outside in the weather for any length of time, it would have been in much worse shape. This poor monster had not likely been out here for even a week.
�Go, go, go,� said Renna. She had pulled Kory close so that his face was turned away from the horror and against her shoulder.
They hurried by the grisly lamppost. The path, now a sidewalk, curved past the grandiose university entrance sign�a faux mission-style fabrication that sported a robust carpet of mildew and lichen�and meandered along the entire west side of campus. Scores of windows in nearby multistory buildings were like blind eyes, showing only a blank reflection of the deepening gray afternoon. Arie tried to keep her mind equally blank, tried not to imagine the one who wrote that sign�desecrator�gazing out at them now from somewhere nearby.
In a few minutes they were beyond the last straggling buildings at the campus�s northern edge. The sidewalk narrowed into a path again and then petered out to become another dirt trail. Beyond the university grounds, a bluff dropped precipitously to one side, straight down to the highway. On their other side stood a perimeter of scrub blackberry so dense a field mouse would have trouble getting through. They pressed on up the grade. At the crest of the rise, they came over the top, breathing hard.
�Of fucking course,� said Curran. He bent over and rested his hands on his knees, shaking his head and breathing hard.
Arie thought she heard Renna make a small sob, but when she looked, Renna was stifling a laugh. �I thought yesterday was bizarre,� she said. �Wrong. Turns out, rolling our dead acquaintance out of his barn in a pickup truck was pretty freaking normal.�
At one time the trail had led to a side road that wound along the bluff and merged into the next small town. Someone had decided that thoroughfare was a problem. Like the exploded on-ramp they�d encountered earlier in the day, the path abruptly ended at a small mountain of rubble. It was far more than a roadblock.
Not only had the deliberate destruction toppled trees and piled a vast quantity of rock and dirt, but a concerted effort had enlarged and complicated the barrier. It towered at least ten feet over Curran�s head. Backyard furniture, patio umbrellas, and a variety of bicycles were layered into the mound, packed in carefully with more dirt and chunks of asphalt�presumably gathered from the opposite side, where the path once met the street. Stripped tree branches had been thrust in all over the mess, their splintered ends pointed out like the world�s largest, ugliest porcupine. Light reflected off a great many embedded shards of glass.
Handy slid out of his pack and dropped it at his feet with a soft grunt. �If I were alone, I might give it a try, but�� He scanned the confusion in front of them. �Not a chance.� He unlaced the front pocket of the pack and fished out the new map.
�Plan B,� said Curran.
�B?� said Renna. �I don�t think so, big guy. We�re on a plan that doesn�t even cross the alphabet anymore.�
Handy stooped and spread the map on the ground before him. �Come have a look, Kory. Show me where we are now.�
The boy dropped onto his butt in the dirt and studied the map. He paused a moment then touched his fingertip to the smooth surface. �We started here,� he said, and began to trace a careful line, north by northwest. �Then we went this way, then out.� Arie realized he had started from his cabin, and was tracking their route through the woods and out to the coast with uncanny accuracy. �Arcata is right here�oh, there�s the university. So, we�re right about here.� He gave the map a little tap. Talus had parked herself right next to him, and she gave his cheek a companionable lick. �Hey,� he said, and wiped his sleeve across his wet cheek.
�Yes,� said Arie. �And where we�re headed is up here.� She bent and poked the spot where God�s Land was tucked into the hills.
�Not too bad,� said Kory. �It�s pretty close, I mean.�
�As the crow flies,� said Handy. �But there�s lots of rough miles to cover between here and there. The things we saw today could be just the start of what we�ll find.�
�And we�re not crows,� said Kory. His blue eyes were grave.
�Exactly so,� said Arie. �We have to rely on terra firma to get us there.�
�And put up with bullshit like this from homo sapiens,� said Curran, looking at the lethal pile in their path.
�Hayesville is right here,� Handy said, indicating a dot on the map nearest to their location.
�After the things we�ve seen today, I say we skip it,� said Renna.
�Agreed,� said Curran. �I can�t see how scavenging is worth the risk at this point. We still have food and supplies to last awhile, right?�
�It�s not that easy,� said Handy. He sketched a large, meandering circle with one finger. �Hayesville has a big spread. There are clumped-up bunches of houses all over this area. It�s easy enough to stay away from the center of town, here,� he pointed. �And we need to start cutting inland right here. It�s going to be almost impossible to avoid the place completely.�
Curran leaned in for a look. �You�re right,� he sighed. �We�d have to backtrack all the way and take our chances on the highway.� He paused, shaking his head. �Or cut due east and try to climb a two-thousand foot elevation.�
�I don�t like the exposure on the highway,� said Arie.
�No, neither do I,� said Handy. �And exposure isn�t the only problem. Look what happens to the 101 just north of where we are now.� He traced the white line for them, and it was abundantly clear. The road, which mirrored the line of the coast, curved miles west of where they sat before steadily moving inland again.
�We�d have to go days out of our way, no matter how you cut it,� said Renna. �You know what? I�m too damned beat up to choose. If we don�t make camp soon, I�m going to trip and skin something else.� She touched the grazed skin of her face again.
�We don�t have much light left,� said Arie. �The only thing that makes sense is to cut into the woods and make camp. Tomorrow we�ll plot a course that will keep us at the farthest edges of town.�
Handy folded the map and returned it to his pack. �We�re going to have to retrace our steps awhile to get past this blackberry hell,� he said.
It was ten minutes before they found a reasonable break in the snarl of briars, and still they added to the scratches and scrapes they�d already accumulated earlier in the day. When they got through, and into the trees, they found a level place under a ring of redwoods that was dry and spongy. After they�d shrugged off their packs, Arie began digging a shallow fire pit.
�I�ll get wood,� said Kory. �Chop chop!� he yelled at Talus, laughing. They bounded up and over a small bank and into the trees.
�We don�t need much,� Arie called after him.
�And watch out for poison oak,� yelled Renna. She closed her eyes and sighed, looking weary to the bone. �All we need is a kid covered with itchy blisters.�
�I�ve never had it,� said Arie, building up a little berm of rocks on the windward side of the pit. �Lucky I guess. It�s a torment.�
�It�s hell,� said Curran. He was digging food from the packs while Handy made a quick perimeter check. �I didn�t walk in it, though�it was way worse than that.� Across the bank, Talus voiced a single, happy bark.
�How�d it get you?� asked Renna.
�Breathed it,� said Curran. �I was helping a friend clear brush around his property, and we threw all the dry stuff on a bonfire.�
Arie grimaced. �People have died that way.�
�Yeah, that�s what they told me in the emergency room when I was trying really hard to breathe.�
Renna lifted her water bottle in a salute. �To learning things the hard way,� she said, and took a long swallow.
Directly overhead, a great horned owl�brother, perhaps, to the one they�d heard in the tractor barn the night before�chimed in with a throaty interrogative. That�s when the early evening quiet was split with the piercing sound of Kory�s screams.
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HANDY GOT THERE FIRST. As Arie crested the little forest rise and hurried down the other side, her mind was a confusion of impressions. It was like being on the beach and almost losing him to the tide all over again. Her first thought was that the trouble must be a person or animal, but even with Handy now bent over him, Kory kept screaming. Curran skidded down next to them and Renna tried to corral Talus, who ran in small circles, barking hoarsely.
�What is it?� Arie shouted, working her way down to them, doing her best not to lose her footing and tumble headlong. Her heart thrummed manically each time the boy belted out another howl.
�His foot,� Handy shouted. �It�s a damned trap!�
Arie got to the bottom of the incline. Kory lay in a shrubby spot near a small creek. A sparse tumble of firewood lay near him.
�My leg,� he cried. �Get it off!�
Then she could see the trouble. The rusted iron jaws of a leg-hold trap had closed on the boy�s foot and lower leg. It was a relic from a long-gone era, when predator trapping was a moneymaking industry. The cuff of Kory�s jeans was darkening with blood, which looked black in the disappearing light. The skin had been broken, and badly. Arie�s own limbs went numb with dread�the trap probably had teeth.
Curran and Handy both worked to open the mechanism. Arie grabbed a slender limb from the spilled firewood.
�That�s it,� she said. �Get this in there and lever it.� In a moment, they had the evil thing off the boy. He made a sound through his clenched teeth, part moan and part growl. �Yes, indeed, my friend,� said Arie. �Try to be still and let me look.�
Renna knelt to take Kory�s head on her lap while Arie scooted to his feet. Sure enough, the trap was the toothed variety, outlawed in dim ages past but treasured by some collectors and picked up for current use by gods knew what sort of person. The only mercy was the shape of those teeth�squared off pegs rather than triangular points.
She drew her knife and slit the sodden leg of his jeans from cuff to knee. With all the blood it was hard to tell, but he had at least three puncture wounds that would need stitches. The flesh was already badly swollen, turning dark beneath the skin as they watched. He began to shiver convulsively.
�Curran, get him up to the fire,� said Arie. �I need to clean this.�
Curran worked his arms under Kory and cradled him. �Here we go, little man. I gotcha.�
�I�ll get water boiling,� said Handy. He pelted up the rise ahead of everyone but Talus, who already stood at the crest, whining softly. Curran was not far behind, his long legs making short work of the climb, even with the boy in his arms.
Getting off her knees, Arie stumbled. She stood for a moment, head down, to catch her equilibrium.
�All right?� asked Renna. Her hair had come mostly loose from its horsetail; it bushed out in wild waves and curls all around her battered face. A small rush of gratitude flooded Arie, and she touched an unmarked spot along the younger woman�s jaw.
�If you don�t look like Medusa herself,� she said. �Go ahead. I�m right behind.�
�I�ll find the first-aid pack,� Renna said. She was already halfway up the little slope, as if that long day and the hard knocks it had dispensed were nothing more than a faint inconvenience.
In the minute it took Arie to get back to camp, the sky had gone full dark. The fire blazed high and the lantern sat next to Kory, a white beacon that lit his wounds garishly. They�d elevated his injured leg on one of the packs, and Curran was carefully swaddling the boy in blankets.
Arie dippered boiled water out of the pot and washed her hands, eyes on Kory as she scrubbed. There weren�t many flying insects out in the chill weather, but Curran used his knit cap to swat intermittently at the few gnats circling the lantern.
�Let�s see what�s what,� said Arie, settling herself at the boy�s feet. Handy dipped a clean towel in the hot water and wrung it out. She folded it into a large rectangle and began to blot away the congealing blood from Kory�s wounded leg. Steam curled into the night air, first from the rag and then from the boy�s skin. He moaned from inside his cocoon of blankets. Talus was stretched along his side. She looked at his partially exposed face, gave it a brief, tender lick, and then turned her attention back to what Arie was doing.
�The bleeding isn�t as serious as I�d feared,� said Arie. �Let�s give him one of those aspirins we found today. Only one, though, until we have him closed up.�
The zippered first-aid bag they�d brought from the Wallace�s lay open like a book in Renna�s hands. �There�s a lot in here,� she said. �Suture kits. And glue.� She pulled out a small white tube and held it up.
�Grace be thanked for it,� said Arie. �Hold onto it for me. And Handy, there�s a paper sack of medicinals in my things, about halfway down. Find the dried yarrow�it�s marked. Make tea.� She lowered her voice a bit. �There�s whiskey, too. We�ll want it.�
While Arie and Renna removed the boy�s ruined jeans, speaking to him steadily all the while, Handy got the yarrow steeping in their cook pot. This he laced with whiskey and poured off a mugful. Renna took it, and while she helped Kory sip at the concoction, Handy soaked fresh rags in the remainder.
With the dirt and blood washed away, the damage to the boy�s ankle and foot was brutally obvious. The powerful spring had sunk the jaw�s metal ridges into Kory�s lower leg in way that looked disturbingly like the asymmetrical bite of a gigantic human mouth.
�This one first,� said Arie, indicating a deep laceration in the meat of the boy�s calf. It puckered open like a blind eye, still steadily oozing blood. �It�s too deep for the glue. I need to stitch it.�
Handy poured yarrow tea over Arie�s hands and she washed as well as she could, wincing but not pulling away from the heat of it. This he followed with a splash of whiskey. Even then, the steam rose from the lobster-pink skin of her hands. �You too, Renna,� she said. �I�m going to need your help.�
She once more sponged the seepage from the largest gash on Kory�s leg and pressed a dry rag against it. The first-aid kit yielded a miniature bottle of antiseptic solution. She poured a few precious drops onto her hands and Renna�s, then drizzled it over Kory�s slashed flesh in a thin, red-brown stream. The curved needle in the suture kit was already equipped with sterile thread.
�Now,� she said to Renna, �I need you to help hold these edges together while I stitch. Curran, keep him still as you can.�
The fixing took longer than she intended, but this type of trouble always did. During the worst of it, time lost relevance altogether. Even with the whiskey in him and Curran doing his best to still and calm the boy, the deeper stitches caused Kory to cry out. Handy ended up crouched opposite Arie, gripping Kory by knee and ankle. The flesh continued to swell and stiffen, making a difficult task even harder. By the time she finished, Arie�s back was damp with sweat and chilled in the night air.
�Break open that glue,� she said. Renna did, and held it out with a badly shaking hand.
Arie, though, was rock steady. With gestures so economical she might have practiced them a thousand times, the old woman blotted each of the smaller lacerations, applied the glue, and pressed the edges together with deft precision. By then, the leg was showing ugly subdural branches of red and purple. She swaddled it snugly from knee to toes with a length of torn sheet.
�Done,� she sighed, her voice hardly more than a husked-out whisper.
�He�s still shivering,� said Renna. She�d already shrugged out of the green coat and wrapped Kory into it.
�Shock, likely,� said Arie. �Curran, get the other blankets.� Talus refused to move away from him, so they bundled boy and dog together. Curran folded his own sleeping bag under the boy�s knee, so that Kory�s lower leg was elevated without direct pressure on the wounds.
Arie crushed two more aspirins into water. Helping the boy sip, she studied his pale, sweaty face. He was neither fully conscious nor unconscious, eyes partly closed. He still moaned from time to time, like any distressed young thing, in soft little exhalations. Each time he whimpered, Talus pressed her muzzle closer to his neck.
�You excellent thing,� Arie whispered to the dog, stroking the silk of her ears. Talus looked at her, and the fathomless wells of love in those dark eyes made Arie�s throat tighten with unshed tears.
They built up the fire again and Handy handed around fresh tea. He held up the bottle of whiskey, looking from face to face. Renna and Curran held out their mugs. �Sister?� he asked.
�A thimbleful,� said Arie. He tilted the bottle more generously than that, and she drank deeply. The heat of it radiated across her chest and into her weary limbs. �Bloody nora,� she croaked. �I would swear this is the longest day I�ve ever lived.�
Curran rubbed his face. �This morning seems like a week ago.� He looked over his shoulder at Kory and Talus. The boy had finally quieted and appeared to be asleep. �His leg looks like shit,� he said softly.
�He won�t be walking on it,� said Arie.
�I�ll piggyback him.�
�I�m almost sure there are small breaks in his foot,� said Arie. �Maybe hairline fractures in his ankle.� She shook her head. �That leg needs to be elevated and given time, or it�s not going to heal.� She tipped her mug, drank the remainder in a draught.
�We can�t keep him out here,� said Renna.
�No. We�re running a race against the weather,� said Arie. �This time of year, we�ve been lucky the sky hasn�t yet opened up on us.�
Curran kicked at a chunk of stone near the toe of his boot. �Fuck,� he yelled. He grabbed up the rock and hurled it into the trees. His voice bounced back in a faint echo. Somewhere in the dark, the rock hit with a blunt thud, loosing a shower of twigs and needles. Off to the east, a plaintive howl rose and fell, making Talus growl from her place beside Kory.
Arie fixed Curran with a flat expression. �Better?�
He sat down by the fire, not looking at her. �Maybe,� he muttered, �if I could get my hands on the asshole who set that trap.�
She waved a dismissive hand. �Chances are he�s long dead. Did you see the state of it? Full of rust and a veil of cobwebs stuck all over the works. The damnable thing could have been laid years before the Pink showed up. In fact, by the look of it I�m surprised it didn�t let go on its own a long time ago.�
He stared at her for a moment. �So it was just Kory�s unhappy luck to stumble into it.�
She yawned widely and nodded. �Foul fortune.�
�Fuck,� he said again, whispering it to himself this time.
Handy squatted on his hunkers next to Curran, close enough that their shoulders nearly touched, and added another piece of wood to the flames. �We don�t have supplies to hold us for long out here,� he said. �And even if we did, the boy can�t be out in the open like this. We have to get inside somewhere.�
�I guess we could backtrack,� said Renna. �Surely there�s a house in Arcata where we could hole up.� It was clear from her expression the idea repulsed her.
�Going backwards feels wrong,� said Arie. �Say we reverse course and find a place to wait. Even if Kory heals fast�which would be a damned miracle�then what? Take a long detour full of unexpected buggery? Retrace the way we came today?�
They sat quietly, letting the idea roll around.
Curran poked at the fire with a stick so that sparks rose in a delicate spray. �Hard not to imagine the worst after the shitshow today.�
Renna watched Kory�s still form. His shallow respirations hardly seemed to make the covering of blankets rise and fall. �I guess we could go back and ask the crazy lady to tell our fortune again.�
�Hayesville is close,� said Handy. �Three or four miles. Instead of skirting around it, we could go straight into the city limits. Find somewhere to shelter.�
�It sounds like the better risk,� said Arie.
�Let�s do it,� said Curran. �At first light we can rig a pallet to carry him.�
They propped their packs upright at Kory�s head and feet to form a rough tent with the last two blankets. When they had him protected from the damp, Renna offered to keep watch.
�I won�t be able to sleep with him in this shape,� said Arie, �and I�ll want to check that leg at least twice before morning. Try to rest.�
While Arie settled near the boy, Renna built up the fire and replenished their little pile of dry wood. Handy and Curran took the lantern and stripped off armloads of low-hanging green boughs to use for bedding, putting themselves outside the range of flying sparks. Then the three of them turned in together, huddled close to conserve what little warmth and comfort they could. The two men lay back-to-back and Renna curled inside the shelter of Handy�s arms. All of them seemed to crash at once, their breathing deep and heavy.
Arie touched the mandala in her coat pocket and moved her finger along the silken path of the little labyrinth. She listened to the breathing of the boy and the dog, timed her own breath to meet theirs. The fire burned brightly for a while, and she watched Kory�s face. His eyes rolled back and forth under bruised-looking lids and Arie wondered what he dreamed of.
Before the fire got too low to throw a decent light, she checked him closely. His forehead was slightly damp beneath her lips, his skin flushed. She pulled the blankets open around his neck and face, felt his pulse�a little fast, but regular. His breath smelled slightly of acetone; he hadn�t had nearly enough to eat for the exertions he�d had all day.
�Let�s have a little space, eh?� she told Talus. The dog obliged, scooting her rump aside but maintaining contact by resting her chin on Kory�s forearm. Arie lifted the blankets and exposed the injured limb. She didn�t want to unwrap the sheet so soon�better to give the wounds time to start the healing process. But she laid the flat of her fingers, ever so gently, on the places between the wounds. There was some draining, especially from the larger laceration, but no real bleeding. The flesh was only slightly warmer than normal, but was noticeably stiff to the touch from swelling.
Checking that the wrappings were not too tight, Arie covered him again. As she was settling next to him, Talus whimpered, a single, soft whine. When Arie looked, she realized Kory�s eyes were open, watching her. He moved his lips, but the only sound he made was a scratched whisper.
�You must be thirsty,� she said. She poured the remaining yarrow tea, now cool, into a cup. He struggled to lift himself onto one elbow and a terrible wince of pain cramped his face. �You let me do the work here,� she said. She lifted his head with her free hand and put the cup to his parched lips. He sipped, coughed a little, then took several large swallows and closed his eyes. As she laid him back, he belched, long and low.
�More room out than in,� she whispered.
She set the mug aside and took the mandala out of her pocket. Inside his nest of blankets, she found his hand. She tucked the wooden square under his palm so that his index finger rested in the smooth circular groove. �We sojourn, young friend. Your life is your own, as mine belongs only to me.�
Talus, who had watched patiently while she tended the boy, dropped her muzzle again and heaved a deep sigh. Arie patted the dog�s flank. She put another bit of wood on the embers of the fire and then laid herself down within easy reach of Kory. She�d keep vigil, but needed to release the chaos of this long and harrowing day. She pulled her arms inside the old wool coat, using one sleeve and shoulder as a pillow.
�Rest for you,� she said, watching boy and dog. �For you both. Rest for all of us.� A slight wind had picked up, and a thin gust made the dying fire flare yellow. Kory�s primitive tent ruffled gently but stayed put. Her eyelids drooped, but the image of Kory�s bloodied leg caught in that filthy hunk of rusted ironmongery was right there to keep her awake.
She rolled onto her back and could just make out the tops of the trees moving back and forth, dark shapes against a darker sky. There were a few stars visible amid the forest canopy and ranks of scudding clouds. Silent out there, she thought, and bloodless.
�Rest for the Mother,� she whispered. The last word had hardly formed on her tongue before sleep swept in, laying waste to the conscious world.
~~~
�He�s hot.�
The words, not much more than a whisper, floated through her head, untethered. A little part of Arie�s mind grabbed at them, turned them over and around, trying to connect them to orderly thought. Hot, she mused, still not connecting. An insistent breeze made a soft flapping sound near her and it held a smell of incipient rain. Something was not right with hot, nor with the threat of rain. But Arie�s limbs were heavy, her entire body perfectly at peace with itself.
�Here�s water.� Handy�s voice.
She lurched into a sitting position before she was wholly awake. �Oh no,� she said. �Damn my eyes.� Renna and Handy bent over Kory, Handy propping the boy�s head up and Renna helping him take sips from the mug. Even in the dim predawn light, Arie could see the hectic flush across his face and on his neck. �Let�s have a look,� she said.
�I got up to pee, and checked on him,� said Renna.
�And found me derelict,� Arie said.
Renna briefly squeezed Arie�s wrist. �We�re all exhausted,� she said.
It took only a cursory touch to know the boy was feverish. Arie laid his head back and opened the buttons on his shirt. The blankets around him were already loose and disheveled, something he�d done himself as his temperature rose during the night. The feel of his skin, so dry and hot, was alarming.
�Renna, will you soak a couple of rags? Let�s mop this fever down, if we can.� She bit her lip and began to unwind the sheet from Kory�s leg. More light had filtered into the dawn, and Arie had to stifle a moan when she exposed the wounds. Curran was awake now, and Arie heard his intake of breath behind her.
The swelling was grotesque, so pronounced that the skin from knee to foot looked stretched taut as a drum. There was almost no definition of shape between his ankle and calf. The most alarming thing, though, was the discoloration. What had looked like red and purple branching when Arie had last wrapped the leg was now a dark, murky cloud; below the knee, Kory�s entire leg was the terrible color of a catastrophic bruise. The smaller lacerations had wept a bit of fluid at their corners, but the sutured gash was a sticky, suppurating mess.
�I�ll clean this up as best I can,� said Arie, �and we have to get him out of the weather. Make the pallet, quick. Make it sturdy.�
~~~
The men carried the travois, Handy at the head and Curran at the foot end to lend his strength to keeping Kory�s leg stable. Try as they might, though, there was no way to avoid jostling him. Each time it happened, the boy groaned through clenched teeth.
They hiked as the crow flies, making their way through a two-mile scruff of random thicket, overblown pasture, and straggly secondary trees. Renna walked ahead, using her stick to move trip hazards. Each time she reached a brushy patch, she stabbed at it repeatedly, terrified they�d stumble into another set trap.
Their progress was dismally slow. After almost an hour of haphazard trudging, they�d barely gone a mile. Arie tried to keep her attention everywhere at once: Kory�s haggard face, the terrain they were crossing, and a raft of darkening clouds that was surely going to dump rain.
Suddenly, Handy stumbled hard to his left and came within a whisper of going down on one knee. The stretcher lurched forward, and this time Kory cried out. Talus, walking alongside, whined and licked his hand.
�Stop,� said Curran. �Renna, take my end.�
�It was a damned gopher hole,� said Handy, looking back over his shoulder at Kory. �I�m sorry, buddy.�
�We should keep on,� said Arie, glancing at the sky again. �We don�t dare get caught out in this when it breaks.�
�Please, Renna,� Curran insisted. �Take it.�
The travois was made with one of the sleeping bags and two long willow poles. While Curran and Renna had packed their things and Arie doctored the boy, Handy had cut and bucked the branches. With no time to finesse construction, he�d had to cut slits in the bottom of the bag to put the poles through.
Renna took the handles from Curran, carefully, one at a time.
�Got it?�
�Yeah, got it.�
�Okay, hold it still as you can.� Curran rolled his head side-to-side in a quick stretch. Before anyone could object, he had slid his arms beneath Kory�one under his shoulders and one under his thighs�and lifted the boy into his arms.
�Easy,� Arie said when she realized what he was doing. �Slow, Curran.�
Curran said nothing, just brought Kory up to his chest. Once he had him pressed close, he slowly straightened. The boy moaned again, though not so loud this time. The dark rings around his closed eyes lent his face a disturbing skull-like quality that made Arie�s heart stutter.
Curran looked at her, his face grim but settled.
She turned to Handy. �Get us there. Now.�
Tough as the cross-country travel was, once Curran began to carry the boy their pace improved. After a second hour of hard walking, they broke through onto a paved road. Kory was by no means an insubstantial bundle, and Curran�s face showed the strain of carrying him for nearly two miles. Even with a raw wind blowing, his brow and neck were damp with sweat.
They stepped over the weedy guardrail and caught their breath. �You look about used-up,� said Handy. �Want me to take him?�
Curran shook his head. �We�re close. I don�t want to jostle him any more than we have to.�
Arie put the back of her hand against Kory�s face, but she knew at a glance that his fever was worse. She spun the lid off her water bottle and held it near his badly chapped lips. �Kory,� she said. �Wake up, dear heart, and have a drink. Can you open your eyes for me?�
He moved his head slightly and muttered something incoherent, but did not open his eyes. Arie wet his mouth with a few drops, hoping the sensation would rouse him to consciousness, but he had no response at all.
She couldn�t risk trying to make him swallow in his current state. Instead, she soaked her bandana. First she mopped his face and neck, then she laid the wet cloth under his chin with a dripping twist between his lips. �Maybe he�ll suck on that and take a little water by instinct,� she said. She turned to Handy. �Please tell me we�re close,� she said. She could hear the pleading note in her own voice. �I ought to tend this leg of his, but I hate to unwrap it out here.�
�Very close,� he said. �We�ll bear to the right here. Up that little hill and around the corner we�ll start hitting the outskirts. It�s not more than a quarter mile. First likely place, we�ll stop.�
�Another hill,� said Renna. �Wonderful.�
�Ready?� Arie asked Curran.
�Yeah.�
They trudged up the center of the asphalt, dodging a few abandoned cars�all blessedly empty, Arie was relieved to note. Renna walked right in front of Curran and pointed out humped cracks, loose debris, and any other trouble she spotted. After sticking so close to Curran all day, Talus finally began ranging ahead and then working her way back to the group. She zigzagged from one side of the road to the other, making her own discoveries with her nose. She had clearly gotten a second wind while the two-legged ones dragged along, heads bowed as if it was near evening, though it hadn�t yet cleared noon.
A faint, spitting rain began to fall as they reached the corner at the top of the low grade. Renna and Curran, out in front by a few yards, rounded the bend first, following Talus. There would definitely be no time to hesitate over accommodations�the first house with four walls and a roof would have to do.
�FAR ENOUGH,� came an amplified voice.
Its tinny, unnatural volume landed like a physical blow and seemed to reverberate out through the forested gully that fell down on the far embankment. Talus started barking. Handy looked at Arie, eyes wide, and broke into a run. Arie hurried right behind him, heart pounding, all her weariness disappearing in a colossal burst of alarm.

-24-

THE ROAD AHEAD was bisected with a massive blockade fence. It ran across the pavement, into the trees on either side, and out of sight. This wasn�t an explosive pile of rubble but a feat of intentional engineering. Twin rows of dead vehicles parked masonry-style, formed the first barrier. Inside that, a herringboned line of sawhorses was strung with noisemakers, mostly empty cans and glass jars. Behind all that towered the fence itself, made with sheets of steel roofing, wooden telephone poles, and clouds of razor wire.
Curran, Renna, and Handy were bunched together on the ghost of the yellow line, heads craned back to stare into a pair of huge Douglas firs. Arie, breathing hard, stopped short and followed their gaze. Talus barked once more, but quieted when Renna took her by the collar.
�THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION.�
Twenty feet overhead, two men stood on a platform built high up between the massive trees. The arrangement was open on all four sides, protected by a guardrail and canted roof. The burlier of the two stood with his feet at shoulder width, aiming a compound bow. The other, similarly armed, had his bow in one hand and a bullhorn in the other. He watched them for a moment and lowered the bullhorn.
�If you can hear me, I can put this down,� said the bullhorn guy. �This work?�
All of them were momentarily mute, and then Arie answered. �We hear you.�
He nodded and rested the horn next to his foot. Without missing a beat, he took his weapon in both hands, though he kept it lowered. �Good morning, then,� he said. �My name is Steve. How many are you, total?�
�The six you see,� she said.
�Six total, with your dog.�
�Correct. How many are you?�
Steve didn�t appear challenged by her question. �More than six,� he said mildly. �It�s cold out here and I don�t want to hold you with the weather opening up this way. If you want to continue in this direction, we have a few questions.�
�We have a hurt kid,� said Curran. �We don�t want trouble and we don�t want anything of yours. Just some shelter to take care of him.�
�If you want to continue in this direction��
�What are your questions?� said Handy.
Steve inclined his head in the direction of his partner and they passed a few words, not wavering in their attention. The man with the bow gave a subtle nod and Steve continued.
�Why are you here?�
�I told you,� shouted Curran. �We have an injured boy.�
Arie moved beside him and laid a hand on his arm. �My name is Arie,� she said. �This is my family. We�re traveling north to our home place and would have passed by you entirely if this child hadn�t run straight into danger.�
�Where did you come from?�
�We started in Eureka weeks ago,� said Arie, �and somewhat against our will. We�ve managed hard troubles since then and wish only to take the rest of our journey.� She smoothed Kory�s hair back from his ashen face, alarmed all over again by the heat baking off him. The wet kerchief she�d left at his chin had slipped into the crook of his neck. She lifted it, thinking to sponge his brow, but the cloth was practically dry. �The plain truth is that we either stop today and shelter up, or there will soon be five of us going north. Whatever choice you have to make, do it now.�
The two sentries conferred a second time, and the man with the bow lowered his weapon. �My name is Jud,� he said. �Arie, we�re going to signal some friends. Please don�t be alarmed. We can see the boy isn�t well. We want to help. All right?�
Arie turned to Handy and Renna. �Okay with this?� she asked. Handy searched Renna�s face, a wordless decision passing between them.
�I think we have to,� said Renna, although she was clearly anxious, holding tightly to the hem of Handy�s jacket.
�We agree,� Arie called up to the men.
Steve reached into the shadows over his head and pulled hard. Suddenly a bell tolled above them�a big one by the sound of it�slowly at first, then picking up speed. After several sonorous strikes, he released the rope. As the ringing slowed, Jud addressed them again, while Steve began speaking on a walkie-talkie.
�This is a highly regulated community,� Jud said. �Being allowed to enter is a provisional courtesy and should not be construed as an open invitation. We retain the right to expel anyone from our community as we deem necessary for the good of us all. Do you understand?� There was a rote quality to his recitation of these rules, but Arie sensed no deception in it.
�We do.�
�Someone from our infirmary will be here shortly. One of you will be allowed to stay with the boy at all times,� Jud said. �But only one. You may decide who that is.�
�Mom.�
It was Kory. Whether it was the sound of the bell or the cool flecks of rain now speckling his hot skin, he�d come to in Curran�s arms. He lifted a hand, which trembled badly, and pointed at Renna. �I want Mom. Please,� he repeated in the same hoarse croak. The shaking hand dropped onto his chest. His face crumpled, but in his dehydrated state no tears came.
Renna let go of Handy and went to the boy. �I�m right here, Kory,� she whispered. �Don�t cry, pal.� She kissed his feverish cheek and turned an anguished face to Arie. �Is it the coat?� she asked. �His mom�s coat�does he think I�m her?�
�It doesn�t matter,� said Arie. �He wants the comfort of you.�
Now they could hear footsteps and the distinct sound of hard wheels rolling over rough asphalt on the other side of the barrier. Steve crossed to the rear of the sentry platform and signaled with two raised palms. The footsteps ceased.
�One more agreement before we admit you,� said Jud. �You�ll have to relinquish your large weapons.�
Curran�s jaw clenched and he began to vehemently shake his head, but Jud held up a hand.
�I understand,� he said. �It�s not an easy ask. But you need to realize we have a larger duty to our community. You may keep a knife on your person, as long as it�s under eight inches�no machetes or the like. All other weapons�bows, slings, hatchets, that rifle�must be turned over and tagged. This is a temporary measure, but it�s non-negotiable. If you cannot agree, we understand. In that case, you�ll be fed one meal and provided one night of shelter. After that, you�ll be escorted away from the town limits.� He looked directly at Arie and dipped his chin in a short nod. �Please confer,� he said.
She turned her back to the sentries and looked at Handy. �Brother?�
Handy was quiet. His eyes went to each of them in turn, resting finally on Kory. The boy had already faded back to sleep or unconsciousness.
�If they only mean to waylay us,� Handy said, �they�ve gone to hard lengths. My gut says it�s worth the risk. You and Curran, though,� he said to Renna, �the two of you were caught in the pitcher plant. Stuck with Russell�s Konungar against your wills. If this doesn�t feel safe to either of you, I can�t agree to stay, no matter what my gut says.�
Renna shook her head. �No way am I choosing,� she said. �The thought of walking in there, sight unseen, makes me want to puke. But Kory�� she whispered. �I think not walking in is like putting that gun to his head.�
Curran nodded. He looked up at the sentry platform, where Jud and Steve waited silently. Their crossbows were still in hand, their posture calm yet watchful. His own expression made Arie�s heart ache. He was clearly spent to the point of exhaustion, deep lines furrowed between his brows and bracketing his mouth.
�I don�t believe we have another cold, wet night in us,� she said. �Handy, you�ve seen more out on this road than any of us. If your gut says yes, I trust it.�
That seemed to settle the matter. �We agree to your terms,� Curran called up to Jud. �Let us in. Please.�
Steve signaled again to those below. There was a complicated, scrabbling sound at the barrier, and then Arie saw a look of amazement on the faces around her that perfectly mimicked the sensation in her head. One moment the sawhorses, crossed poles, metal panels, and razor wire appeared to create a single contiguous and impenetrable snarl; the next, a door appeared, opening as if by magic. A black sheet, like the fabric used to line garden beds, hung in the doorway. Their view of the other side was obscured so that the people there appeared as only a faceless, amorphous group.
�Well, I�ll be damned,� said Arie, and found herself�despite every awful minute of the past few days�smiling.
�Please place your weapons, as agreed, on the ground in front of you,� Steve said from the platform above. His voice had reverted to the cool, business-like tone he�d used when they first stumbled up to the barrier. Both he and Jud had their crossbows cocked and aimed.
�Fuck me,� Curran whispered.
�They�re vulnerable now,� murmured Arie. �Not wanting to risk an ambush. I think we�re all right.�
Handy nodded. He laid his own bow on the ground, followed by the machete and slingshot. Arie added her short spear and sling. Renna gave up the hand axe. Their sharpened walking sticks went on the pile, too, along with Renna�s shot. Finally, Handy helped Curran shoulder the rifle off his back.
�Is that everything?� asked Steve.
�One more,� said Handy. He dug Kory�s shot out of his pack. �We all have knives,� said Handy. �That�s it.�
�Show them,� said Jud. They did, pulling them from belt and sheath. �That�s fine,� said Jud. He nodded to Steve, who signaled his group.
The heavy black cloth was pulled to the side, and four people stepped out, two men and two women. One of the women pushed an actual hospital gurney. She was tall, nearly as tall as Curran, and wore purple surgical scrubs covered with neon yellow pineapples.
Walking single file, they threaded their way through the complex barrier by some preordained path that neatly avoided the noise alarm. Once outside the line of vehicles, they rolled the gurney straight up to Curran.
�My name is Sisi,� said the woman in scrubs. �You can put your boy here.� Her voice was deep and mild, but left no question that she was absolutely taking charge of Kory�s care. She toed down the gurney�s wheel locks. One of the men who�d come out with her took hold of its foot end. Curran lowered the boy onto the padded surface, grimacing as he straightened his arms.
�Watch the leg,� said Arie. �His right. It�s in poor shape.�
Sisi nodded. �Thank you. Tell me.� She pulled back the blanket and began to carefully unwrap Kory�s leg.
Arie told her about the trap and explained what she�d done to tend the wounds. Her face clenched when Sisi got the injuries exposed. The swelling and discoloration were even worse than they had been at dawn. The gashes were not only draining a noxious yellow, but had gone bright red around their edges. �Infected,� she said.
�Honey,� Sisi said, �you folks did well, and he�s lucky for it.� She let the sheet fall back over Kory�s leg and tucked the blanket around him with quick efficiency. �In five minutes we�ll have him in the infirmary on an antibiotic push. Who�s coming with him?� she asked, glancing first at Curran.
�I am,� said Renna.
�Good,� said Sisi. �This fellow helping us is Bruce.� One of the men lifted a hand and smiled at Renna. �He�s going to walk out front to help steer. What�s your name, honey?� As she talked, she fitted a simple harness over Kory�s head and buckled it across his chest. Bruce secured another strap around the boy�s lap like a seatbelt. A third strap, meant to go across the legs, was left undone.
�I�m Renna.�
�I�ll be here by your boy�s head, Renna,� Sisi continued, �doing the pushing. You follow me through this mess to the door. Then you�ll walk alongside in case your boy wakes up and wants to see a familiar face. Ready?� She�d already unlocked the wheels and given the gurney a smooth shove to get it rolling. Renna fell in behind them, sparing a single look back.
Talus whined, a long, plaintive sound that rose and rose until it became a true howl, full of love and sorrow. Curran pulled her close. She burrowed her big head into his thigh for only a moment, and then continued staring after Kory. �It�s okay,� he soothed. �We�ll find him.�
�We�re right behind them,� said the second woman to Curran. �Try not to worry.� Then she turned to Arie and held out a hand.
She was as short and wiry as Sisi was tall and muscular. In the day�s muddy light, her blonde hair�hardly an inch long�seemed incandescent, and she broadcast an almost electric energy. �I�m Marianne,� she said, �but everybody calls me Moxie. My partner here is Saeed.�
�Welcome,� said Saeed. He appeared to be middle-aged. A wide, white streak swept back through his black hair and there were silver glints in his wispy beard. His features were unlined, except at the corners of his dark eyes where deeply etched wrinkles hinted at a life spent finding things to smile at.
�Thank you. Hello,� said Arie. She took Moxie�s hand, then Saeed�s. There was certainty in the gesture, from both of them. Strength. The rough skin of working hands. �I�m Arie,� she said. �This is Curran, and my brother, William.�
Moxie shook with Curran, a single forthright pump. �Hello Curran. And William,� she said, grasping his hand.
�Call me Handy,� he said.
�Ah, another nicknamer,� Moxie said. �And are you?�
Handy blinked. �Am I��
�Handy. Are you handy?�
�I�m� yes?�
Once again, Arie caught an incongruous smile trying to flicker to the surface. Handy�quiet and deliberate at the best of times, currently worn to an exhausted nub�looked like a turtle trying to comprehend a kit fox.
�And this one?� asked Moxie, looking at the dog.
�Talus,� said Curran.
�All heart, it looks like.�
�She�s a rock-solid wonder,� said Arie.
Saeed cleared his throat. �It�s best we go inside,� he said. �We�ll have time to chat on our walk back.� He waved them toward the open gate with its ingenious camouflage.
�Let�s go,� said Moxie.
They followed her through the maze of cars and sawhorses. Saeed followed them; when the gate closed, he slid three separate bolts into place. He sketched a quick salute to the men in the sentry station, and Jud returned the gesture.
Inside the fence, the road had obviously received care and maintenance. The asphalt was just as deeply split and hoven, but the weeds had been shaved close, the pavement cleared. There were no derelict vehicles, not even pushed off onto the shoulders. The inside of the compound fence was stacked high at its base with sandbags.
�I know you have a million questions,� said Moxie. �Let me explain the basics, and then we can drill down to any specifics you�re unclear on.�
She turned on her heel and began walking backward while she talked. �You all are considered newcomers for the first three days. We used to say refugee�it seems like a perfect word, if you think about it�but it had weird connotations for some people, so we switched to newcomer. Anyway, that�s a three-day thing. You�ll have a place to sleep and your meals provided. During that time��
�Our boy is badly hurt,� said Arie. �I can�t imagine he�ll even be out of bed in a week. If we�re newcomers for only three days, what happens after that?�
�When can we see Kory?� said Curran. �And Renna.�
Moxie stopped short, her explanatory patter ending mid-sentence, eyes roaming from face to face.
�Damn,� she sighed. �I�m sorry. I�m fire-hosing you with the complete four-one-one, and you�re all so burned out right now you look like you�re about to fall in your tracks.� She scrubbed both hands through her short hair so that it stood up in a platinum corona.
�I get it,� she said quietly. �You all have a million reasons to not trust us. But if you can hang in there a little longer, this will all make a lot more sense. I promise.� She traced an X above one breast like a child swearing the truth. �We�ll answer all your questions when we get there. We�ve got this newcomer stuff down pat. Cross my heart.�
Cross my heart. The words echoed across Arie�s mind, and with a little start she recalled making the same promise to Kory the day they surprised him at the Wallace cabin. A promise of safety. Of good intent. And gods, the woe that had met him, so far.
What is the promise here? Arie wondered, studying the other woman.
Moxie stood silently, fingers laced before her in an attitude of patient repose. When a raven sailed low over their heads, riding a current of the steepening wind, she let her gaze follow its progress.
Despite the sense among them that time was of the essence, Moxie and Saeed kept their peace, letting the choice hang there, on offer. They waited as if they had all the time in the world, while this new wary and bedraggled little clan chose for themselves.
Stay put, or take another step into the unknown.
And then another.

-Epilogue-

One Week Later
GARRETT WAS FLYING. His hair streamed back from his face and the biting air, full of salt from a blustery onshore wind, stung his skin and made his eyes leak tears. He was midway down a length of highway that had a steadily declining grade�not too steep, but enough to really pick up speed.
It was only a bicycle. But after two years spent getting everywhere on foot, his entire body thrilled to the particular pleasure of machine locomotion. Born and bred to the farm, all his early memories involved one fossil-fueled apparatus or another. He�d over-lamented the lingering death of gasoline and battery power, grieved the lost noise of all those engines�tractor, truck, mower, blower. This, though, the almost-silent momentum, had just been waiting around for him to pick it up again.
Out of the trees, at last! Now there was a forest of dead vehicles to negotiate, but this blessed stretch wasn�t overly impacted and was straight enough to offer a sight line between stalls. The real danger was the state of the road. He was moving fast enough now that it was getting hard to see the divots, ruts, and potholes before he was on top of them. He was braced for a hit, one that would send him flying, but so far the bike�s knobby tires had trounced over everything he hadn�t been able to avoid.
Finally the road�s trajectory changed, first flattening and then rising. A half-dozen rusty cars were marooned along the way, windows opaque with the long accumulation of salt air, dirt, and bird shit. He aimed for a narrow alley that ran right down the middle of them, and he shot through with his hands raised overhead.
�Score! Garrett Hubbard takes the Tour de France!� He mimicked the roar of a distant crowd and coasted to a stop at the top of the rise. He straddled the bike, panting slightly, looking back in the direction he�d come.
Russell was miles behind him. Garrett felt as though he�d been holding his breath, holding it for months and months, and had just remembered to breathe. He wheeled around and got peddling again.
The thing with Alex had finally helped him decide to split. It was bad.
Alex was a bigmouth. He was dumb as a bag of hammers, and most of the time he smelled like gone-over cheese. But it wasn�t his fault, their mistake.
Didn�t matter. Alex had paid for it.
The day they raided the cabin full of dead people, Russell had lost it. Garrett had seen him angry, seen it plenty of times. The cabin fuck-up was a whole other level of rage. First he�d thrown his machete right past Doyle�s head. That was nuts, but nothing compared to what happened after.
They hadn�t gotten ten minutes away from the corpses, when Russell saw Alex diddling around with his new knife, tossing it mumblety peg-style into the ground while he walked. How is that a trigger? Garrett had no idea. But Russell asked Alex to give him the knife. He sounded completely calm. Sounded sane.
When Alex handed it to him, Russell buried the blade into Alex�s neck so fast none of them saw it coming.
Then he wouldn�t let them dig the stupid kid a grave. They left him lying where he fell and just kept moving.
Even Doyle went white over that one, and he hated the kid.
Garrett had decided right then he was done. But he waited. It was like Gilch and Doyle expected him to break, were waiting for him to try running. So he didn�t. He played cold. Played hard. Went along.
It took almost a week. Five days of Russell�s simmering rage. Five days listening to Doyle trying to convince Russell to quit the search. Five days before they finally saw the road through the trees and camped under an open sky. He took second watch and ran like hell.
Ran like my ass was on fire and my hair was catching, he thought. That�s what Dad used to say.
For the next two days, he kept to the roads and jogged. When he got too tired to run, he walked as fast as he was able and then jogged some more. He had no plan, no destination. He didn�t give a damn about stealth nor who might see him. The one he was running from was behind him and�he reckoned�losing a little more ground every hour that Garrett pushed ahead.
Away was where he wanted to be.
On the morning of the third day, he found the bicycle entirely by accident. He was following the highway, which eased steadily west as it bore north, when he decided to jump the guardrail and hoof it across a field to a lone farmhouse. A gambrel barn faced the road, and if its second story hadn�t partially collapsed would have hidden the house entirely.
Thinking to make a quick search for food, he skirted around to the back door. It stood ajar, opening onto a small mudroom that had succumbed to a wild rampart of blackberry briars. Long, barbed tendrils snaked through gaps in the siding and under window frames, creating a nightmare sculpture of the rusted hulk of a water heater. The kitchen door hung partway off its hinges, likely kicked in by some earlier forager.
He made a quick sweep of all the closets and cupboards, but it was obvious the house was a bust. Utterly scavenged, there was no food�not a single useful thing to be had. He spotted a can lying in one corner of the living room, but before he could pick it up he saw it was bulging through its rotted, illegible label.
He�d gotten outside again, ready to jog back to the road, when he saw the bicycle.
In fact, he saw only a few inches of handlebar poking out from under a pile of collapsed shingles and splintered bits of roof joist. If the sun hadn�t slipped out from behind the overcast at that moment and winked off the bicycle�s rust-spotted chromework, he�d never have noticed it.
Disentangling the debris took some heavy lifting, but when he got the bike out from under the rubble, Garrett was amazed at its condition. It looked to him as though someone had leaned it against the wall of the barn and the jumble of broken roof that fell down around it had been a barrier against the elements. He lifted the rear wheel, gave the pedals a shove, delighted to see everything spin as if it had just been waiting to hit the road.
~~~
So far, Garrett had zipped past every highway off-ramp, driven more by his desire to flee than by the gnawing desperation to find food. Late afternoon of his fourth day on the road, though, Garrett�s hunger was a roaring void. Twice he�d hit a gnarly snag in the asphalt and tumbled right off the bike. Picking himself up the second time and pulling a sharp bit of gravel out of one knee, he understood he either had to eat and catch some sleep, or reconcile himself to a serious head injury.
A faded highway sign indicated the next exit. Long before he reached it, he could see the ramp was packed with dead cars, dead people in most of them. He was forced to walk, pushing the bicycle alongside. He tried to mount it when he reached the top, but his legs had picked up a tremor and it seemed prudent to go on foot awhile, using the handlebars to keep himself steady.
He trudged up a low hill, nursing a little fantasy about finding an untouched home pantry full of canned ravioli and beef stew. His head buzzed with exhaustion, and the sound of his own pulse was loud in his ears. Underneath the internal noise, he thought he heard a voice, thought for a moment he was hallucinating. He kept moving, shaking his head to clear it like a dog that�s taken an unexpected swim.
Then he heard it again. Even louder this time, from up in the trees.
�HEY, YOU. I SAID FAR ENOUGH.�
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