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For Grandpa
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​Community Mail — April 6, 2082
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Dear Hana,

Grandpa slipped away in his sleep last night. We told the same dumb stories we always did before bed. I laughed so hard I thought he’d never stop talking. But in the morning, he was gone. Just like that.

I went for a walk through the cherry trees after. You know how he used to fuss over them, like they were children. I told my favorite one about him being gone. Yes, I still talk to the trees. I can almost feel you rolling your eyes.

The other plants are barely hanging on—the potatoes shriveling smaller every year, the greens limp and bitter. But something about the cherries... they’re still thriving. Blossoms like snow, fruit sweet as ever. Like they never got the memo the world is ending.

I wonder if now that Grandpa is gone they’ll fade too.

No. I’ll take care of the cherry trees. I promise.

I hope you get this. I wish you had a way to write me back.

—Riku
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​Chapter 1
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The door to the community mail station wheezed shut behind him, the sound thin and mechanical, like lungs that had forgotten how to breathe. The Unity logo ghosted across the glass was smeared with dust and sun-fade, its once-bright blue reduced to the color of old bruises. Riku shoved his hands into his pockets, fingers brushing the crumpled edges of the envelope he had just sent through the ancient slot. He could still feel the ghost of the letter on his skin, the words he’d scrawled for Hana clinging to him like ink that refused to dry. Please let it reach her. Please.

Outside, the lot stretched wide and empty under a sky that felt too big for comfort. The clouds sagged low and colorless, like the world had forgotten how to hold sunlight. Rows of fuel pumps stood at attention in the cracked asphalt, useless metal relics leaning with exhaustion. Their hoses dangled like limp arms. Once, they must have hummed with purpose. Now they only rattled in the wind.

Riku crossed toward them out of habit, though he didn’t bother lifting a handle. These ones had run dry a long time ago, the underground veins bled clean. All he had left was what sat in Grandpa’s truck and the little he’d managed to hoard back at the house, hidden in rusted cans like secret treasure.

The truck stop had been familiar for as long as he could remember—a place Grandpa once came to trade, to scavenge, back when there was still something worth finding. Now it was just bones. The great skeleton of the world, picked apart but still clinging to shape. Unity’s brand clung to everything like graffiti no one could scrub away: cracked signs, rusted doors, scraps of propaganda paper tumbling across the pavement whenever the wind kicked up. Once those bright letters promised to rebuild the world. Now they were nothing but vandalism on a grave.

He let out a long sigh and circled the corner, eyes scanning the edges of the lot for anything salvageable. He knew it was pointless. The place had been picked clean years ago, stripped bare like carrion. But stopping meant admitting there was nothing left to find, and sometimes it felt worse to stop looking. Searching, at least, kept the silence at bay.

That’s when he saw him.

A boy crouched low against the side of Grandpa’s truck, lean shoulders hunched like a stray animal bracing for a blow. A rubber hose jammed into the tank gleamed faintly in the dim light. His hands moved steady, practiced. He was siphoning fuel—his fuel.

Riku froze. The air seemed to lock in his lungs. His fingers tightened instinctively on the rifle slung at his side, Grandpa’s rifle, the stock rough with age and handling. He lifted it, pressing the wood against his palm like a lifeline.

The boy looked up. For a heartbeat his eyes were sharp, calculating—the kind of gaze that measured exits and distances in a single blink. Then, just as quickly, he closed them. Not a flinch. Not a word. Just the stillness of someone who had already rehearsed what came next.

“Why aren’t you running?” Riku asked, voice low and raw in his throat.

The boy’s mouth twitched like he almost smiled. “Why aren’t you shooting?”

Riku hesitated, fingers loosening. The weight of the rifle seemed absurd in his hands. He lowered it slightly. “Actually... it doesn’t even work. Hasn’t worked in years.”

The young man smiled for the first time, a flash of teeth quick and unexpected. “Bold move, waving around a useless gun.”

Something tugged at Riku’s mouth, a half-grin he couldn’t suppress, though he fought to keep his face composed. It was the first time he’d spoken to another living person in weeks, but he reminded himself he’d just caught him trying to steal his only fuel. That counted for something.

Riku’s eyes drifted past the boy. “Nice bike.”

The boy glanced back at the machine leaning on its kickstand: a black Harley, stripped of ornament. No chrome, no embellishments—just steel and rubber, sturdy and inevitable, like it had been dragged out of another century and refused to die.

“It’s better when it has fuel in it,” he said dryly.

“You’re lucky,” Riku muttered. “Stealing fuel is the best way to get yourself killed.”

The boy gave a humorless shrug, eyes flicking to the long road stretching beyond the truck stop, the horizon dissolving into haze. “So is not having fuel, in my case.”

Riku studied him in silence—the calm, the fatalism, the way he didn’t seem afraid at all. Everyone Riku knew lived braced for loss, shoulders tight as if waiting for the blow. But this boy looked like he’d already lost, like he had made peace with it. It was strange. Disarming.

Riku lowered the rifle all the way. “Need something to eat?”

That cracked the boy’s mask. His eyes snapped open, surprise flaring across his face so fast it almost startled Riku.

“Come on,” Riku said, jerking his head toward the cab. “I’ll give you a meal.”

Suspicion flickered sharp across the boy’s features, his mouth tightening.

“One condition,” Riku added quickly. “You tell me who you’re running from.”

The boy tilted his head, still crouched by the tank, and his voice was quiet but steady. “What makes you think I’m running?”

“You’re running from something,” Riku said. He heard the certainty in his own tone, surprised at himself.

A pause. The boy’s lips curled faintly, neither smile nor frown. “Why trust me at all? I was trying to rob you.”

“Because you’re not a thief.”

“Oh yeah? How do you know that?”

“Thieves always run.”

The words hung between them, fragile as spun glass. The wind rattled the station sign overhead, the sound harsh in the silence. Neither of them moved. For a long moment, the world was only the dust, the broken sky, and the steady gaze between them.

At last, Riku slung the rifle back over his shoulder and slid into the driver’s seat. The cracked vinyl was warm under him, familiar. He turned the key. The truck coughed, shuddered, then rumbled awake.

The boy hesitated. Finally, he climbed in too, the faintest smirk tugging at his mouth as if he couldn’t quite help it.

The tires crunched over broken asphalt, carrying them out of the lot. The road stretched ahead, faded and hollow but still breathing.

They drove half a mile in silence before Riku spoke, voice careful, as if breaking a fragile thing. “So. Do I get a name?”

The boy leaned his head back against the seat, closing his eyes as though surrendering the word cost him something. “Rafa.”

Riku nodded once. “Riku.”

The names lingered in the cab like new weight, like a promise not yet tested. And for the first time in weeks, Riku wasn’t driving alone.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2

[image: ]




The road dipped into a shallow valley, the land folding in on itself until the house appeared almost by surprise. It was tucked low against the earth, so close to hidden that it seemed to want to disappear. The truck rattled over the gravel, every stone snapping sharp under its tires, the sound too loud in a place so otherwise quiet.

Rafa shifted in the passenger seat, frowning as his gaze swept the valley. “Nice. Bet no one even knows you’re out here.”

“Grandpa liked it that way,” Riku said, turning into the drive. His voice held no apology, just a quiet certainty that this was the way it had always been.

The tarp in the truck bed snapped open, catching the late spring breeze. Rafa leaned forward, and for the first time since Riku had met him, his expression softened, almost cracked open. His eyes caught on what lay beyond the house: two neat rows of cherry trees in full bloom. White blossoms spilled like snow against the gray sky, their branches swaying as though the air itself wanted to carry them away.

Rafa’s mouth parted. “My god. I’ve never seen a—” He stopped himself, words breaking in his throat. “Maybe when I was really little I saw flowers. But I’ve only ever seen pictures since.”

“Grandpa’s pride and joy,” Riku said softly. The words came with something between reverence and apology, like he was both proud and guilty for still having them when the rest of the world had lost so much.

Rafa slid out of the truck without waiting, drawn toward the orchard as though gravity itself had shifted. He walked slowly, circling closer, hand lifting but not quite daring to touch the blossoms. “How are they still alive? I thought the Fade wiped out all the fruit years ago.”

“Your guess is as good as mine.” Riku moved quickly to the truck bed, tugging the tarp back over the trees, careful with the branches like they were bones that might break. “Grandpa said love kept them alive.”

The word love landed strangely in the air. Rafa’s hand lingered inches from a bloom, his breath caught, as though afraid even his touch might undo whatever miracle had preserved them.

Riku gestured him onward, leading him past the orchard to a ragged line of bins patched together with scrap wood and tar. Inside, wilted green plants clung stubbornly to life. Their leaves were spotted, pale, some curling brown at the edges as if tired of the fight. A crude irrigation rig dripped water in uneven beats, the sound hollow as a leaky clock.

“Unfortunately,” Riku muttered, “love didn’t do the same for the potatoes and greens.”

“Potatoes and greens, huh?” Rafa crouched, brushing a hand over the nearest stalk with surprising gentleness, as though even a dying plant deserved respect.

Riku bent to gather a cluster of leaves into one arm, ignoring their brittle edges. He grabbed a small trowel with the other hand, the handle worn smooth from years of use. Rafa reached toward another plant, curiosity sparking through his mask of weariness.

“Careful,” Riku said quickly, his tone sharp. “Don’t mix the greens with the potato plants. Unless you want to be sick all night.”

Rafa pulled his hand back fast, sheepish, a half-smile twitching across his face.

Riku dug into the soil and lifted a potato no bigger than his fist, its skin wrinkled and its shape lopsided. He turned it in his palm like treasure, the small weight of it grounding him. “Have to be sparing,” he said quietly. “Fewer grow every year. No matter what I do.”

They carried the meager harvest inside. The kitchen was small and plain, the counters crowded with tools and jars, their glass clouded by age. A single lightbulb hung overhead, buzzing faintly. Yet as the pot came to a boil, the room filled with a faint, earthy smell—sharp and bitter, but alive. Riku sliced the potato into thin pieces, stretching it as far as possible, and dropped them in with the greens. The steam rose, smelling faintly of soil, rain, and stubbornness.

The house itself carried Grandpa’s hand everywhere. Wooden carvings of cranes and koi sat on the shelves, worn smooth from years of dusting. A set of shōji-style screens, yellowed and patched, leaned half-folded in the corner where Grandpa had once tried to fix them. A faded photograph of Manzanar camp, its frame cracked, still clung to the wall above the pantry—silent but heavy, as though it had been waiting there all along for someone to notice.

On the counter, tucked between jars of rice and preserved plums long since spoiled, lay a chipped porcelain bowl painted with red sakura blossoms. Grandpa had eaten from it every night until his hands shook too badly to hold it steady. Riku would never throw it out.

The table where they sat bore a linen runner stitched by Grandma’s hands decades ago, the threads frayed but stubbornly intact. In the corner, a calligraphy scroll sagged in its frame, the black strokes faded to gray but still whispering the word for endurance. They ate at the table in silence, forks scraping against chipped plates, though Riku caught himself tracing the edge of the cloth with his thumb as if he could still feel Grandma’s presence there.

They ate at the table in silence, forks scraping against chipped plates. Outside, the orchard swayed faintly against the gray sky, blossoms drifting past the window like ash.

Finally, Riku spoke, his voice softer than the scrape of metal. “My sister... Hana. She’s a nurse. The provisional government called her up a while ago. Grandpa wouldn’t leave, so I stayed.”
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