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1

	Bubbles

	 

	 

	Before Momma died, and before the world went to shit, she told me at least once every other week that I got my exceptional hair from my father. It was pretty much the only time she would use that particular f-word when nothing serious was going on or no one was in trouble. Her doing it told me that something so seemingly mundane actually wasn’t, even though I couldn’t at the time see how or why. She would’ve called him your daddy otherwise, but she never had with that. She’d just had some weird obsession with my hair, probably because it was one of a few things that had made me the odd one out with my family as a whole.

	If I happened to fall asleep on the couch—or anywhere else that was considered communal space when houses were a normal part of life and communal meant something different than what it did now—waking up to find her playing with my hair was only to be expected. She would’ve done it while I was awake, and I would’ve let her, if I could’ve taken the time on it. 

	I should’ve taken the time on it.

	I’d asked her more than once how she figured my thick, black hair had been inherited from my blond-haired daddy. She always gave me the same answer.

	Apparently Daddy being one-quarter Native American somehow explained the fluke that was my hair. At least in her mind, it did. Something about genes passing over or skipping, or some other nonsense that didn’t matter. According to him, I looked nothing like his grandmama had despite having the same hair color. Yet my momma was always convinced and couldn’t be talked out of it. It came from him, and that was that. In her mind, at least. Disregarding recessive genes popping up after a while of hiding, there was nothing visual from him to substantiate her claim, if a claim can be made in absolute assuredness. 

	I supposed it could.

	There had been a point in time where genetics were . . . interesting to me. Genetics along with any other thing that seemed important in the grand scheme of things, when the grand scheme wasn’t so damn small. That especially, though. I’d always thought it was so interesting how things got part of what they came from, like some massive chain that couldn’t be broken. Everything came from somewhere. Something. Someone.

	Unfortunately, it had caused me to do some extensive wondering as to whether I’d been adopted. My older sister had looked just like our parents, like their faces were pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that fit perfectly together on hers. I’d looked different enough from all of them that I honestly didn’t know whether I had a physical part of them or not. Even in a sea of blue eyes, mine was a much different shade than any of theirs had been. I’d never been able to see any physical part of any of them in me.

	Nothing.

	Also unfortunately, whether I’d been adopted or not was something I would never know. I hadn’t had the courage to ask when I could have. I hadn’t had the courage to ask whether I’d really gotten my hair from my daddy—or someone down his chain that led to him then me—or if Momma had just told me that all my life to make me think I belonged somewhere better than I might’ve actually. More completely if not better. I’d thought about asking. More than once, I almost had. I’d just never been able to get the question to actually come out of my mouth. Now, I knew . . .

	It didn’t really matter at all. It never had.

	I tried to think about all that as little as possible, but I wandered around in thoughts of it sometimes, especially near certain days. On certain rarer days, I would intentionally think on it and related matters, pulling down boards that blocked some doors inside my head. 

	I didn’t know how in the world life had gotten to the point where thinking on that sort of thing occasionally seemed better than any alternatives. But it was definitely better than wallowing around in why nothing that mattered before did anymore. It always got back to that.

	Only two things mattered in my life now—ensuring our group was safe with my partner, Jared, and surviving for one more day.

	That mattered. Living for one more day in a world we’d pretty much destroyed. Living when there wasn’t much of anything worth half a damn to live for. Some days being alive mattering at all was easier to tell myself than others. Those other days . . .

	Well, I tried to have as few of them as possible. They happened, though.

	I sometimes liked to tell or try to convince myself that I was surviving for the memory of my family, like there was some greater purpose to everything and I had to do it for them. I liked to tell myself that their chain would never be completely broken, no matter how it felt or seemed, if I just kept on. But I had some things to do, and holding onto all that kept me going most days. Sometimes it was still hard regardless, not to find the motivation. Motivation, I had.

	The energy was hard to find and hold onto. The hope.

	Any hope. For anything. Finding that was so far past hard.

	And honestly, part of it was . . .

	I just didn’t want to die. I couldn’t let myself, not even when keeping on seemed impossible. What a failure that would be. The fail to end all fails. I’d seen too many people die. And death? It was never some easy thing like people tell you when you’re young. Some nice thing.

	Nana’s in heaven now. Like death was some glorious gateway experience to some magnificent place and not what it really was. 

	Death was terrifying in its ways, and messy, and . . . sad. Even when it wasn’t as sad as it should’ve been, it was still sad for one reason or another. In one way or another. Even though death was the ultimate example in nature taking its course, it was still sad. 

	The strong prevail. It had been said so many times. I knew it wasn’t always true, though. Sometimes the strong got taken down, and that made me wonder if absolutely everything was flawed. Maybe nature didn’t really take its course and everything was just . . .

	Sad. 

	Everyone has to sugarcoat the harsh realities of the world when you’re young, try to convince you that nothing is as sad as it actually is. Then you’ll grow up still believing that, even if you know better, only to repeat the cycle with your own children. Nature. Human nature. Maybe that’s because your mind can’t understand anything else when you’re young. Maybe they don’t want you to see how sad the world and life actually are for as long as they can keep their hands over your eyes. Maybe it’s because they think you can’t handle it when, really? I had to wonder if adults were the ones who couldn’t.

	Maybe they were just concerned that if they told you the truth about death, you’d turn out to be a psychopath. I was very much inclined to believe some people were just born that way, but whatever people needed to tell themselves to internally justify the things they did. . . .

	I had no idea why people did some of the things they did, but I did know that the disillusioned bubble we’d put ourselves under burst, and it left us the way we were now. People telling themselves certain things had brought us here, where the world was all but gone and there were no hands to cover eyes. Things were much simpler than they’d ever been made out to be before. 

	At least some things were. Others were much more complicated than they should’ve been.

	I glanced at Jared as I was getting my dinner together, slouched as he sat, wondering why I always had to think about that sort of stuff before putting myself near him. I reminded myself it was more to do with days than anything. Parts of it, at least. The complication of simple things often came to mind when he was near or on my mind. It almost always transitioned back to that somehow. I sighed, finished up with what I was doing, then moved over and sat myself down beside him on the ground where he was a pretty good distance away from random people in the group doing the random things they did shortly after waking up.

	He asked, “How long do you think it’s going to take us to reverse our sleep schedules this time?” 

	I took a bite of my dinner—everyone else’s breakfast, if meals were broken down only by how long you’d been awake before eating—and I tried not to sigh again due to thinking about it. I hated reversing sleep schedules.

	There were worse things, though. Much worse things. He just had a way of saying the wrong thing at any given time and making pretty much everything so much worse than it had to be, like poking an open cut or pulling off a scab. I liked to think he had a special form of the talent everyone left seemed to be blessed with—making the world even shittier than it ending had done, like the world and anyone left on it needed more and different forms of that.

	“Almost time to move on now,” he said when I didn’t respond, like I wasn’t aware. “We’ve got to get farther south before winter gets here.” Again, like I didn’t know. 

	He was like that, though. He had some sort of mental block inside his head that he wasn’t capable of seeing past. On the blindside was who I really was, and on the other was who he saw me as. He had Kylie the Girl on the wrong side.

	I might’ve liked Jared if I hadn’t had to kill so many people with him. Possibly. In some way or to some extent. Maybe if I weren’t around him so much to have done all that more so than that I had. Maybe if he weren’t so oblivious to pretty much everything past what he was useful for. Maybe if we’d never spoken.

	He probably would’ve liked me if I were a little nicer. 

	We respected one another and we took care of each other. At least for the most part or in certain ways. The latter was what mattered most. I could tolerate him because of the care that was taken in the ways it was. For the most part.

	I refrained against the urge to tell him I was more than aware of what time of the year it was. It surely wouldn’t have come out so well if only because we’d already had the conversation about sleep schedules and moving on. Several times. The fact that he often brought up subjects I disliked as a whole or just disliked speaking on didn’t help any urges. Still, I refrained from saying what I felt I needed to. 

	Instead, I said, “We’ll just have to stay awake when we have to stay awake.” It was that simple. It always was. No point overcomplicating or continually bringing up the same subjects, having the same shitty conversations and expecting them to go a different way.

	A very smart man from the past had given my favorite definition of insanity—doing the same thing over and over expecting different results. I believed that definition was applicable to conversation and pretty much all else.

	Sometimes it took substantial effort on my part to not be as mean as I could be, to everyone but especially to Jared. Sometimes I told myself I was working on it. Sometimes I didn’t bother either way. We all had our strengths in life, but factors played whatever parts they did. One important factor was that I hadn’t been around anyone I really wanted to be nice to in quite some time. Another was that there no longer seemed to be a point to it. If there ever really had been.

	He said, “You are the queen of meaningful words, my wonderful Kylie.”

	“And you’re the king of dou—” I cut myself off when I saw John walking up.

	“Tomorrow,” John said. He didn’t comment on the fact that I’d been about to say what I had, which he’d surely known. He’d been my history teacher in eighth grade. No matter how life had turned or how far away we got from sitting in a classroom, I couldn’t quite detach him from that position in my mind. He didn’t care about my occasional bad-language choices because he didn’t care about words in the slightest, unless they told some sort of story that he believed was worthwhile.

	Sometimes I wished—secretly, of course—that John would tell me not to speak that way when he caught it. He never had, but seeing him most always shut me up regardless. Not always. Most. I didn’t know if he legitimately didn’t care, if he thought it would be hypocritical with some of the shit that occasionally came out of his mouth, or if he didn’t feel he had the right to tell me to do otherwise.

	Maybe it was something else.

	Jared was clearly confused when he looked up at John and asked, “Tomorrow?” He did the typical look for it, where his forehead scrunched and his mouth parted, quirking itself up on one side. It was a look that occurred more than a little too often.

	I couldn’t help sighing as I pushed food around on my plate. At least we still had plates. And forks. That was something. Sometimes the little things were all that got you through the day, kept you keeping on. Sometimes it was better to go small. Sometimes small was the only option available.

	Plates, and forks, and stupid boys. We still had all that, just not as many as before. And yet one of each felt like so much more than. More than before, and certainly more than enough. And yet sometimes?

	Well, sometimes it felt like a whole hell of a lot of nothing.

	“Tomorrow we start heading farther south.” John was staring at Jared in the way he sometimes did, which was clearly saying . . .

	You’re a moron, kid. Even though Jared wasn’t technically a kid. At least not in age. Not anymore. He’d gone from that to an adult not a month after we’d found him. Technically.

	I didn’t even know whether age actually counted for anything anymore. Maybe it never really had. I didn’t really think it had ever been anything more than a number to quantify things that couldn’t be quantified. Some people never grew up; they only got older. It was just easier, and human nature dictated that the masses take the easiest path. Helping the weak not get left behind. It should’ve worked. In theory.

	I glanced up from my plate, at Jared, for only enough time to catch the lightbulb sort of look on his face and his cheeks reddening in response to my amused almost-smile. 

	God, I missed lightbulbs. Working ones, at least. They could still be useful, in their ways, just entirely different ones than what they’d been made for. They were pretty fantastic at making sound traps, but once they were gone, they were gone. They also weren’t the easiest thing to carry on you without breaking inside your bag and causing you to cut your hands up multiple times with minuscule bits of glass that took so much effort to clear out completely and sometimes couldn’t be cleared out regardless of effort.

	I missed them working. So bad. Flashlights only counted as much as they did, which wasn’t much. Batteries were a pretty scarce commodity now. Solar-powered flashlights only worked as well as they did. Flashlights just . . .

	Well, they weren’t the same as having electricity. They were something, though. Something was better than nothing, even when something felt like a whole hell of a lot of nothing.

	Most everything did feel that way. And it was funny how even having things could seem empty, when you were missing others.

	Being one to never want me—or anyone else, for that matter—to think he was a moron because people more often than not couldn’t take what they dished out, Jared said to John, “I just didn’t know if you were going to send us out to scout ahead or something.”

	“No, I want the two of you to rest up.” John stared up into the trees, almost distractedly. He sometimes did that. He sometimes did that for hours. Especially when there wasn’t much else to do.

	I’d wondered more than once if he was still expecting more bombs to drop three years after the fact. There didn’t need to be any more bombs. There wasn’t enough of us left. Every bit of information we’d been able to gather over the years had done nothing but reinforce that there was absolutely no need whatsoever for more bombs, at least not for the sort of people who would drop them in the first place.

	John, despite how I felt about him, was not one to understand people and how they worked, or what they wanted. John only understood what people needed and only in the sense of getting from one place to the next. One day to the next. He could, on occasion, make a little comment here and there to help someone not feel like as large of a moron as what they could. I didn’t believe it was purposeful when it happened. 

	John looked back down, to my face to add, “I want you to sleep in a tent today.”  

	I didn’t miss Jared’s relieved and nearly silent exhale of breath.

	I put a tight smile on my face to tell John, “No thanks.”

	John said, “Now, I understand that you don’t like the dark, Kylie.”

	That made me grit my teeth together, and I couldn’t help glancing at Jared, my face burning then rather than his. It had surely turned as red as his had done a bit ago, but he didn’t almost smile at me or over what had been said. He just looked down and took a bite of food.

	John didn’t miss the beat of that when saying, “But you can’t get worthwhile sleep in broad daylight. You should see the circles under your eyes. You’re too damn young for that.” 

	I would rather not see myself ever, any circles included or not, but there was something way more important.

	“I’m not afraid of the dark.” My voice had been firm to say that, but it went quieter when I added, “I just see too much of it.” I cleared my throat of nothing. “Besides, how am I supposed to protect myself or anyone else? As I’ve told you however many times, I can’t see through a tent.” I’d said that so many times.

	John sounded quite apologetic—or quite apologetic for him, which was a very subtle nuance—when he said, “I never said you were afraid of it.” He completely disregarded the latter of my statements. He began to walk away then hesitated on the other side of Jared. “Throw blankets over the tent. I want the two of you as alert as possible tomorrow, so stay awake today for as long as you can.”

	I didn’t grumble down at my food like I was almost tempted to. It would’ve been pointless, past making me look like an ass, which wasn’t the best point to make. I couldn’t stand having to do potentially detrimental things for no good reason. Or no good-enough reason. I took another bite of my food, reminding myself that this was just occasionally part of it. I was the second-best shot in the group. I did need to be alert. 

	It had been a while since I’d slept in a tent, and I almost always uncovered my head accidentally during the day and slept like shit due to all the light. The light along with all the other reasons to get shitty sleep. The light definitely didn’t help, though. Not with that. I wasn’t as alert as I should’ve been, and I knew I wasn’t. But still . . .

	“I hate sleeping at night,” I mumbled as soon as John was a suitable distance away. I hadn’t always, but the world ending changed a few things here and there.

	Jared said nothing else, to that or about anything. He essentially shoveled the last of his food down, but he stood up normally when finished and gave me a little shove—mostly at the head—when going on his way.

	The truth was . . .

	I wasn’t afraid of the dark. I very much disliked the thought of what could happen in the dark and being asleep for it. I didn’t like it regardless, but I didn’t think I was really afraid of it. That was how I felt about it. I knew it didn’t really matter when and if people were wrong, especially about things like that, but sometimes it was like an itching in my brain and my mouth would go before I could get it to not. I wasn’t afraid of the dark. I could imagine how it would go if people overheard that inaccurate statement.

	Why is she usually on night patrols if she’s scared of the dark?

	Of course she’s scared of the dark. Girls are scared of everything.

	That’s why girls shouldn’t be doing anything anyway.

	Disregarding how much she’s done, maybe you’re right. It’s only a matter of time before . . .

	I wasn’t afraid of the dark. That was when most but not all bad things happened, so I spent most of my time in a heightened state of readiness that always sapped what little energy I had.

	I would much rather that than be asleep for anything I needed to be awake for. It was an inaccurate statement all around.

	I didn’t know why I bothered. No one ever really listened unless you were saying something they wanted to hear. I knew that. Talking about the type of insanity of doing the same thing expecting different results. . . .

	I supposed expecting and hoping for were two completely different things. If that was what I wanted to tell myself.

	I did little more than sit where I was, pushing food around more so than eating it. Behind my back, I heard the laughter of my sometimes-friend, Katy. Kathleen Nicole Roberson. Sometimes-friend was like having and not-having.

	You just took what you could get, because there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot.

	She laughed, though, in her way. And she did it for me to hear her, I was pretty sure. Then again, I’d wondered more than once how the entire surviving world couldn’t hear her when she got going. John and I had both told her to be quieter, explained how she could lead people straight to us and get us all killed. It would make a difference in her behavior for a day or two, possibly a week. That was all.

	I’d given up regardless of the very valid reason to not. The two reasons to were why I had. No one ever really listened, and I didn’t have the energy to continually say something that wouldn’t be listened to. I’d initially thought it would use up more energy to be worrying about what her loudness could bring with it, and it had at first. Now?

	I just really didn’t care. It did make me angry sometimes—how little she cared and that, if she made that sort of mess, she wouldn’t be the one to clean it up. That was life, though. I felt all I could do where she was concerned was not give her anything to laugh at. That had gotten easy pretty damn fast.

	Along with wondering how the entire surviving world couldn’t hear her when she got going, I’d also wondered more than once how so much sound could come out of such a physically small person.

	I didn’t know why I listened rather than do what Jared had, which was inhale my food and be on my way. Only his way was over there with her and mine would be pretty much anywhere else. Hopefully out of hearing range, but that would take substantial effort. It was effort I’d made many a time because it was so worth it. Even if it resulted in me getting my ass chewed for going too far off, it was worth it.

	Jared’s laughing was quieter than hers, as it would’ve taken substantial effort on his part to come even close to her volume, but it always felt like a slap in the face. I should’ve done anything but listen to it when the combined sound grated on my nerves like forks on a plate.

	Again, I reminded myself that we at least still had forks and plates. Or I still had forks and plates. I was sure some people surviving out there didn’t. There had been a while where I hadn’t.

	My food was completely cold by the time I finished it. I also had the choice on eating it hot or cold. Most of the time. That was something else I had.

	Small things.

	As always, I put my plate down on the ground right where I was before moving. We all had our purposes. Mine was not cleaning dishes. Frank had told me more than once before he’d been killed that I should do it myself regardless of purposes. I’d talked with John and told him that if he wanted me to kill people, I wasn’t doing dishes on top of that. Not with some people sitting on their asses while the rest of us took care of them. No way. John had said that was reasonable enough. I hadn’t done a dish since.

	My god, I missed Frank. So much.

	When I stood, I gathered my things as fast as I was able and didn’t turn back to the two people laughing behind my back. I never looked at them when they were together if I could help it. I couldn’t always manage to not, either due to positioning or being unable to help a glance or two. I helped it this time.

	We’d been in this area long enough for me to know where everything of relevance was and how to get there. I might’ve been a damn good shot, but I was shit at directions in the literal sense. That was part of why I needed Jared. It took me a while with that sort of thing. We’d been here long enough that I didn’t need him, though. So with my bag slung over my left shoulder and my rifle in my hands, I set off away from our makeshift, temporary home and made my way farther into the trees.

	Home. If that was just the word of a place you’d stayed at for a while and nothing more. 

	That was all it really was now. That was all it could be.

	There was a decently large lake not far off from our camp. It wasn’t large enough to be on any maps, but it had served its purpose well for us. You had to be careful about stepping through the treeline when going there. If you cared to be careful, at least. It was where our group had been bathing for the last several months. I always made sure to walk quite a ways around, away from where the bathing was typically done, before letting the water come into my view as far as I let it. People were lazy and always took the path of least resistance or, in this case, shortest distance.

	A few people laughed at me for going farther or had laughed before, Jared included. He told me that modesty died when the bombs dropped. Some people thought I was too old to care about what I was seeing and who was seeing me, as if age had everything to do with everything. It wasn’t necessarily about what they thought it was. 

	I didn’t think it was funny at all, and I was pretty sure that Jared at least just wanted to see me naked as often as he could. He’d accidentally stumbled across me bathing more than a few times despite me doing it in the same place every time, which was away from where everyone else did.

	I smiled a little as I sat down on the ground at what had turned into my usual place here, in front of a large rock. I spent a moment staring out at the water, not really seeing it.

	I’d accidentally stumbled across him bathing more than a few times myself.

	I was thinking on that for some unknown amount of time before I shook my head and pulled my bag into my lap. I opened it and grabbed one thing near the very top—my current sketchbook. Those were easy enough to find in what was left of the world, if you knew where to look or could make do with something a little different than you would’ve liked. Nobody needed paper for anything but starting fires anymore. Unless they did.

	I dug around in the bottom of my bag for only a few seconds, finding what else I needed that almost always ended up down there. All my pencils, held together by a ponytail holder to prevent them from rolling around, making noise, or falling out. Or me accidentally stabbing myself. It happened sometimes anyway. 

	It was hard to find the energy to be careful in the ways you didn’t absolutely need to be when life as it was now seemed like a constant state of trying to find your way on thin ice there was no getting off of. Walking, watching the people around you fall through, and just waiting. Waiting for the moment where you’ll fall through and not be able to get yourself back out.

	I got everything prepared as it should be and spent a rather long moment staring at the ridiculously large oak tree taking up space somewhat between the water and myself, its massive branches just begging for a rope-swing. So solid and inviting, like it alone could make the world normal again, even if only a tiny bubble of it that would burst like all the rest. 

	Bubbles always burst. At some point. By some means. Eventually.

	I wasn’t smiling even a little when I put my least-favorite pencil to the paper and began.

	 


2

	Where the Devil Is

	 

	 

	The devil’s in the details was something my momma had always said to me when I was growing up. She’d said it to my sister as well, at least until my sister had told her to shut the fuck up. It wasn’t the verbal response that had stopped the saying for my sister. It was that I’d popped her in the mouth for speaking to Momma that way.

	I’d done a bit more damage than I’d intended to, which had partially been due to what her face had hit on her way down. That resulted in a great deal of trouble for me, not the least of which being a number of talks about how I could kill someone if I lost my temper. Those were usually followed with remarks about how I was better than stooping to levels other people often stayed on. Some things might’ve been worth it, but not when they caused stooping. Then it was just a big mess of disappointment all around.

	That had felt worse than any other sort of punishment either of my parents could’ve thought up. They had a hell of a time thinking of any that wouldn’t set me back in some way or another. In the end, my punishment hadn’t been much of anything. No television for a month. It had affected essentially nothing in my life past taking away the time spent watching the two shows a week that I watched with my parents. They’d saved them and we’d watched them after that month was over. It had affected essentially nothing and had in fact resulted in a very fun day at the end. But those talks?

	Those talks had been horrendous. I didn’t feel badly for what I’d done. I couldn’t understand why they’d wanted me to. The only time I remembered shouting at my parents was to say . . .

	You’re not gonna make me feel bad. I’ve wanted to whoop her for a long time and haven’t, but I’m not gonna let her talk to you that way. It’s against the law for you to pop her in the mouth. I did it for you. If she does it again, I’ll do it again. I didn’t whoop her like I want to, so don’t you be talkin’ to me about losin’ tempers. I’ve done lost that, and I’ve done lost it with you actin’ like I’m so damn stupid. Go ahead and add another week for that if you’re gonna, but that’s what you’ve been doin’, and I’m not stupid.

	That event had stopped that saying about details for my sister, as far as I knew, and my momma didn’t say it to me again for nearly a year. She eventually got back to it. 

	Life went on, in whatever ways it did.

	She would tell me those five words about where what was after a day spent grumbling while cleaning my room, wasting time on something that wasn’t worth it. Something that didn’t really matter and seemed more than a little ridiculous. Books would pile back up anyway. I sometimes wondered if she would stand right outside my door listening to me grumble about it. I wasn’t sure. I’d almost checked a few times, but I never had.

	She would eventually step in and wipe off dust from one of my shelves where I hadn’t gotten it. Trophies and medals. She would clean my mirror when I’d forgotten or just hadn’t wanted to. I didn’t always think things were dirty enough to require cleaning, but she disagreed. She said that saying every time, never sounding irritated at repeating herself. Never getting irritated when I questioned the—lack of—logic in the wording of it. At least when it was used in that context.

	I’d realized at some point after she was gone that she’d kept repeating it hoping it would stick—not the saying itself but the point of it. She hadn’t gotten back to it after the break because it was part of her or something. She’d gotten back to it because she thought it was important to know in life. More important than a trip to the hospital and a few stitches on a busted lip, along with some dental repair.

	She would tell me those five words when I helped her bake. I’d be attempting to get the appropriate measurements of ingredients, and then she would come behind me and add or take out just a little of whatever I was putting into the measuring cup.

	My momma would say those five words when going behind me and fixing all my shortcomings—the ones I didn’t really mind coming short in because we couldn’t be at the front of the pack with everything. They would then more often than not be followed with elaborated advice, such as . . .

	I know ya don’t wanna spend the time on it, but it makes all the difference in the world. Your part of it, at least.

	One day, you’re gonna figure out the difference between wastin’, spendin’, and takin’ time.

	Time iddn’t infinite for anyone, baby girl. I’m worried you’re gonna use too much of it before you figure out what really matters. You’re so focused on the things you are, I’m scared you’re gonna miss it.

	She never told me that saying about my drawing. Not that or anything like it.

	When I was little, I was positive I never heard those five words about the drawings I showed her because there was absolutely no hope for them. I was pretty sure she hadn’t thought there was a point in teaching me the lesson of details when I wasn’t capable of getting them no matter how hard I tried. She would just smile. Sometimes she would say . . .

	Well, iddn’t this lovely? She would say that when it really wasn’t. Sometimes she couldn’t manage saying that because they were so bad. Sometimes she was barely able to manage a smile. Maybe she would’ve laughed if I hadn’t tried so hard. Maybe not.

	I eventually stopped showing them to her. When she would ask me why I hadn’t drawn in such a long time, I would just shrug. I never told her that I hadn’t ever stopped, and I couldn’t let myself say anything else I could have on it for a number of reasons. Drawing in notebooks rather than sketchbooks had never been ideal, but there had always been worse things.

	It had taken her being gone for me to realize I’d stopped showing them to her because I’d somehow known she’d had no faith in me with it, before I’d even known what faith of any sort actually was. The details all people were capable of? She had faith in me with those. She had faith in other details for me, but not with something she thought people could only be born with rather than learn, even if they were only born with the potential of it.

	No matter what parents or certain teachers or people said, we couldn’t all be astronauts or presidents. We couldn’t all be teachers, or police officers. Soldiers. Firefighters. Rocket scientists. Brain surgeons. Composers. Artists. Veterinarians. Biologists. Dancers.

	No one person could do any and all things, especially not well enough to actually do them. I liked to think that was less about potential and more about who people were. I supposed it was easy to say that sort of thing when none of those occupations existed anymore and it didn’t really matter at all. It was very easy to say when I knew without a doubt how true it was. No one person could do all things; they could only do what they could.

	I spent so much time focusing on details when I drew, trying to get everything perfect. Or some version of perfect that I was actually capable of achieving with it. Sometimes I wondered why I wasted my time with it. 

	Sometimes I wondered if I was trying to get good enough to show my momma I could do it despite the fact that she wasn’t here to see. Sometimes I wondered if I was determined to do something I shouldn’t have been able to just to prove what sort of person I was. To prove that anyone could do anything if they tried hard enough, spent enough time. Possibly to her, when she could never see it. Possibly to myself, when it didn’t matter.

	I didn’t really know. I tried not to think too much about it. 

	I hated thinking about it.

	I told myself that I did it now to commemorate—where I was, where I’d been, and things that had happened. I drew landscapes of my favorite spots when they became those. I drew people’s faces so that, when they died . . . their faces wouldn’t either slip away or haunt me. It didn’t always work.

	I’d given up trying to draw my parents and sister. I could never get them right regardless of how much I’d seen them in my life. I ended up burning every attempt I made on them. Ripping hadn’t been good enough because I couldn’t tolerate even tiny pieces of my failures existing and being strewn about. They had to be burned to nothing.

	I’d stopped trying to draw them a year and a half ago. It had only ever ended in me sobbing. The only images I had of them were inside my head and stored away in my cellphone. Dead, inside my bag. Dead with no hope to ever be turned on again, but I couldn’t let it go. I’d thought about it. Just dropping it somewhere, maybe. Stomping it until it was nothing but broken pieces of what it was made up of, making it no more or less useful than it already was. Burning it too.

	I couldn’t.

	Now, Frank. I’d gotten his face down. Many times. It had helped with him letting me draw him while he sat around when he could. It had taken me a while to be comfortable enough with him.

	We both know my nose is bigger than that, Ky. I guess I shouldn’t complain ‘bout anyone lookin’ over it, but we both know.

	I so badly hated drawing faces. 

	I so badly hated holding onto my sketchbooks rather than tossing or burning them all. I knew destroying them would make no difference because I could never get the images I’d drawn out of my head, but I wanted to. Burn them to nothing and hope to god where they were filed away in my memory would burn with them. Jared wouldn’t let me get rid of them, but all they were . . .

	They were just images of places I would more than likely never see again and faces that were already gone or would end up that way. Weight, added to a bag that I had to carry on me. Weight I could never rid myself of, so I kept adding to it, because I had to.

	I wasn’t sure how long I sat where I was by the lake, trying to get that spot of water and the trees surrounding it. 

	I hated drawing trees. I could never get the bark right. And if I couldn’t get that right, I could never possibly convey how I felt at any given time. 

	Too long spent on details that I just couldn’t get right no matter how long I spent or how hard I tried. . . .
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	 “Come on, sleepy girl. Wake up.”

	“What?” I blinked hard and shook my head. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” I stretched a bit and scrunched up my face. “Ugh. Serious cramp in my neck.”

	Jared laughed. “That’s what you get for sleeping sitting up against a rock.” He pulled me up by my arm. “Come on.”

	I grumbled, “Your face is a rock,” under my breath.

	“So original.” He sounded as unappreciative as expected at my sorry attempt at a comeback.

	“Shut up,” I told him. “And now that I’m somewhat coherent?” I didn’t glance up from where I was gathering my things and putting them back into my bag. “Did I not tell you about sneaking up on me? Possibly fifty times? Was the result before not enough?”

	“Did I not tell you about falling asleep on your own in the middle of nowhere?”

	I shook my head. “Entirely beside the point. I could’ve shot you this time.” I wasn’t going to get into another pointless debate about the middle of nowhere and my proximity to the group putting me no closer to or farther away from it.

	“It’s entirely on the point when I was pretty much over your rifle and could’ve done god only knows what to you.”

	“Pistol, moron.” I kept shaking my head. “And I honestly don’t know how many times and ways you need to be reminded that I don’t need guns in such close proximity.”

	“We both know you’re pretty much shit with your pistol.” As usual, he seemed to completely disregard the other aspect of what had been said. At least he knew better than to rephrase what he’d said and insult the gun rather than me.

	I did look up at him to say, “At least I have one on me all the time.” I didn’t say anything about how I was a better shot with a pistol than he was with a rifle, even my pistol. I could have.

	He shook his head and said, “You and your leg holsters.” 

	I hadn’t said a word about leg holsters. Not this time or any other instance of trying to get him to be more responsible and less moronic. 

	He added, “We both know why you want me wearing one all the time.”

	I finished what I was doing while saying, “Maybe so you have it in case you need it and I don’t have to worry about you getting killed if I’m not in the immediate vicinity.” 

	He laughed. “Right. It has nothing whatsoever to do with your leg-holster fetish.” 

	Again, I said, “Shut up. They don’t look right on you anyway.” He had essentially no ass.

	“You are so weird.”

	I had no idea how what I’d said made me weird. I especially didn’t know how the right leg holster on the right person looking good made me weird. There were much weirder things to find attractive, in my opinion. 

	That was fine, though. He did shut up after that, at least for a little while as we were walking back to the camp together. 

	I would’ve preferred to keep it that way—silent—but I could tell he was just itching to say something, so I asked, “What?”

	“Nothing,” he replied. “I don’t feel like getting hit again right now.”  

	“What?” I laughed as I glanced up at the sky, seeing the light almost beginning to fade into night. At least I’d managed to stay awake for almost as long as I should have with drawing. I was pretty sure I’d only been asleep at the lake for possibly half an hour. I could’ve been wrong about that. Without thinking, I asked, “You weren’t going to talk about giving me another nice birthday present tomorrow, were you?”

	“Definitely not,” he said almost before the question had even gotten all the way out of my mouth. “I’d rather get punched in the arm than the face.”

	I very much wanted to smack myself in the face for that. I blamed it on being awake for too long on not enough sleep.

	A short but extremely uncomfortable silence passed as we made our way back to the camp. Neither of us looked at the other, as was most often typical. I wasn’t sure if he was as uncomfortable as I was. I doubted it.

	My birthday present from him last year was him getting me away from everyone else and kissing me, saying how I needed something nice on my birthday. I had indeed punched him in the face afterward—partially for the arrogance, partially for springing it on me, and partially because it was irresponsible to be wandering off away from the camp to be preoccupied in a way that could get you killed. In large part due to the timing and me having absolutely no desire whatsoever for it to have happened when it did or in the way it had.

	Not two hours later, when going to apologize despite not entirely feeling like I should have but wanting to regardless, I’d caught him kissing Katy. I’d very much wanted to punch him in the face again, possibly her as well, but I thought it would’ve been overkill and hadn’t wanted to give him the satisfaction. Or her. I also hadn’t wanted to deal with all that would’ve followed. The day had been quite bad enough without anything else happening. Listening to what all he had to say after the fact had also been quite bad.

	Jared broke that uncomfortable silence. 

	 “I was just going to ask . . .” He hesitated before starting over and continuing on. “I was just going to ask how many times I would have to get on your ass about wandering off alone before you would listen.” 

	“What am I supposed to do?” I looked at the ground where I was walking. I didn’t like to do that, but it happened with him when we weren’t working. “Stare at a tree?”

	His response was, “That’s what you were doing anyway.”

	I spent a few seconds glaring at him before returning my gaze to the ground. I hadn’t been staring at a tree. I’d been drawing a tree. That alone was enough to be two different things, but if I’d been at the camp, I would’ve been doing absolutely nothing more than staring at a tree. On top of that, I would’ve completely wasted an entire day surrounded by people I never really talked to, didn’t like, or couldn’t give half a shit less about. It was one of the three. What I’d been doing was far from ideal, but it was so much better than the alternative. That was yet another thing I’d given up on trying to explain.

	“Maybe . . . if you had some friends?”

	“I have friends,” I reminded him, “and they both make out with each other because they think it’s going to piss me off. Or one of them does, and the other doesn’t give as much of a damn as they would want me to think. Slim pickings. So yeah. Friends are a super great thing to have. Love it. It’s the most glorious experience in the world. Should I go ask you if you want to stop kissing and sit with me while I draw instead?” I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

	When he didn’t say anything or even laugh, I looked up and over at him and saw that he was grinning.

	“What?” I demanded.

	“That’s the first time you’ve said anything about it.” He sounded far too pleased with himself, and he wasn’t looking at me, but I could see the expression on his face.

	My face scrunched. “About what?”

	“Me and Katy,” he replied, still grinning as he had been.

	So Jared and Katy had turned into Jared and Katy at some point. That was lovely. What was even lovelier was that I hadn’t been informed of the transition all the times I could’ve been. Any of the times I could’ve been.

	How had I not been informed about the transition? Did someone just have to make out with someone else enough to turn into a singular entity? That didn’t seem right. Had it been . . . discussed? If it had been . . . 

	Why didn’t I know about it? Whether I’d talked about it or not was sort of irrelevant. I’d think I would’ve known if a transition had occurred.

	I was still thinking about that when Jared said, “That’s not all I do with my time, though. Just saying.”

	Rather than ask him if they’d at some point transitioned from making out to other things along with transitioning into a singular entity, I said, “I don’t give a damn what you do with your free time, Jared. Past one thing.” I paused. “Don’t let me see you without your pistol again. Especially when we’re moving.” I could’ve left it at that, but . . . “I really think you have absolutely no sense of self-preservation.”

	“Apparently neither of us will listen to the other,” he said. “We can keep having the same argument or move on.”

	I firmly said, “Jared, the fact is that I’m better equipped to take care of myself when I’m asleep than you are when you’re awake. I’m so fucking sick of you mentally disregarding that.”

	“And yet I was right up on you.”

	“And yet I’m intentionally sleep-deprived. Not to mention that you talked and I knew it was you.” I took in a deep breath. “Please stop getting right up on me like that. I could kill you and not even realize until after. I would never forgive myself.”

	All he did was laugh a little under his breath. Along with rubbing a bit at his forehead then running that hand back through his blond hair like he sometimes did when he was uncomfortable. 

	“As usual, I’m so glad we’re on the same page.” I nodded. “What an exceptional partnership we have. Just keep laughing, Jared. It’s all so funny, isn’t it?”

	He said nothing. Neither of us said another word on the way back to the camp. I spent the majority of that time contemplating whooping his ass to the extent that we would never have to have the who’s better equipped argument again. There wasn’t much point contemplating. He’d seen enough to know. If he still didn’t know . . . there was no point. 

	I still thought about it regardless.
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	The instant I’d sat down near the fire at camp, Jared said, “I’m going to sleep.” He stood there staring at me for a pretty long time.

	I didn’t have to look at him to feel his eyes on me. I was quite accustomed to the feeling of it, which only ever really happened when I wasn’t looking at him. Eventually, it got to be too much and I caved like I always did when I knew he was expecting something. I looked up at him standing there looking down at me.

	I said, plainly, “Bye.” 

	He narrowed his eyes at me and quietly said, “Don’t you dare fall asleep out here.”

	As response, I turned my head so I could see the fire and not him, but I did listen to his footsteps trailing away. It wasn’t ten minutes later that Katy came over and plopped herself down beside me. I’d been expecting it. It happened almost every time I was getting ready to go to sleep, like some weird clock, no matter what time of the day it was, as long as she was awake. I did really need to get more sleep than the nap at the lake, but she was always pretty oblivious. To pretty much everything.

	I could only imagine her and Jared procreating. Anything they potentially made together would be set up for failure. Maybe in another world it would’ve been all right—the one that didn’t exist anymore.

	Then again, they were both still around.

	I clenched my jaw and kept my gaze on the fire.

	“So.” She drew the word out for a ridiculously long time. “Birthday girl tomorrow, huh?”

	“Yep.” I tried not to let it come out as stiff as I was feeling. That didn’t work.

	“The big one-eight,” she said, sounding just as bubbly as always. Or most always. “Bet you’re excited.” She didn’t give me a chance to potentially say something, though I wouldn’t have. She just went straight into, “Do you remember birthday cakes? Getting to blow out candles, making a wish and all that?”

	“Yep.” Stiff City seemed to be the place I was currently visiting. It happened, especially around her. I bit my tongue to stop myself from asking her how the hell she thought I’d forgotten.

	“Mom keeps telling me we’ll get all that stuff back one day.” She carried on like I hadn’t said a word, which was typical of her and partially why I rarely said more than one now. She never seemed to realize or care when I was taking a visit to Stiff City, not even when she dragged me there. “Birthday parties. Houses and stuff.”

	Though I knew Katy well enough to know that she was well-meaning, at least with this, I couldn’t stop myself from saying, “I don’t know what world your mom is living in.” At least no bad language or insults to her mother had accompanied it.

	She quickly said, “Oh, sorry.” Because her mom was living and mine wasn’t.

	She knew me well enough to understand that every time she brought that sort of stuff up, it was like punching me in the face. I honestly would’ve preferred a punch in the face to it. Much rather. I knew she was just trying to be helpful, at least in her way. Sometimes, her cheerfulness was even kind of contagious. Sometimes. Less now than what it used to be now that I knew her better. Still, I got sensitive and grumpy sometimes—especially around holidays and my birthday—and her unnaturally bubbly personality started grating on my nerves worse than what it otherwise did.

	She was lucky enough to still have her mom. It always felt like she was mocking me when she said certain things, even if it was unintentional. I believed it would’ve felt like something else, if not for that personality. I also believed I would’ve beaten the daylight out of her for a lot of things, if not for that personality and the obliviousness. Idiocy, really, because she wasn’t as oblivious as she seemed.

	God, I missed Frank. I’d spent every holiday and birthday with him between coming across and him dying. 

	Better missing him than missing my blood family. Jared didn’t agree with me on that. He couldn’t understand. With how he’d looked at me when I’d said as much, I’d known there was absolutely no point in trying to explain. Not even once.

	“Do you want to—”

	Katy cut herself off when I stood.

	I didn’t look down at her to say, “I’m going to sleep.” I forced myself to look at her afterward.

	She pursed her lips tightly, looked away, and said, “Right. Night.”

	“Night,” I said back. 

	Jared and I sleeping with—next to—one another could be a pretty sore spot with her on occasion. She’d never said anything to me about it, but he’d said as much. I never gave in when he brought her up because my daddy told me . . .

	Some people just want to get a rise. If you give in and give them what they’re after, you lose who you are and turn into their puppet. Don’t let anybody pull your strings, especially not someone who’s going to make you dance for them. You dance for yourself.

	The sleeping was a sore subject with Katy. She just couldn’t understand what it was like to have a partner, but she knew better than bringing it up to me. Talk about opening up a can of worms. . . .

	She never left our party for patrols or supplies. Both John and her mother refused to let her, not that she wanted to. Her mother insisted that there were more capable people. By capable, I was pretty sure she meant expendable and was just trying to sound like a better person than she actually was.

	Pretty sure meaning positive with that. She made far too much of an effort to look and sound better rather than be better.

	The expendability was her mom’s reasoning, but John wouldn’t let people carry a gun if they couldn’t shoot or be responsible with it, and Katy couldn’t do either. Her mom had argued with him on that at first, laying out scenario after scenario of where Katy could potentially need a gun.

	John’s response was always, “Kelly, I’ve seen that girl shoot. She’d be more likely to kill herself accidentally than anything she might need to. I’m not sure I’d even trust her with a knife. Then again, if she’s carrying a gun, she’s going on patrols at the very least. Do you want her having more lessons with something neither of you want her doing?”

	I’d speculated many a time that Katy had intentionally thrown all her shots and acted far more oblivious with guns than she actually was when John had made her qualify and then tried to teach her. She’d let slip to me once that her dad—like mine—had gone hunting regularly while she was growing up. She’d instantaneously gotten very antsy and defensive before saying, “It’s not like I like . . . went with him or anything.”

	Going or not going only had as much of an effect on anything as what it did. Mine had taught me proper gun safety along with how to shoot, but I knew of some girls whose dads had hunted that hadn’t taught them a damn thing. A few, mostly overheard in passing. But my sister had tried really hard to get out of learning.

	Regardless, even an idiot could shoot a gun with a bit of training. Either Katy had thrown shots and continually intentionally failed to grasp even the simplest aspects of anything to do with guns—such as don’t wave that around and point it at something you’re not trying to shoot and how many times do you need to be told that you don’t check whether it’s loaded by turning it around and looking down the damn barrel—or she was so mentally challenged that I had to wonder how she’d ever even managed to cross a damn street without getting killed.

	I didn’t mind about Katy potentially throwing her shots. For the most part. Past the lying. And the deception. And the cowardice.

	Still, I understood that there was a very big difference between the protectors and the protected. They couldn’t survive without us no matter what sort of world, and I couldn’t blame anyone for not wanting to do what we did. I didn’t really want to do it either, but I understood why it was necessary. I was glad that I could regardless of not wanting to. I would much rather do it than not be able to.

	Katy and her mom were both very religious people, at least in their own minds. I’d heard Kelly say something about how we were all going to hell for killing people to stay alive. She didn’t know I’d heard it, but I had. That was before I’d ever killed anyone, and I’d gone crying to Frank about it.

	When I’d been out for the second time about a month later and had my finger on a trigger, watching one of our people get stabbed in the throat because I was afraid of possibly going to hell . . .

	Well, it had struck me then that I would rather go there if it existed than see more people die when I was supposed to be keeping them alive whether I cared about them or not. I sometimes wanted to ask her and her mom how all that praying was working out for them. I sometimes wanted to ask how or why they thought it was all right to associate with the heathens that were keeping them alive. I sometimes wanted to find a way to strand them out and have them fend for themselves, to be put into the position where they had to either save their own lives or not. They’d had people looking both ways and holding their hands to get them across every damn street they had to cross.

	I never did what I sometimes wanted to in stranding them. I could’ve. I’d had no less than a dozen opportunities and had thought of a rather large handful of ways that required no opportunities of any sort. I didn’t.

	Neither of my parents had been religious, at least and especially not in the way Katy and her mom were, but I’d been told . . .

	You treat people how you would want to be treated whether they would do the same for you or not. It’s not about being a good person because someone or something insists you do. Not because you feel obligated or scared. It’s about being a good person because it’s the right thing to do.

	I thought that was more important. 

	I couldn’t help my attitude sometimes and how that might’ve affected any goodness. I didn’t want to die, but life really sucked. Like . . . a lot. But it was what it was. 

	It always just . . .

	Was what it was.
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	It was easy to find the appropriate tent. Most everyone else was still awake because the sun hadn’t completely set yet, and there was only one with a blanket thrown over it. The one with the blanket thrown over it, concealing most of its green and brown, was the one he always picked first if he could. Right on the verge of being way too large for two people. It was as large as John would let him go with just the two of us. I’d heard more than once that boys got weird about the size of things.

	That seemed accurate.

	 I kneeled down in front of the tent and unzipped it quickly like the entire thing wasn’t a big deal in the slightest.

	Jared peeked one eye open and stared at me with it for a few seconds. I thought it took more effort to open one on its own rather than both, but I supposed it didn’t matter.

	Katy was needlessly unhappy where the sleeping pertained, as was her mother who had muttered under her breath about how none of us had any morals whatsoever, when it was her daughter who was off making out with someone and doing god only knew what else. Not to mention what she was doing. Nothing ever happened despite Jared and me always sleeping next to each other. We never really touched each other at all, apart from our backs.

	I clenched my jaw.

	We never touched at all. Except on tent nights.

	Jared patted the top of the blanket he was laying under, and I zipped the tent closed after making my way inside it, repeatedly telling myself it was only as big a deal as it was.

	 


3

	Tents

	 

	 

	Tent nights were a pretty rare occurrence for me. They typically only happened during bad weather and while traveling. Bad enough weather that patrols couldn’t possibly run and there was concern of getting sick or injured, and only certain times during travel. 

	We had to be exceptionally careful when moving from one place to another, and that required patrols, but moving also required being awake to move. Being even more careful than usual required the energy to be that way. Energy was a pretty scarce commodity to come by.

	We managed. As well as we could.

	I hated traveling, and I really disliked sleeping in tents. I could get out of it on occasion during travel with good timing and falling—or pretending to fall—asleep while it was still daylight after stopping for the day. No one would wake me up or force me into a tent . . . as long as I was scheduled for a night patrol. There was no getting out of it otherwise. Many people had tried to assure me that sleeping in a tent was safer. 

	It actually wasn’t. It actually wasn’t even close.

	If we were raided while sleeping, what sort of moron would think that people would bother coming and unzipping tents? If they had guns, which most any survivors did, they would just open fire near the ground at those tents. Then bam, everyone is dead. All because of where and how they were sleeping.

	Just because that scenario hadn’t played itself out didn’t mean it couldn’t. The more our number dropped, the higher the likelihood. The likelihood of running into another group was what it was. It wasn’t about that. It was the likelihood another group would be hostile or mess with us. Every person we lost upped the probability. Having essentially everyone who wasn’t on patrol in tents asleep meant essentially everyone in the group could be killed in all of a few seconds by a much smaller one, potentially even by just a tiny handful of people. In seconds.

	Sleeping in tents was ignorant and unsafe, in my opinion. John agreed, but apparently it upset people when I said that sort of stuff. He told me to do what I wanted, apart from when he told me to do otherwise, and keep things to myself when opening my mouth upset the masses. It had that effect enough times that I thought it best to just keep my mouth closed near the masses in general. Not that I wanted to open it anyway. For the most part. Anymore.

	I’d been asked quite a bit at first about my sleeping preferences. Not anymore. I’d talked to Frank about my reasons when he’d still been alive. My reasons and the issues I had with people taking issue to them. He’d told me . . .

	Sometimes people need to tell themselves things to feel better. Sometimes that’s the only way they can sleep at night.

	It’s not about sleepin’, Frank. It’s about sleepin’ and wakin’ up.

	You can’t wake up if you can’t sleep.

	Bodies wear down. They’ll sleep.

	We’re talkin’ ‘bout the mental and emotional aspects here.

	Those are luxuries. How do they have any money left?

	Those are necessity.

	Maybe for some people.

	E’rybody’s different.

	If different means stupid.

	What were you told ‘bout bein’ a li’l asshole?

	Not to, Sir. I’m just tellin’ the truth, though.

	You’re tellin’ the truth from where you see it.

	If you say so.

	In my opinion, that was a great deal of how we ended up where we were—people telling themselves things, whether to help them sleep or just because they couldn’t do anything else. Disillusioned morons who couldn’t take care of themselves, expecting heathens to come in and save them while everyone else sat around and ate off their silver, electronic platters. Figuratively speaking.

	It was our fault. That we’d ended up where we were. All of it. It was our fault. If anyone told themselves any differently?

	Well, I couldn’t grasp that level of idiocy. I had a hard enough time with people not being able to cross a street without having their damn hands held, but I understood that. Some people never grew up; they just got older.

	Jared rarely ever shared my views on things, even what I considered fact and he considered opinion. Sleeping in tents was no exception to that. I didn’t know why he insisted on sleeping next to me outdoors rather than in a tent when he hated it so much, but he did. He could’ve slept in a tent every single time he slept, to help himself sleep in whatever ways, but he didn’t. Something about needing to have each other’s backs all the time. 

	That made sense, but it seemed like he made himself pretty miserable doing it and we had varying definitions of all the time and having backs. It was also pretty pointless considering we almost always slept during the day when everyone else was awake to have our backs. Or maybe he thought it was a compromise because he occasionally got his tent nights. I didn’t know.

	I tried to tell myself that it wasn’t all bad, but when Jared lifted up the blanket he’d previously patted as invitation in and I laid down next to him, I couldn’t lie to myself. I couldn’t reason with myself.

	It felt like torture. It very much felt like torture.

	As did him reaching over and removing my balaclava, whispering, “Let’s get this shit off your face.” He put it where I would’ve, had I taken it off myself—under the pillow. He looked at me during.

	It felt very much like torture, and I wondered for what seemed like the millionth time why I couldn’t find a satisfactory way out.

	I rolled over, because that was what I always did.

	The ease of him wrapping his arm around the front of me and scooting his body close behind mine . . .

	That was very much like being tortured, in a multitude of ways. There was the physical aspect, but that wasn’t as bad as feeling like a puppet.

	The physical was more than enough on its own.

	The touching had been a compromise of sorts after me explaining to him my reluctance about sleeping in a tent. He made the argument that, if my concern about being raided were to happen, he would be the one who would more than likely get shot if we slept that way. It had then gotten into an extensive argument about bullet calibers. For someone who’d gone hunting with their dad, he seemed a bit more confused on that sort of thing than he should’ve been.

	When I told him at some point of the same argument that I didn’t want him to get shot, he declared he would take the risk if he didn’t have to get bitten by mosquitoes all night or have to listen to people talking about the weird stuff he did when he slept.

	I informed him that he was an idiot—with a choice expletive thrown in to further get the point across because that was the most idiotic thing I’d ever heard in all my life—and I told him that if he would rather get shot than bit by mosquitoes to be my guest. Yes, mosquitoes could transmit diseases, but the ratio of surviving a mosquito bite opposed to a gunshot wound was what it was.

	Most idiotic thing.

	Jared pulled me from my thoughts by whispering, “What are you thinking about?” 

	“How big an idiot you are,” I admitted. 

	He was such an idiot. I’d been told what I had about not being a little asshole, but goddamn.

	He laughed a little, but it was only through his nose. I felt it at my back, though, even if I hadn’t heard it. The air moving from that hit the back of my neck where my braid moving had exposed. That unfortunately caused my shoulder to twitch. As always, when something of that nature happened, I told myself that I was just uncomfortable and it would come off that way. 

	He never remarked on any noticeable bodily reactions, so I felt that was all right. Doubly all right with a reasonable explanation ready and waiting.

	Instead of remarking, which was a rare occurrence when it could’ve mattered, he pulled the ponytail holder from the bottom of my hair. He then presumably slid it over his wrist like he did at some point near the beginning of every tent night. I didn’t know how many times I’d told him that accidentally laying on so much hair wasn’t good for his face before I’d given up. If he wanted to deal with his face occasionally breaking out from that, I supposed it was fine. Even though I was the person having to look at it rather than him and it wasn’t the best thing to look at. 

	There were worse things. Most of them weren’t so easily avoidable.

	He was such an idiot.

	He said, “I was thinking about your birthday.”

	“If you’ve thought on it since earlier and are contemplating giving me a repeat present?” I took in a deep breath and then blew it out. “Please don’t bother.”

	“Are you sure?” 

	I contemplated punching him when he moved my hip with his hand a few times, like it was all some big joke. Maybe breaking his hand. I couldn’t do that even though I could. I could definitely punch him. 

	I didn’t. I also didn’t turn around. It was best to not all around, and I didn’t want to.

	I told him, “I don’t want your sloppy seconds. And stop moving me around. We’re supposed to be sleeping. Not like traveling isn’t a big deal or anything and we don’t need to get all the sleep we can.”

	“Fine,” he said with another small laugh that was immediately followed by a sigh. “Roll over here.” 

	I always waited until he told me to do that. I always hoped that each new tent night would be different from the one before it. I was always hoping that he would push me away and let me be free of him rather than dragged along. Or let me go where I needed rather than asking me to be somewhere else and me listening when I shouldn’t because it wasn’t good for me and yet I couldn’t stop myself more than what I did. Being a puppet.

	The routine was like clockwork.

	I rolled over, the same as I always did, and I let him slide one arm under my waist in the process. He pulled me as close as I could get to him and then covered most my body with his, which felt good in some way no matter how uncomfortable. He didn’t say what he usually said to me before sleeping no matter what sort of night or day it was. 

	Goodnight, Kylie. They were never good, but I liked hearing it. Sort of like the point of a saying about where the devil was rather than the words being taken literally. 

	Instead of that, he whispered, “You’re always my sloppy firsts.”

	I sniffed in a little through my nose and told the stupid tears wanting to well to stay inside my eyes as I clarified something for him. “I don’t want sloppy anything.” My voice was barely a whisper when I added, “I deserve more than that.” 

	He didn’t say a word. 

	No, I did not like Jared at all.

	I loved him.

	I should’ve known better. Did know better. Hated it. Hated how it and he made me feel. If I just liked him?

	Well, life would only suck as bad as what it did and I would only feel like a small idiot in comparison. Life was bad enough without his help. It would’ve been, even if the world hadn’t ended. I liked to think he understood that as well as he could, but sometimes . . .

	I really just didn’t know.

	Sometimes I also wondered if he enjoyed making me more miserable than I already would’ve been. I was pretty sure he did. I was pretty sure he enjoyed pulling my strings whether it was all completely purposeful or not. That was the only logical conclusion to reach, all things considered. I just didn’t know whether that made me hate him, or myself. Maybe both, but I didn’t believe anyone could love and hate someone or something at the same time. Love and dislike, sure.

	I was pretty sure I hated myself and thought he was just a jackass. 

	I knew better. I wasn’t sure that he did.
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	I woke up to just an instant of a quiet beeping sound before Jared moved his hands behind my back where he was holding onto me. He smacked his watch the same as he always did when we were waking up. It was a swanky, solar-powered thing. He looked at it a lot and I’d made jokes before about him being conceited, spoiled, but I knew he looked at it as much as he did because it had been his dad’s. 

	The only time I’d ever seen Jared break down was when someone’s blood had gotten on that watch. It wasn’t the worry of it being ruined. I’d thought that was what it was, at first, until realizing it wasn’t that. He’d been so frantic, trying to get that blood off. Not himself. Just the watch. He’d completely lost it for a bit in a way I hadn’t thought him capable of doing. At the time, I honestly hadn’t thought him capable of existing at all outside very shallow water.

	It was then that I realized he’d probably taken it from his dad’s body rather than it being given to him, and it had more likely than not been covered in his dad’s blood when being taken. That had been a rough night—that realization and calming him down. Trying to. Eventually managing.

	We had more than a few of those—rough nights—but that had been one of the worst for me. Just seeing him that way. Watching him drowning and trying to pull him up to breathe. I hadn’t made a single joke or remark about his watch since.

	“Is it already time to wake up?” I wiggled out of his grasp as much as I could manage, which was more shoving him away than anything. “It feels like I hardly slept at all.” 

	I also had no idea what time it was due to the blanket over the tent, but I supposed it could be morning or almost there and me still feel so behind on sleep. I was always varying degrees of tired. If exhausted could be bastardized down to tired.

	My body felt so worn down.

	I was caught and stopped mid-stretch when Jared’s hand touched my face. That stretch died completely and my entire body stiffened.

	His face was very close—too close—to mine when he said, “It’s midnight. Happy birthday.”

	“Please don’t kiss me again,” I whispered quickly. I had no idea what reasoning he could’ve had in waking us up at exactly midnight, but I didn’t think it could be good. I just wanted to make sure it wasn’t that. I needed to ensure it wasn’t that.

	“I’m not going to.”

	I took in then breathed out an enormous breath of relief. I did not want him to kiss me again. For so many reasons.

	“I just wanted to tell you . . .”

	“Happy . . . birthday?” I offered when he said nothing more. He’d already told me that. If it was midnight, I wanted more sleep. I needed more sl—

	“That I love you.”

	I immediately sat up and scooted several scoots away from him. “Is that a joke to you?” I demanded when I was far enough away to suit me, or as far as the tent would allow. Keeping a hold on my tone and volume to prevent waking anyone else up was a massive struggle.

	“What?” His tone implied that he was very confused. “Do I look like I’m joking?”

	“I can’t really see your face, you idiot.” 

	“Fine,” he said. “Do I sound like I’m joking?”

	I had nothing at all to say to that. He didn’t sound like he was joking, but he would sometimes sound serious when he was joking or sound like he was joking when he was being serious. I didn’t think that was a good thing to base anything off of with him, but I didn’t know what to say.

	“Listen,” he urged. “I know you feel the same way. And before you get all pissy about me saying that, hear me out.” He sighed. “You and I wouldn’t put up with half of what we do from each other if we didn’t feel the way we do. Why are we doing this to each other? Can’t we just . . . be together? At least try it out?”

	“No.” No, we most certainly could not. “And yes, we would put up with it. Because we have to. That’s why we do. And no fucking way to the rest. Just so we’re clear.”

	“If this is about . . .” He sighed again. “I don’t love her. Ask her if she’s confused about who I’m in love with. She’s known the entire time.”

	I heard myself laugh once, but absolutely nothing about this was funny. Hadn’t I always wanted to hear him say that? Since we’d come across him and he’d smiled at me, turning me into a massive pile of mush because he had such a nice smile? Hadn’t I wanted to hear it since then?

	He scooted close to me again and somehow found my hand. “I’ve always loved you.”

	I jerked my hand back to myself. “And you’re just telling me . . . now?”

	“Yes, because I just realized today that you felt the same way,” he said. “Tell me you don’t.” 

	I told myself to breathe normally, but it turned into more sniffling than breathing. And then a tear fell down my face. I hurriedly wiped it away. I didn’t care that he couldn’t see it. I didn’t want it there.

	I’d told myself a year ago that neither he nor Katy were worth my tears. They weren’t, no matter how I felt about either of them. I didn’t think that people who were worth it would make you cry. But I didn’t really know, and they were all I really had now. Nothing felt worth crying over anymore.

	I was angry, and upset, and I had a lot of things I could say if I could just get them out. 

	I didn’t say any of them, and I also didn’t jerk my hand away when he found it again.

	He said, “I’m going to kiss you.”

	“I don’t want you to,” I told him weakly.

	“Yes, you do.” 

	I did, but I didn’t. Parts of me wanted to, and parts of me didn’t. I was thinking over that hard enough, fighting with myself, when his free hand found my face. Then he was kissing me, and I was kissing him back. Trying to. Failing. I was wanting to get lost in it as badly as I’d wanted to a year ago, but I couldn’t. For so many reasons and in so many ways, I just . . . couldn’t. So much had happened in that year. He’d made the year hell for me, when we were already so close to being there if not already there. He’d made it so much worse, and I didn’t want it to be that way. Things could always get worse, and . . .

	I couldn’t handle anything being much worse than everything already was.

	Our second shitty kiss lasted for about ten seconds before I turned my face and pushed him away from me.

	“I said no, you dumbass,” I told him firmly. “Don’t do that again, Jared, or I swear to god . . .” I didn’t know what I was swearing exactly, but I was swearing something.

	“Ky,” he said in something that was either frustration or disbelief. I didn’t know which it was. It didn’t matter. Not at all.

	I waited. I waited three seconds for the second half of my name. When it didn’t come, I hit him. I didn’t know where, only that I hit him somewhere and nowhere near as hard or well as I could. Because my momma had been right in telling me I could kill someone if I lost my temper. I’d known that before she’d said it. I couldn’t help losing it as much as I did.

	I almost shouted, “I told you not to call me that!” 

	I didn’t wait for any form of response from him when I started searching almost frantically for the zipper of the tent. I heard him talking to me, but I didn’t hear what he was saying. My ears were ringing. 

	I found the zipper, miraculously, and unzipped it. All I cared about was stopping on my way out and looking back into the dark tent at him to say, “We’re going to have a problem if you follow me. I’m so tired of you never listening when it matters. I’m so fucking tired of you in general.”

	I zipped him back up inside and went next to the dwindling fire, so glad that almost everyone was asleep—as they should’ve been—as I struggled to stop the tears.

	I very much wished I’d thought to grab my bag, along with what had been stashed under the pillow.

	 


4

	Process of Elimination

	 

	 

	It wasn’t too long after the debacle with Jared that John stepped over and dropped a couple more logs onto the fire. While he was doing as much, I wiped at my eyes before he might look. I’d only had enough time to play through several memories of my daddy between leaving the tent and John approaching. Too much time but not enough. It was what I should’ve been doing, even if I didn’t want to at all. I didn’t know what to think that I might not have thought about Daddy at all had Jared said anything other than what he had. It was him that I was thinking about, like I should’ve been.

	Happy birthday, Ky. We didn’t know if you’d think you’re too big to make a wish, but you’re getting one anyway. Take the biggest breath you ever have, baby girl. These candles are adding up. Get them all to make sure it counts.

	I hated my birthday now. I so badly hated it. I hadn’t always.

	“Ignorance.” John sat himself down relatively close by me, but he was still part of the way around the fire. “Can’t help it when you’re young.”

	“Where did that come from?” I asked him. I supposed I’d been as ignorant as it felt like I had, with raising my voice while people were trying to sleep the first night before traveling. I should’ve just left the tent from the get-go, but Jared probably would’ve followed, and it probably would’ve gone a hell of a lot worse. Somehow. Like being able to see him to have better aim for that pop. 

	John shrugged, but he was grinning a little. He rarely did that. Sometimes, on the rare occasion when we were alone. I liked to think I’d been one of his favorites in school, surely because I’d kept my ears open and my mouth closed. At least in his class. I still liked to think I was one of his favorites, but I didn’t know if that had to do with anything at all but what sort of shot I was. What sort of shot I was and that I was pretty damn good at doing what I was told. For the most part. I got things done, nice or not.

	It took John some time to say, “Sometimes things can start off with the best intentions, but situations and circumstances get in the way.” He took in a deep breath, released it, and frowned at the fire. “Sometimes people don’t want any intentions, best or not. Things can get past that on occasion. Or maybe they just don’t from the get-go.”

	I had nothing to say to that. 

	Well, there was a lot I could’ve said, but nothing I would. I didn’t know if he was talking about what I thought he was. Sounded like it, but that would’ve been so far past odd for him.

	I was sure nearly twenty minutes of silence passed—time that I spent waiting for John to tell me I needed to get back to sleep—before he said, “I can reassign both of you, if you need me to. Cahill and Nance would do the trick, I think. I’m sure you know who with who. God knows we wouldn’t have the same problems that way.” 

	“I don’t know which way you’re talking about splitting them.” I shook my head. “I understand about a lack of problems, but I can’t believe you would risk putting the two of us together on the chance we’d get ambushed and you’d lose us both.”

	“I’m sure it would be all right.”

	I wasn’t.

	My first reaction was to tell him it wouldn’t be necessary, but . . . I didn’t know if that would be true. There wasn’t anyone alive that I trusted more than Jared, apart from John, but in totally different ways. But trust, though important, wasn’t everything in the world. And I hated dealing with all the other things. I was so tired of it. Getting a different partner might not change things, but it could potentially change exposure and proximity. I hadn’t thought . . .

	I just hadn’t.

	John couldn’t go out on patrols. He wanted to, if feeling responsible or obligated counted as wanting, but everyone had voted against due to him being our leader. He wasn’t expendable. We needed him. Kyle being partnered with Jared and Ryan with me would fix the issues I was having—issues I hadn’t known John was aware of. Kyle wasn’t allowed to get near me now due to his former . . . it had been called flirting, but I considered it antics. I didn’t like that, or hadn’t, and I especially couldn’t deal with that on patrols. Ryan . . .

	Well, I wasn’t anywhere near his type. So that wouldn’t be an issue at all, and I liked him well enough, as far as I knew. Not that we’d ever said more than a few words to one another past work. 

	We hadn’t, but I knew everyone well enough to know whether I could tolerate being in their nearby proximity for any length of time. I did like his energy. He was very focused on work, and I’d never heard him say a bad word about anyone. Not even when he had every right to. I liked that. I just didn’t know how it would be to be partnered with someone else along with that in reverse—them being partnered with me. 

	God, I missed Frank. So much.

	“I don’t know,” I said quietly to John about switching. “Maybe.”

	“Well, you don’t have to decide now,” he told me. “We’ve got time.”

	John’s Southern accent always came out more when he was tired. When he was fully awake, it was almost nonexistent. I equated that to several years spent in college up north and surely having to deal with everyone thinking all Southerners were uneducated morons. They had, before. I didn’t know if they still did, but they certainly had before. I knew that because I had some family from what used to be Maine, who were more than likely dead. I’d visited with them for a summer when I was eleven and, every time I spoke to anyone besides them, I would get looked at like I was an alien or something. I’d had said to me . . .

	I didn’t know people from down there actually wore shoes. Or did you get those here?

	I’d thought it had been a rude joke at first. It hadn’t been. That lady had been completely serious. That experience had been . . . somewhat traumatizing. I’d only left the house a few times after that, when forced, and I didn’t say a single other word for anyone else to hear. I’d counted down the days until I could get back to politeness and what I’d thought at the time were nice people. I’d been pretty off about that.

	I didn’t know whether Maine still existed in any sense. I liked to think it did, to some degree. Maybe that I might have some family still alive in the world despite sense telling me they were all gone. I didn’t think that particular branch of my family was or would’ve been capable of taking care of themselves. I could’ve been wrong. I hoped I was.

	It was best to not think about it. Life was what it was. That was far more than enough to think about.

	“We’ll see,” I said, still speaking quietly on the potential switch, “when we get to Florida.” Or what was left of Florida. Or only how far we would go into Florida due to the reports of what went on farther south. “John . . . don’t tell him that you offered or that I’m thinking about it. Please.” 

	Jared would be on his best behavior to change my mind if he knew. He got like that sometimes, when I got really upset with him. Best behavior then right back to normal when I got back to normal.

	“No problem.” John shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll pick up a straggler along the way and you’ll find a new partner. One who won’t give you so much trouble and won’t require breaking up my top two teams with some unknown result. Doubtful, but one can hope.” 

	I didn’t say that the stragglers we’d picked up so many of during the first two years had thinned out. We’d only picked up three this year. We were thinning out in general, as if what had happened hadn’t been enough. We were dropping like flies. 

	There didn’t need to be more attacks. We were thinning ourselves.

	I said, “Maybe.” More than likely not, but it wasn’t completely impossible. Almost. 

	Essentially. 

	Essentially didn’t mean completely.

	“I understand if it’s difficult, but we’ve got a long day tomorrow,” he said. “We’ll be having long days for a while.”

	That was his nice way of telling me to go to sleep. His nice ways were another rarity, again only taken on occasion when alone.

	“I know.” I sighed then looked up at the oak trees above and around me, the Spanish moss dangling down, to admit, “I always hate leaving Georgia.”

	“Sweetheart . . . Georgia hasn’t existed for some time now,” he reminded me, speaking slowly like he was breaking some horrible news to me that I didn’t know.

	“I know,” I said again, feeling my eyes watering. “But it’s still home. In a way.” It made me feel closer to my family, even if only a little, or as close to them as I could actually feel anymore. Moving away from that always put me in a weird headspace—one that I didn’t get out of until we crossed back over into what we could step into of Georgia, staying very far away from Atlanta and Savannah. Atlanta especially, but for entirely different reasons.

	“Well.” He sighed. “You’ll have a while before we cross over into what used to be Florida. I reckon you can enjoy it in whatever way you do until then. We’ll be back, if we make it back.”

	So comforting.

	“Yeah.” It was all I felt I could say.

	“I’m going to sleep.” He stood then took several steps away before stopping and saying, “Happy birthday, Winters.”

	“Thanks,” I whispered. He only called me that at certain times—what he’d always called me when in his classroom. He’d only ever called anyone by their last name then, just like he mostly did now. If we had two people with the same last name, he would add their first initial to the start of it. He for some reason called me Kylie most of the time now, though. Unless working. Or very rare occurrence otherwise. Every time he called me that during the rare personal occurrence, it took me right back there. Right back to a time when everything was . . .

	Good. Easy. Simple, even when it seemed difficult. So much better than this in every possible way.

	Winters, what’s your problem? You pay attention to every word I say. You get every question right on your homework. Your notes are exceptional. You’re listening rather than copying. Why can’t you pass any of my tests? 

	I don’t know. I just can’t remember any of it when I’m takin’ the tests. 

	You don’t have this problem in your other classes.

	No.

	I know you don’t. I’m just trying to figure out what the problem is.

	I don’t know the problem, Sir. I just can’t remember. I keep tryin’.

	Leaning back in a seat, sighing. We’ll figure this out. I’m not letting such a good student fail my class, and I’m worried that if we don’t get whatever this is worked out, those teachers in high school are going to ruin your chances to get into a good college because they won’t give a damn. We’ll get it worked out, Winters. I’m going to send a note home for your parents to come in and talk to me when they can. I know your daddy has that schedule. I’ll work around it. You’re too smart for this. We’ll get it worked out.

	Your class is my favorite, Mr. Brangers. I’ve been worried you’ll think my grades say otherwise.

	I thought you liked science?

	Science makes sense to me. I just don’t like Mrs. Jensen. She doesn’t like me either.

	Why do you think that?

	Because I know more about what she’s teaching than she does. And I know she doesn’t like me, Sir. I don’t think it. I’m not sayin’ anything else about it. I got it straightened out. I thought it was good practice for college, but I’m hoping those professors will be like you.

	In what sense?

	In lovin’ what they do in sharing what they know. I’m hoping they’ll appreciate shared interests or people wantin’ to hear what they have to say. I’m lookin’ forward to that. But I like what you have to say because you love what you know. I just wish I could remember it.

	A rare smile. We’ll get it worked out.

	I’ve been tryin’ so hard. I just can’t remember.

	I wiped at my eyes as I listened to John’s footsteps walking away as I closed a mental door on a little girl with big dreams. The sound of a tent zipping twice followed. Only a minute or two passed before my bag was placed down on the ground at my left, a bit of fabric on top of it, and my rifle was extended to me.

	John said, “Don’t forget this. I don’t care what’s going on.”

	“Yes, Sir,” I said, taking it from him. I knew better. I could make do with my pistol, but not as well. I didn’t always need them, but they were better to have than not.

	He hesitated, staring down at me.

	I said, “I’m sorry.”

	He pursed his lips into the hard line they were so often set in before shaking his head. “Frank would kick my ass if he were still here.” 

	I shook mine, my brow furrowed. “Why?” He and Frank had gotten very close.

	“For letting this boy nonsense go on.” He sighed. “But I’ve got to admit . . . this is much different from little girls and boys chasing each other down hallways, thinking they’re sneaky and drooling on each other’s faces.” He sighed again, likely remembering catching things like that. With other students. Definitely not me. “You’re an adult. You were forced to turn into one before you should have, and you never were one to run around. I don’t really know how to deal with this.”

	My brow was still furrowed when I said, “You shouldn’t have to. I’m sorry it’s causing so much of a problem for anyone else. I didn’t know it was.” Past Katy, but in my opinion Katy had caused the problem for herself.

	John rubbed at his face for a moment before saying, “What I’m trying to say is that you’re an adult and can make your own decisions. If you don’t want to get involved with anyone because you can’t have a kid in this shit world, you should just say so.”

	My mouth hung open for a bit before I managed to ask, “Did Frank tell you that?” 

	I’d had that conversation with Frank when I’d been sixteen, right before we’d found Jared. Right after Frank had beaten Harris senseless. Approximately six months before Harris had been killed and eight before Frank had. It had been one thing of many related ones touched on during that particular conversation.

	He sighed again. “Just tell him that’s why, if that’s why. If that’s not the only reason why?” He shook his head. “Kylie, I know there isn’t a lot to choose from, but I would rather see you alone the rest of your life than stuck with a dumbass boy. You’re too good for him. The attitude he brings out should tell you that. You’re not like that when you’re away from him, but you’re turning that way because you’re as stuck with him as you’ve made yourself.” He shook his head again. “Life is too short to be stuck with people who make you miserable. In that way, I mean.” 

	He sighed again. “That’s what Frank would’ve said, only he would’ve said it better. Sorry he’s not here to do it anymore. That and keeping the other idiots away from you. I’ve been doing my best, but you look so much like your momma now, I’m not sure any amount of anything could keep them away from you whether the world turned out this way or not.” He rubbed at his face then pointed down at the fabric on top of my bag. “Put that back on.”

	I did.

	He seemed very uncomfortable when he made his way off, to his own tent after making sure I’d done as told. I watched him go, trying to come to terms with what all he’d said. Not only what he’d said but that he’d said it at all.

	I tried to come to terms with the fact that I apparently looked like my momma now. It had been . . . a long time since I’d seen myself in a mirror. We occasionally came across them, but I didn’t want to look. I always had this shit covering my face now anyway. Most always. I hadn’t gotten a good look in a while past distorted reflections in water. My momma . . .

	She’d been so beautiful. So beautiful. My daddy would just watch her sometimes when she’d be doing things. Watch her with a little smile on his face. I’d asked him once why he did that, and he said . . .

	I’m the luckiest man in the world. Just reminding myself. Reveling in it.

	I hadn’t contemplated how I may or may not have looked now having an effect on interest in me. I’d always chalked that up to a lack of options. There was Katy, but Katy was . . .

	She was adorable, but she was . . .

	Well, if you did patrols as all but two of the men with us did, it got a bit infuriating being around someone who would mouth off about the things you had to do to keep them alive. Not to mention that she had a mother to get through where I didn’t. A mother who had a mouth and vocal box the size of Texas. Or what used to be Texas. 

	Process of elimination. I was the only adult female in our group that wasn’t married apart from Katy and her mom.

	I hadn’t thought any interest on Jared’s part—or a lack thereof past the one kiss and the occasional cuddling—had anything to do with how I looked. I hadn’t even thought him sneaking to catch me bathing had anything to do with how I looked. I’d wondered once or twice if he liked any of it but reminded myself about that process of elimination. 

	The possibility that it might have something to do with any interest gave me a whole new line of things to think on. No matter how my daddy had felt about my momma, I knew it had more to do with who she was than how she looked. I realized . . .

	The thought that anyone might only want anything to do with me because of how I looked . . .

	It was worse than a process of elimination. I had to wonder if that was the only reason Jared gave a crap about me at all, if what John had just said was true. Most people might’ve disagreed about it being worse, but that happened when they didn’t know.

	I decided not to think about it anymore, until I found a mirror and could get this shit off my face for long enough to look. I wouldn’t hold my breath waiting for that to happen. At the same time . . .

	I wasn’t sure I wanted to look.

	 


5

	Snowflakes

	 

	 

	I didn’t feel better after my talk with John. I wouldn’t have considered most of that much of a talk with anyone apart from John, but then again, I wouldn’t have had that talk with anyone else and they wouldn’t have had it with me. They wouldn’t have even tried. There was no one to talk with. Not since Frank.

	John was not one to get past necessities and into . . . feelings and personal matters. Rarely. Even when Frank had died and I’d been an absolute mess, John had just given me a pat on the shoulder and said . . .

	Sorry. 

	Even though he’d gotten close to Frank, he hadn’t shed a single tear that I saw. Even though they’d gotten to the point of doing nearly everything together. Even though Frank had gotten John to smile and laugh, bringing out a side of him I’d never seen in school, only very few times when class was over, and hadn’t again since. I liked to think they’d been best friends. Eventually.

	I’d been . . . upset. That had been one word for how large a mess I’d been when Frank had died. I’d asked John why he wasn’t. He’d said . . .

	I am upset. But we’re just drops of water in the ocean, Winters. That’s just another dried-up drop. I’m upset, but the whole world is dried up.

	I felt that the exchange by the fire had been a talk when they so rarely happened. The rarest of all rare things with John.

	I didn’t feel better as a whole, but I was no longer as concerned with everything as I had been. If I couldn’t deal with the Jared shit anymore, I wouldn’t have to. I felt better in the sense of having a potential out, but I would hate to break up Kyle and Ryan. They were quite the unlikely pair, but they just worked. That alone was enough, but what John had said would be all right added to it.

	I actually felt worse as a whole, with so many other things to think about. Just sitting alone and missing . . .

	So many people. Maybe not so many, but all the ones who really mattered.

	My parents hadn’t been religious in the sense of doing what other people thought they should and they also hadn’t been superstitious, apart from with one thing. New Year’s Day. They were so careful in how the day went, and they said that was because they didn’t want to jinx an entire year by starting it off wrong.

	If you start something by taking a step with the wrong foot, you can ruin the entire journey. You can also take such a bad fall due to a misstep that you have to stop that journey completely.

	I felt like that, where I was sitting at the fire alone, wondering if this was how I was destined to spend every birthday I had. It was the only foot to step with, unless I didn’t at all. Keep the boards over the doors forever or do the same thing to continually get the same result.

	I sat there at the fire for long enough that I was concerned about falling asleep where I sat. I couldn’t do that, but I didn’t want to go back into the tent with Jared. I would feel the need to apologize for a situation that he put me in, and I couldn’t no matter how badly I’d reacted. I wouldn’t have hit him if he hadn’t said what he had, even if he would’ve kissed me after I’d stated more than once that I didn’t want him to. I didn’t want to apologize. Not then. I also didn’t want to hear any more shit from him about anything.

	Sloppy anything, or excuses about why he’d been making out with the only sort-of friend I had apart from him, driving a massive wedge between us when we’d already had so many others working against us. And he told me I needed friends. 

	Slim pickings with everything now.

	I almost went to John’s tent to ask him if I could stay in there with him, but I realized . . .

	I wasn’t a kid anymore. I supposed looking down at my chest when out of a sports bra would tell me as much, when nothing was smashed down, or maybe even how some of the men acted near me if they actually got or would get near. Sometimes even when they wouldn’t. 

	The hunting way and the protective way. 

	There were still the ones that looked at me like I was something to protect rather than go after, like nearly all of them had at first. I didn’t know if some of them had stopped due to my age, the attitude John had mentioned, or because they’d seen enough to accept what Jared always mentally disregarded no matter how much he’d seen. I didn’t need as much physical protection as the rest of the females. I could protect myself just fine. Better than most if not all of the men could. In most situations.

	But I’d gotten past the point where sleeping near someone could be seen as an act of safety and nothing more. I supposed that day had long passed. Maybe when Frank died. Maybe before it. I supposed it had passed around the time Katy’s mom told her she didn’t need to associate with whores who slept next to men all the time.

	I would’ve slept next to my momma instead, if I still had her. I would’ve slept next to her and kept her safe. Gladly. I would’ve preferred that. So much.

	I wiped at my eyes for what felt like the millionth time since John had gone off to his tent. Then I stood up, gathered my things, and went back to Jared’s tent. 

	He woke up when I unzipped it, which wasn’t surprising. He might not have even been asleep. He sat up a little.

	Before he could say anything, while I was getting in then zipping it back up, I said, “I don’t want to hear anything. Don’t start again.” 

	I laid down as far away from him as I could get.

	He said, “Get over here.”

	“No thanks.”

	“Either get over here or I’m moving over there.” 

	I sighed then scooted closer to him because if he insisted on movement having to occur, I at least wanted some aspect of it to be on my terms. 

	But it wasn’t. It never was. It only ever just felt a little closer to that than it could. 

	He put his arm over me, and I closed my eyes.

	The only other thing Jared said before I fell asleep was, “I’m sorry for calling you that, especially on your birthday.” 

	I didn’t say anything to that, and I thankfully fell asleep fast, surely due to how much time I’d already had to work through things inside my head. Though that had been beneficial, it wasn’t what I should’ve been doing. Not on my birthday.
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	Traveling was . . .

	I hated it so bad. It messed up the entire routine to everything. Patrolling was so much harder when the group wasn’t stationary, and it was harder when you needed to do both that and travel rather than that and sleep only. It was shitty, but I understood why it was necessary.

	We’d seen all too well what happened when people remained in one place and weren’t as prepared for anything as they surely thought they were. We’d come up on homesteads that had been taken over, raided, then left. We’d come up on large groups that had been wiped out by larger groups, raided, then left. So many bodies decomposing, partially eaten by animals, just . . .

	Left there. To rot. Like they were . . .

	Nothing.

	Moving was dangerous. Staying in one place for too long was worse. 

	John wouldn’t say, but I knew that every day to him was just . . . waiting. Just waiting for it to happen to us. For him to lead us to the wrong spot, to something we couldn’t recover from, where all that remained would fall through the thin ice we were walking on and join the ones who’d already fallen through. Our numbers were dwindling. There had been a point where we’d had well over a hundred bodies. 

	We were down to thirty-two. 

	Traveling this time was . . .

	Terrifying, in its ways. There weren’t as many things that we could recover from as a whole now, and it really felt like just a matter of time. I was worried we didn’t have the time John said we did. I was so worried that this would be the last time I had a foot in my home state, whether states still existed or not. I was worried I’d never make it back, that what I’d been holding onto for years would never actually be held.

	I didn’t think we were going to make it back next year, if we even made it to Florida this year as planned. That was . . .

	Hard to deal with, mentally.

	John was a smart man. He’d always had such interesting things to say. He knew so much about history that he had a strong grasp on what people did and what that could lead to. He always had good plans. Maybe not the best plans, but we were still alive when so many people weren’t. He always mapped out the route to take to go to anywhere we went. He mapped out what he thought would be low-to-no-traveled areas, and he more often than not thought right. 

	We weren’t the only ones who did what we did. We knew that by running into others who’d run into others. A lot of people headed south in general because they couldn’t survive the northern winters without the comforts they’d grown comfortable with. Not everyone went to Florida. It was closer to where we stayed, for one thing. It also offered more cover than some of the other warmer states. Swamps sucked, though. Really bad. 

	Georgia wasn’t as warm in the winter as I was sure some people believed it to be. I was also sure some people learned that the hard way when traveling south and thinking they’d gone far enough to survive easily enough when they really hadn’t.

	I was walking more with John than anything that first day of traveling. I’d been avoiding Jared and doing some thinking as I made my way. Traveling was a good time for thinking, as long as you weren’t on scouting patrols. John said he wanted me to do that—think about it—so I had the day. I just didn’t have the day in the way I should’ve. I wondered if John had chosen the day he had to leave, thinking I shouldn’t get back to spending it in the way I had before the last.

	Sometimes people didn’t know what your best interests were even if they were looking out for them.

	Ryan approached me around noon and fell into step beside me, speaking in the quiet way he typically had as we made our way. “Heard about potential alterations.” 

	I looked up at him and nodded.

	He nodded as well. “I was wondering if you wanted to give it a trial run. Potentially help with your decision one way or another. I’m sure neither of us want to make a switch that might not work.” 

	I glanced back at Jared. I could hardly see him through gaps in the bodies between us. I looked back up at Ryan and nodded again.

	“Right,” he said. “We’ll do that tomorrow. We’re on the first shift.” 

	I nodded again.

	He went off and carried on about his business with Kyle. They were essentially always together whether working or not. I felt that was how real partnerships should’ve been. Near enough to have one another’s backs even if you weren’t directly spending time.

	I carried on about my business alone, thinking about relationships and what John had said about being miserable.

	I’d seen miserable marriages and whatnot. I didn’t think they were so different from partnerships when both were two people trying to fit together. I’d heard horror stories from people about what their parents were like together, or how they’d been together before getting divorced.

	My parents had been so happy together. They’d been so happy that I couldn’t really contemplate anyone else’s parents not being the way mine were. Not until staying over at the house of a girl I had class with—because my parents had arranged it with hers then insisted when I said no—and waking up to her parents shouting at each other. I’d called mine to come get me, and they’d been right there. I believed they’d been waiting for the call, only for a different reason. It coming for the reason it did had resulted in a talk, where they’d had to explain to me that some people . . .

	Well, some people just didn’t work together. Trying to force it was like . . . a square peg and a round hole. 

	There are billions of people in the world. There’s no point settling for one you can’t and don’t work with. Easier said than done, though.

	There were no longer billions of people in the world. I had no idea how many were left, but I knew damn well that what had happened here had happened all over.

	There were no longer billions of people. I didn’t think that would change the rest of what my parents had told me that night, but it was easier said than done. Especially when you worked in some ways. In ways that mattered.

	What then?

	My parents weren’t around to tell me what then, and I just didn’t know.

	I’d wondered a few times, how they would feel about my feelings for Jared. I’d wondered more than once how they would’ve felt about him in general, if they would’ve liked him or not. I thought not, but he could be pretty likeable. When he cared to be.

	They wouldn’t. He reminded me of a boy I’d had a crush on from fourth grade on. On to realizing he’d been an idiot with a nice face. My parents hadn’t liked him either. Momma said . . .

	We’re snowflakes, baby girl. We’re all as different as we are, but we’re still the same thing. Some of the most important advice I could ever give ya is to stay away from people who think there’s something special ‘bout ‘em. We’re all the same thing. We’re beautiful, and then we’re gone. You stay away from people who think they’re special rather than that you are. And if ya grow up thinkin’ you’re special, that you’re not just like everyone else in the ways that matter, I hope to god you learn the lesson of that and get yourself straightened out.

	That had gotten me quite upset, which had caused further elaboration.

	Of course you’re special to me. But there’s a big, wide world full of the most beautiful snowflakes. You’re special to me ‘cause you’re mine. What I’m tellin’ ya is to stay away from people who don’t appreciate ya. We’re beautiful ‘cause we’re the same. Don’t be one of those people that focus on the slight variances. Ya wait to look at those ‘til ya get closer. If ya don’t think that what you’re seein’ is the most beautiful thing to be seen? Move on, ‘cause they’ll deserve better. And if someone duddn’t think your variances are beautiful? Move on, ‘cause you deserve better.

	I didn’t think they would like Jared very much at all even if he appreciated me in some ways, took care of me in some ways. I wasn’t sure, but I was pretty sure they would tell me to stay away from him. Move on. Maybe not for absolutely anything apart from what he’d done with me then Katy. Maybe they would’ve liked him, if they were around and I didn’t say that he made me feel . . .

	So bad. All around. In ways I hadn’t known could be felt.

	I couldn’t really blame him for going to Katy after the response I initially had to the first kiss. Not really. It felt like I did sometimes regardless—blame him—maybe just because it had been so easy for him. So fast. 

	Like I wasn’t worth even a little bit of thought or effort.

	Maybe people only wanted what was easy, the path of least resistance or shortest distance. Maybe it had been like that before, or maybe it hadn’t. Maybe the world was hard enough now that there was nothing else to be done. 

	Maybe no one was worth anything regardless.

	I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t think I would’ve been thinking on it if not for what John had said. Maybe I wouldn’t have regardless if we hadn’t started traveling to give me unoccupied time to do nothing but think. I didn’t know.

	I did know that I felt like I was worth something. Attitude or not, variances or not, I felt like I was. 

	I felt like I was worth a whole hell of a lot more than sloppy anything. Especially from someone who made me feel so damn bad. From anyone. But I knew what my momma would say. What I didn’t know was what she would say to my response. 

	Move on, baby girl.

	To what, Momma? There’s nothin’ left.

	 


6

	Talks

	 

	 

	I was both nervous and somewhat excited when waking up on the second day of travel. Either way, I was glad my birthday was over. I hadn’t expected to wake up feeling different. I never did, and I’d never thought turning and being eighteen would be an exception. I hadn’t changed to feel different, but situations and circumstances temporarily had. After that temporary time was over, I would know about it having some sort of permanence or not. That made a difference.

	So I was both nervous and excited. They were rarities for me.

	I’d never spent much direct time with Ryan, at least not any that involved direct communication. I’d obviously been near him enough. You couldn’t help being near people when you were with them in the situation we were, but running into him initially?

	That had been . . .

	Helpful. A great many other things, but helpful was at the top of the list. 

	He was former military. We had two others, but they were both older and . . . not as skilled. He’d been in when everything had gone down. He’d been stationed in Georgia when one of the bases had been attacked. Attacked then lost.

	His first bit of time after meeting up with us had been a rough one. For him in general, and for us due to some of the information he’d brought with him. He’d had a hard time, surviving through it, not staying where he was when the entire post had been destroyed. Not going down with the ship, so to speak, but he hadn’t ran at the start of it. He and a group had gotten out after the post had been completely lost. He would’ve stayed with them, but they were all trying to get back to their families. His had already been gone. They’d been in a city that had gotten completely leveled.

	I suspected he would’ve gone with at least one of the soldiers we’d run into him with, but they all agreed to split up and go their separate ways to get to their homes and families. His was gone, so he stayed with us and had been with us ever since. Some might’ve thought that was odd, but protecting civilians must’ve sounded better than trying to disappear. 

	It had taken him quite a while to take his uniform off, even when being told that the bloodstains on it were bothering some people. He wouldn’t take it off, and he wouldn’t clean it.

	He did eventually at least do the former after I spoke to Frank, who spoke to Briscoe and Walsh, who then spoke to him. 

	I wasn’t sure how his integration into our group would’ve gone, if we hadn’t had Briscoe and Walsh. 

	They told him that he couldn’t defend something that didn’t exist anymore. The uniform didn’t mean he wasn’t a person and wasn’t worth keeping himself alive. The country might’ve been destroyed, but it wouldn’t fall completely if our people didn’t. He was worth living to make sure that didn’t happen. Lots of other things that I’d accidentally overheard bits of. 

	Some not so accidentally because the world had ended and yet I’d never seen anyone with a look in their eyes like he had in his, and that had bothered me. In a different way and for different reasons than the bloodstains had bothered other people.

	I feel like I should hug him.

	Ky, you stay the hell away from him. That kid is one step away from snappin’. You go put a hand on him, he’s gonna kill you.

	He’s not a feral dog, Frank.

	Pretty damn close. Did your daddy not teach you about what certain things can do to people?

	He taught me that there’s a difference between bein’ damaged and broken.

	This is a different thing. A million hugs can’t fix this. The time it would take for ‘em might. But it might not. You stay the hell away from him. Ya hear me?

	Ryan had a rough time of it regardless of any help he’d received. That boy bled three colors that didn’t exist anymore in the way they had before. He loved his country. Fighting for it. But it was gone in the way it had been, and he couldn’t fight for it in the only way he’d known—what he’d wholeheartedly believed was the right way.

	I liked to think he was better now than he had been, at least in some ways. It would be almost impossible for him not to be, with how he’d been before. 

	People were wrong in saying time heals everything. Or maybe they weren’t and just didn’t think it was worth mentioning that you don’t always heal right, and you don’t always pull through at all. Sometimes you just keep breathing. That was a hell of a thing to leave out, in my opinion, but hands over eyes. . . .

	Ryan had tried very hard to teach a group of us to read maps better than what we could. He was a good teacher. I just couldn’t do it. Like history, reading maps was just something my brain couldn’t process as well as I’d like. I couldn’t store the information away in a filing cabinet inside my head.

	I tried. For as long as I could, I’d tried to find a way to keep that information stored, but I couldn’t do it. I’d eventually accepted as much, after I’d been pulled from those lessons. I could only even tell directions by the sun. If it was midday or night? I was useless. On my own. If I’d been somewhere long enough, I was fine. Unless I had to look at a map.

	I’d never been alone with Ryan, not even after Frank had changed his opinion, so I was curious to see how it would go. The closest I’d come to being alone with him before was a group of us doing PT together. I didn’t always do it as much as I should. When I was dealing with the Red Devil, you could more than likely forget about that as a whole. I understood how important it was, but I had a hard time finding the energy to move during that. Sometimes I had a hard time finding energy regardless, but that was the only time I would let myself not do as much. This wasn’t PE class. I could sit out when I wanted or needed. I could sit out sometimes when ensuring I made up for it otherwise. When I could.

	I knew that Ryan staggered his PT to his patrols, but I still did mine first thing. On my own, like I did when I was in my moods, as Jared would put it. It rarely had anything to do with any moods I would or wouldn’t be in. Sometimes I liked being alone, to do what I wanted. Certain people wouldn’t even do PT if they so much as caught me in their general vicinity. A lot of the time, doing it on my own just felt like the best thing all around. Sort of like keeping my mouth closed.

	After I finished with another day of doing it on my own, I got myself ready for patrol and was sitting around waiting for Ryan while most everyone else were getting themselves awake. When he was up and moving, I stepped over and handed him his breakfast.

	He laughed, shaking his head. “I’d think you were sucking up if you didn’t do the same thing for Freeman.”

	“Not,” I said. I did the same thing for Jared when timing and situations permitted it, and I wasn’t much on sucking up. I just did and said what I wanted, when I could. That had resulted in me being accused of sucking up on many occasions. Even after the world had ended, but especially before.

	Normally for morning patrols when we were stationary, people took things they could eat on the go. During travel, we did bike patrols. We didn’t like to do those, mostly because you couldn’t be as thorough and could often be found quicker than you could find. It was necessary when people were moving right behind you and you needed to be ahead. 

	I so badly hated traveling, for so many reasons.

	I said, “Night scouts reported back that there was nothing of note ahead.”

	Ryan said, “We’ll hope for more of the same.”

	I nodded—because we were always hoping for nothing of note—then waited for him to finish his breakfast. The two of us were then off with no fuss made, past me glancing at Jared and finding him staring at me. By the look on his face, the potential switch had been brought up, because he wasn’t confused about what was going on. I assumed it had been either Kyle or Ryan instead of John. Also by the look on Jared’s face, he wasn’t at all happy about it. Not at all.

	That wasn’t technically a fuss; it just felt like one. I told myself it was better than an actual one, no matter how it felt. I’d been expecting an actual one. I supposed he was shooting for exceptional behavior rather than good, without blatant emotional manipulation. It was as surprising as it was.

	I still felt bad, over the look that had been on his face and causing him to feel bad. I felt like I was doing something wrong, setting out with Ryan, like I was . . . cheating on him or something. But that was ridiculous. The farther I got away, the more that feeling dissipated.

	I was surprised when Ryan and I had only been riding for about half an hour before he stopped.

	I stopped as well, immediately going for my canteen while asking, “What’re we doing? Do you need to check the map?”

	He laughed a little under his breath. “No, I’m good for now. I thought it would be best for us to have a chat away from everyone if you’re putting serious consideration into this. We both know they won’t get themselves moving for another hour or so even though that they should already be on their way.”

	That was true. If it hadn’t been true, it wouldn’t take so long to get where we were going and we could leave later in the year when it was cooler. 

	I asked, “What do we need to chat about?”

	“I don’t know you at all. Personally.” He shrugged. “I know you’re Big Man’s favorite. I’m not sure if that’s because you were one of his kids or because of Frank and all that.”

	“I wouldn’t say I’m the favorite, but I don’t have a clue.” I shrugged as well. “Maybe either of those or neither. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve wondered if it’s because I can shoot a gun.”

	He chuckled at that. “Fantastic thing to wonder, as a civilian.”

	“Anyway.” I didn’t want to get into a debate about soldiers and civilians and how we were all both and neither. Katy and Kelly? They were more civilian than I was. “Your guess is as good as mine. I really don’t know. Is that something you feel like you need to know? If it is, I guess you can ask him. I hope you’re not really trying to get me to go into the and all that. If you’re needing to know what you’re asking, ask him.” 

	He narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips into an exaggerated frown to shake his head. “No, regardless of not knowing you personally, I know enough about you to get by. What I don’t know is whether you and I could tolerate being near each other all the time. I can’t, if you get with me like you are with Freeman, but I wouldn’t imagine that would be an issue.”

	I also pursed my lips into an exaggerated frown and shook my head. He was pretty cute, but . . . no.

	“I do have a question.”

	“What is it?” I asked.

	He asked, “How did you know that I’m gay?”

	I fidgeted. “I saw your dog tags.”

	His face scrunched and he shook his head. “What does that have to do with anything?”

	“Because it says you’re Christian on there,” I replied. “So I couldn’t understand why you didn’t put yourself around their little group. Then I realized you hadn’t because they’re the sort who take what they want from the bible and don’t grasp that it also says what it does about judging people, that it’s not their job. Then I saw how you reacted when they made a remark about that specific thing.” 

	I cleared my throat of nothing. “That’s why my dad didn’t believe in religion. He believed in God. He didn’t believe in the people who follow him or her, or whatever God is or isn’t. He said people take what they want from things, and religion shouldn’t be about fueling hatred. It defeats the entire purpose. In his opinion. But that’s what it more often than not is, no matter what people tell themselves.” I agreed about what it should and shouldn’t be. I cleared my throat again. “How did you know that I knew?”

	He stared at me for a moment before saying, “You looked at me. On your way to sit back down after that fit you threw for that remark you were talking about.”

	My face was burning a bit when I said, “I think there’s enough bad in the world without people making it worse and somehow deluding themselves into believing they’re doing something good. I couldn’t understand when I was little why my dad didn’t go to church if he believed in God.” I nodded. “I understand now.” I sighed. “There was enough bad without all this that happened to the world.” I paused. “I do have a question for you.”

	“What is it?”

	I asked, “Do you still believe in God?”

	His brow furrowed. “Yeah, I do.”

	I gestured around. “Even after all this?”

	He smiled a little. “Look around you, Winters. The world here is as beautiful as it was before. It’s just some big spots that aren’t anymore. But God didn’t do that. We did.” He paused. “Why did you need to know?”

	“There are always pros and cons,” I said. “Jared is . . .” I took in a deep breath then let it out as another sigh. “He’s not a very reliable shot. He can hit what he needs to when it matters, but he’s not as good as I wish he were. For himself, I mean. But the thing about Jared is . . .” I shook my head. “He doesn’t believe in any sort of god. I don’t have to worry with him about him thinking he’s going to hell for doing what he has to. I was thinking about it, and I don’t know if I could handle being partnered with someone and watching them have to do something they feel is damaging their soul.” 

	His brow furrowed again at that. It took him a moment to say, “If God can’t understand who I am or what I’m doing, and if neither of those things are all right?” He shook his head. “I can’t do anything about that. I’ve gotten a bit past worrying about the state of my soul. It is what it is. I’m doing the best I can, same as I always have.”

	I thought about that for a moment then nodded.

	He asked, “Do you believe in God?”

	I shook my head.

	“Do you believe in anything?”

	I said, “I believe that life is sacred. It’s a gift. And we spat on it.”

	He then asked, “Do you not believe in anything because of what happened?”

	“No, that’s not why. But it sure didn’t hurt.” I almost laughed. “I like to think there’s more to life than this, that our souls are something more than snowflakes that melt away into nothing. Maybe we get a do-over. Or maybe I’ll see my family again someday.” I shrugged. “I like to think that, but I sure as hell don’t believe it.” I took in a deep breath before saying, “You don’t preach to me, I won’t preach to you. If that means we can’t say a word to one another past what we’re doing, I’m all right with that.” I glanced off then looked back to him. “Ready to go on, or do we need to do more talking?”

	He smiled a little. “Ready to go on, Winters.” He didn’t move. “Can I call you Ky?”

	“Please don’t,” I said. “It’s what my dad used to call me.”

	“And Frank.”

	I nodded. “You can call me absolutely anything else. I really don’t care, as long as you don’t call me that.” It was worse than being called the most horrendous words anyone could possibly think to call somebody. So much worse.

	He nodded as well, got back on his bike, I got on mine, and we both continued on.
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	Scouting ahead was as uneventful as scouting ahead could be, which was a very good thing. It was different doing it with Ryan. Much different. It wasn’t at all unpleasant, after a bit of time acclimating to someone you weren’t used to being near. It was actually nice, to not be distracted or feel like you were a distraction, not even for a second. It was nice to just do what was needed and be done with it. A bit boring, but it could’ve been worse. I’d take boring over uncomfortable or distracted. I’d sure as hell take it over sad and miserable. I’d gotten so accustomed to that, I hadn’t realized there could be anything else.

	We stopped to take a break when reaching as far ahead as what we were supposed to. We did more talking then.

	I asked, “Would you hate being away from Kyle?”

	Ryan chuckled at that. “I’ll admit it would have its ups and downs. He’s hilarious, but that sometimes isn’t good for doing what we have to. Believe it or not, he can manage to shut up when he needs to.” He shrugged. “It’s not like I wouldn’t be seeing him. We still need more time to see if this would even work, though. Maybe not much, but more than what we’ve had.” 

	That was true.

	A small stretch of silence passed before he said, “I’ll also admit he’s taking it much harder than I am. He’s not used to working with different people. Can’t get away from that in what I used to do. Maybe it’ll stop him from wanting in your pants, if he gets pissed enough about it.” 

	“Doubtful,” I said. “He’s not allowed anywhere near me, which I’m sure you know. Frank’s not here to kick his ass anymore, though.” I didn’t have a clue why he hadn’t started back up with the behavior. I had no idea why he—

	Ryan laughed again. “Oh, the troubles of being a beautiful woman in the apocalypse.” He then sighed and shook his head. The light hitting made the slight reddish tint to his hair stand out over the brown. It was only ever noticeable in the light. “I know that’s nothing to laugh about. Or it wouldn’t be, if you weren’t safe enough with all of us.”

	I shook my head. “I wouldn’t imagine I look any better than I feel like I do, which is absolutely disgusting.” No matter what John had said . . .

	He blinked hard at me. “Are you joking?”

	I blinked hard right back at him. “No.” 

	His brow furrowed. “Why the hell do you think John has you wear a balaclava?”

	“He has Jared wear one on patrols.” 

	“Only because he’s always out with you.” He gaped at me for what felt like a very long time. “He has you wear that because he’s terrified about what would happen to you if you got caught out here and anyone got a look at you.” 

	I blinked hard again.

	He shook his head. “Do you have any idea how hard it is even with all of us to keep people away from you? Our own people.”

	I just barely shook my head.

	His eyebrows rose and he moved back a bit, rubbing at his face. “Winters, you need to find a mirror. I’d be lying if I said even I hadn’t thought about it.” 

	My face scrunched then. “But you . . .” I didn’t feel I could say anything more.

	“I said I’ve thought about it,” he said. “I didn’t say I would. Also not saying I wouldn’t, either.”

	“So are you not . . .”

	“I’m way more gay than not,” he said. “I’m just not saying either way that I would or wouldn’t. Could or couldn’t, I mean. I don’t intend on getting anywhere near finding out whether it would work or not, or if I just appreciate the fact that you’re beautiful more so than being attracted to you.” He shrugged. “The balaclava helps. What doesn’t help in general is when the dogs are convinced you’re a virgin.”

	I was having a difficult time processing the information, but I said, “I am.” 

	He laughed. “Even your little friend isn’t.”

	I shook my head. “Which friend?”

	“The preachy one. I don’t know how or why that needed clarification.” 

	My face scrunched again. “Who did she—”

	I cut myself off due to the look on his face and realizing . . .

	I shook my head. “Did Jared sleep with her?”

	His face scrunched then. “I thought you knew. I thought that was why you were contemplating the switch.” 

	My hand went over my mouth and I remained where I was in that way for . . . I didn’t know how long before asking, “How long has that been going on?”

	He shrugged again. “Not sure. I know Kyle and I caught them about six months ago. I guess it would make enough sense for you to not know. They’re sneaky about sneaking.”

	“He kissed me,” I said, trying to process. “On my birthday. He kissed me on my birthday when he’s been sleeping with her.” Kissing her was one thing, but . . .

	Six months . . .

	“Hell of a birthday present.” He patted me on the shoulder. “Boys and girls don’t change, Winters. Not even when the world ends.” His tone was very apologetic when he said, “You might ought to make the switch. I told John from the get-go after Frank died that it might be best for me to be partnered with you if you were still insistent on being sent out. You don’t need to worry about people trying to get in your pants. And the thing is?” He sighed. “I might believe what I do, and Freeman might be reliable in your mind when you think it counts, but the fact of the matter is that I’m your best bet at coming back every time. I’m also the best bet you have at not being stranded alone out here for someone to find you and get that balaclava off your face.” He still had the same tone when he said, “What I know about you, Winters, is that you’re a liability. But you’re a damn good shot and supposedly one hell of a fighter.”

	I barely said, “A liability.” 

	“Why do you think Frank was the way he was with you?”

	“Because I was a kid, and he found me wandering alone,” I said. That wasn’t it, but it was enough.

	“Because you were a kid that was a hardly a kid when he found you wandering alone,” he said, “and he could tell that when you got a bit past that . . .” He sucked in some air through his teeth. “If you weren’t taken care of, you were more than likely going to end up in a very bad place rather than dead. That’s not even mentioning and all that.”

	I shook my head. “That’s not true.” That had nothing to do with it.

	“Sure it is.” He nodded. “Did you not know that Frank was a raider before he found you? Did you not know that he diverted and abandoned them because he knew what would happen when he brought you back? Did you not know that he held onto you like he did because he was scared to death of what would happen if anyone got their hands on you?” He raised an eyebrow. “You’re acting like you don’t know, but there’s no way you couldn’t.” 

	I kept shaking my head. “He was not.”

	He nodded again. “Sure he was. Ask John if you don’t believe me. Or maybe think about it. I heard how John reacted when the unlikely reunion happened and a teacher found one of their female former students alone with an older male raider when the world ended.”

	I slowly said, “Frank was a police officer.”

	He nodded again. “Before the bombs dropped. Don’t you know who his part—”

	“Do not say a word to me about him,” I said through my teeth, trying so hard to keep a hold on my temper.

	“That’s fine.” Ryan nodded, looking up from my hands clenched into fists, back to my face. “We won’t talk about him. We’ll talk about Frank. And the truth about Frank was that he was a police officer before the bombs dropped. Then he fell right into all that shit for whatever reason.” He shrugged. “He said he’d lost who he was for a while there. He said finding you saved him. Like you were a little angel, pointing a gun at him and not shooting him when you should have. Not could have. Should have.” He paused for a moment. “He might’ve died, but you saved his soul. I think that matters.” 

	I couldn’t say anything, because Frank had said the bit about the angel and the gun to me before. He’d said a lot of other things as well, but . . .

	He’d never told me that he . . .

	I cried. I sat there, and I cried.

	When I made to remove the balaclava, Ryan asked, “Does Freeman let you take that off?”

	I stopped and looked to him, finding him blurry through my tears.

	“You need to make the switch, Winters,” he said. “You need a partner who’s actually going to look out for you. You haven’t had one in a long time. And before you ask, if you actually would? The reason I didn’t insist on it after Frank died? It’s something along the lines of what you said about watching someone do something that would damage their soul. Failing and someone dying is bad enough. Failing and having someone taken for the reason you would be if you were, if someone managed to get you restrained in a way you couldn’t get out of?” He shook his head. “I couldn’t handle that. The reason I’m telling you to make the switch regardless is because I’m concerned that, if we don’t?” He nodded. “That’s precisely what’s going to happen to you.” 

	He patted me again on the shoulder. “Leave the balaclava on. I know it’s shitty, but leave it on. What’s also shitty is hearing the truth. What isn’t shitty is having a partner willing to tell it to you.” He shrugged. “Up to you whether you want to move away from all the different forms of and all that. We’ll head back when you’re ready to.” He started to make his way over to his bike.

	I stopped him with, “If we make the switch and we both go down . . . the group is fucked.” I shook my head. “They won’t make it.”

	He turned to face me and raised an eyebrow. “Do you care?”

	“I’m stating a fact, but I know you care.” I sniffled in hard. “Could you live with yourself, even with the thought of it?”

	He stared at me for what seemed like forever before saying, “I’ve already told you where my line is.”

	“I’ll tell you what I would think you know, but Jared can’t grasp it either.” I took in a deep breath. “I can take care of my damn self.”

	He repeated the process of staring at me before speaking. “How many people have tried to get ahold of you even with that on your face?”

	“Does it matter?” I shook my head again, letting tears fall to be soaked up by fabric shortly after. “I’ve killed all of them.”

	“What about Aberdeen?” He shrugged. “If we hadn’t realized—”

	“They would’ve had to stick it in my dead body, and I would’ve taken at least one of them down with me.”

	He looked away, shaking his head and rubbing at his face. “Make the switch, Winters. I hear what you were saying. We’ll just have to do what we do and stay alive.”

	“Do you think we can?”

	“I think we have,” he said. “We just have to keep on.”

	I didn’t really mean to say, “Keeping on is a hell of a lot harder than surviving.”

	“Yeah.” He nodded, taking in a deep breath. “Yeah, it is.” He forced a small smile then walked the rest of the way to his bike.

	I stood.

	“You can—”

	“I don’t want to hear about how I can have some time to cry because I’m a girl.”

	He almost smiled. “I was thinking more . . . have some time because of the large things.”

	“I can cry and do other things at the same time.” I shrugged. “I’m a girl, after all.”

	He pursed his lips in what seemed to be an attempt to not laugh. “I don’t know how I feel about being the one to inform you . . .” He shook his head. “That’s not a normal girl thing.”

	Oh.
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	The bike ride to meet back up with our group was . . .

	It was difficult for me, but I did it. I had tears falling the entire way, for so many reasons. I was proud of myself for not crying more than what I did, or harder, but I was also ashamed of myself for crying at all. I’d made it an entire year without, then . . .

	This?

	Tears ain’t nothin’ to be ashamed of, baby girl. They show you’re alive. Why do you keep—

	I closed the door and focused on the real world.

	Ryan said nothing else to me on the way, or when we almost arrived, or when we did arrive. We met up with John, told him there was nothing to report, and that was all. I stood there staring at John for what felt like forever after Ryan had gone on his way, my face more uncomfortable under the balaclava than what it usually was due to being as upset as I had been. I wanted to ask him . . .

	So many things. I wanted to ask John so many things, to either confirm or deny what Ryan had told me. About Frank. About myself. About what I was viewed as.

	Whether he and Frank both considered me a liability. I’d always thought I was considered useful at the very least. I’d never even contemplated that anyone would consider me anything close to a liability.

	I almost asked him whether he only gave a damn about me because I was a good shot, if I was nothing more than the second-most-useful member of the group not including him despite . . .

	Everything.

	I didn’t ask him anything, but I almost felt like I didn’t need to. There was a discomfort in the set of his face that wasn’t usually there, and I knew he knew that Ryan had told me something.

	Something true. 

	Maybe that was why he’d let the boy nonsense go on, because the only other person he’d pair me with would tell me something he didn’t really want me to know. Something that might make the worst thing even worse. Disregarding the word used to describe me. Disregarding having to wonder whether John felt he couldn’t partner me off with anyone else because they might try something with me and end up dead. Disregarding that. The worst thing, the thing I hadn’t thought could possibly be worse than what it already was . . .

	I said nothing at all. I turned away and almost followed Ryan over to Kyle.

	I didn’t.

	I almost went over to Jared to walk with him as the group made their way that I had to continue making with them.

	I didn’t. I couldn’t handle him opening his mouth to me about anything right then if he might, not with his knack to make bad things worse. I felt like I was right on the verge of snapping in some way I never had before, and I had no idea what might happen if I did.

	I made a place for myself in the procession, walking between two groupings. Alone.

	I walked alone the rest of the day. 

	It took a while—for my hands to stop shaking, for me to stop worrying my body might twitch or jerk itself apart. 

	Telling myself it was all bodily reactions and that I was in control of my own body didn’t work. 

	Trying to get to the quiet spaces inside my head didn’t work.

	The doors were locked.

	I spent an unknown length of time trying with all I had to get open the one I thought most likely to help, full of reminders about inner balance. I couldn’t manage. I didn’t know whether my mind had locked the doors itself in an attempt at forcing me to deal with and all that or if things had gotten too far away from me, to the point where they slipped from where I had them and managed to alter things they shouldn’t have been able to.

	When hearing too many things coming up than I could deal with at once, I internally ducked myself into the nearest room with an unlocked door. As soon as it was closed behind me, I pushed a filing cabinet in front of it. I then made my way to the opposite side and opened a different cabinet. I removed several pieces of paper from it and moved over to the desk where a pencil and clean pages were waiting for me. I got back to work on something I hadn’t bothered with in a while.

	If you managed to splice the—

	Beating on the door. 

	I mentally looked away from it and continued on with the work.

	—genes, it might be—

	More beating on the door. I focused on it then, determined that what had gotten out would—

	You little bitch. You can’t keep me trapped in here forever. The whole place is shaking. Can you feel it? Ring around—

	I took in a deep breath, telling myself it was a bodily reaction affecting the mind, nothing more or less. Once I got my body calmed down, the mind would be fine. All would reset itself and go back to what it was. I wouldn’t humor a fake conversation, but I most definitely had some things to do here later.

	The beating stopped.

	I got back to work. I stopped again and still hadn’t gotten a full sentence down when from the other side of the door, I heard . . .

	Ky.

	I mentally moved to continue on, but . . .

	I know you weren’t about to ignore me. You don’t have to come out and see me. I just have to tell you this isn’t the way you do things. You can’t internalize and store away things that matter to you like you do everything else. And no, I’m not saying what you think I am. Revenge isn’t—

	I took in another deep breath. Just my conscience with a voice that would never say what it almost had. Not on that. That was all.

	I got back to work inside my head as I walked in reality. In reality, slowly but surely, my hands stopped shaking. Inside my head, the walls and floor stopped shaking. Then I put what I’d been working on back where it belonged and left the internal space altogether once able.

	I paid attention the rest of the day. I glanced at people more than what I usually did due to some of what Ryan had said. I watched their faces when they looked at me, even for a glance, and I realized . . .

	Something had changed. Something more than what all my body had done. I’d thought before that it was just pedophiles or something, or that the world ending brought out some part of some men that was often hidden or quiet. 

	I realized that day . . .

	I didn’t know anything. I didn’t know who I was. I didn’t know what I was. I didn’t even know what I looked like anymore. I didn’t even know if it was safe to go back to where I’d been, mentally. I was worried about what might happen if I accidentally destroyed the entire thing. If the walls began crumbling . . .
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	Kyle and Jared were assigned to a night patrol that night, to test the waters, I supposed. I’d warred with myself on and off while making my way that day. I’d warred with myself even after making a decision, just not on the same thing.

	Before Kyle would be going on that patrol, I walked over to him. He wasn’t allowed to speak to me unless I spoke to him. He wasn’t allowed to get within ten feet of me, unless I got within ten feet of him. Those were the rules. Those had been the rules for quite a while. I’d always thought that was just because he could be an ass, that his flirting could go from one to ten in an instant. I’d thought he’d only ever done it due to his personality and something telling him that I was an easy target in some way or another.

	Now I didn’t know if that was even accurate despite having a better idea.

	I hadn’t said a word to Kyle in a long time. A very long time. What I said to him was, “I hope this goes well, because I’m taking your partner. I’ll look out for him. Just . . . look out for mine, please.” 

	Kyle clenched his jaw rather than smile at me like he typically did when I so much as glanced his direction no matter how far away he was or wasn’t. What was covering my face or wasn’t. 

	And there I’d been almost feeling bad about the rules, thinking maybe he hadn’t meant anything by any of it when he actually wanted in my pants. 

	He unclenched his jaw to say, “He said he thought you would.” 

	“I feel like I should apologize, but I don’t know that I can.” Despite the warring that had taken place, making that decision made me feel better than I had in a long time. A long time. And I didn’t know that any part of me wanted to apologize to him about anything.

	He might’ve owed me an apology. I wouldn’t hold my breath for it.

	Kyle said, “We’ll see how it goes.” 

	I nodded then moved over to John, saying, “I don’t need Florida. I’m taking you up on that offer, Sir.” I had tears welling, but I tried to keep them where they were. “I’m sorry for any inconvenience I’ve caused.” 

	I didn’t give John the chance to say anything to me. I didn’t think he would, but on the off chance he might, I didn’t want to give him the opportunity. I went and sat myself down on my own, staring at the fire rather than the people moving about, preparing themselves for eating and then sleep. I very much wanted to curl myself into a ball and disappear. Very much.

	But life was shitty, and I couldn’t do that. All I could do was all I’d been doing for so long. Just existing. Nothing more or less than. I couldn’t even disappear in the other sense. I wasn’t entirely sure everything was back where it belonged. I couldn’t risk damaging it. So I was stuck.

	I was sitting where I was for approximately ten minutes before Jared stepped over and kneeled down next to me to whisper, “Come talk with me.” 

	I shook my head, keeping my gaze where it was. “I’d rather not.” I would much rather not.

	“Kylie,” he said, bringing my gaze to his face. “Come talk with me or we’re talking here.” 

	I stood up then and followed him wherever he wanted to go to have this talk. 

	God, so many talks when life had been so few of them before my birthday. They just kept happening now.

	Once Jared got a suitable distance away from the temporary camp, he rounded on me. And he stared at me, for about thirty seconds before asking, “Are you serious?”

	“About what?” 

	Even though we were away from the camp, he still essentially whispered, “About . . . switching partners.” 

	“I wanted to make sure this was about that before responding,” I said. “And yes.” I nodded. “Completely serious.” 

	“Why the f—”

	“Do you know why I have to wear the balaclava?” I interrupted.

	His face scrunched up and he said nothing at all.

	“Do you know why?”

	He pursed his lips and nodded.

	“Jared, how many times have you let me take that off out here?” I shook my head. “And you never even told me why I was wearing it in the first place when it’s been brought up no less than fifty times. Talking about having each other’s backs, and you didn’t even tell me that?”

	He still said nothing.

	I asked, “Is that related at all to why you made me make you that deal about sleeping in tents?”

	His jaw clenched.

	I then asked, “Did you get me to sleep in a tent with you because you’d rather me get shot and killed than what might happen to me should I be seen before any shooting starts?”

	He still said nothing, but his jaw clenched harder.

	I said, “Please answer that question directly.” 

	I wasn’t sure if it was due to how I was either speaking to him or not that he said, “It’s related.” 

	I took in a deep breath then carefully asked, “Do you not think that’s something I should have some sort of say in? Maybe that I should be the one to decide whether I get shot and killed or potentially die fighting?” I gave him a moment to think about it. “Do you not at the very least think I should’ve been told about this?” Apparently not, because he hadn’t said a word.

	“So it’s because Ryan told—”

	“Not exactly,” I interrupted. “It’s because I honestly don’t know if I can trust you like I thought I could. I don’t know that, and I don’t know what the hell your priorities are. I don’t know if I can believe a word you say, and honestly?” I shook my head. “I don’t want to deal with the shit anymore.”

	“Shit,” he barely said, nodding. “Me telling me I love you is shit?”

	I said, “In my opinion, talking about love means people transitioned from one thing to another. Also in my opinion, you shouldn’t transition from one thing to another with more than one person at a time. As usual, it seems you don’t agree with me on anything. I understand that you have different parts, but I know damn well that not all people with yours think that’s all right.” 

	He carefully said, “Kylie, I told you I’m not in love with her. I also told you she’s more than aware of that.” 

	I almost laughed, but I really couldn’t. “My dad told me once that there are three ways people learn the things that matter most in life. They learn by being told. They learn by seeing examples. Or they mess up and learn from their mistakes. There’s also the option of learning nothing, but I’m not all right with that whether you are or not.” I shrugged. “You were right. I do love you. Or maybe I just think I do because you’ve been all I’ve had since Frank. And if you loved me, Jared?” 

	I shook my head. “You wouldn’t have been doing what you were. Or maybe you do love me and you would have, but the fact of the matter is that you shouldn’t have been. You should’ve asked me a year ago how I felt about you if it mattered to you. You should’ve done that rather than kissed me. Or you should’ve asked me what I wanted for my birthday rather than just assuming and being an ass.” 

	He stared at me for a rather long moment before asking, “What did you want for your birthday?”

	“The same thing I’ve wanted every one between the world ending and the last one,” I said. “That was to have one of my few days to think about my family and let myself be sad. That was what I wanted, if doing what you need can be a want when it tears you apart.” I wiped at my eyes. “I didn’t want to think about you. I’ve thought about you so much more than them since we found you, and I just wanted the time to think about them.”

	I cleared my throat and disregarded the look on his face to say, “While we’re on all this and getting things out? I don’t appreciate you calling me what you did on this last birthday. I know you think occasionally calling me what my dad did will make me remember happy things about him, but Jared?” I shook my head. “It just makes me sad. Not in a way of remembering good things about them; in a way of getting stabbed in the soul. I don’t want any more reasons to be sad all the damn time. I asked and told you not to, over and over, and you do it anyway. You clearly don’t always know what’s best for me, and you don’t have the right to decide how I should deal with things. Just because it’s different from you doesn’t mean it’s wrong.

	“And what you said about friends?” I nodded again. “I had one of those, sort of. Only one. Slim pickings. I didn’t really like her. Then you came along, and I told her that I liked you so much I didn’t know what to do with myself. I thought you were my friend, too. Then I catch both of you kissing. On my birthday. Right after you kissed me. And I realized?” I shrugged. “I don’t want any friends. Not when that’s what they do.”

	He held up both his hands. “Kylie, let me explain. Please.”

	I shook my head. “I don’t want or need an explanation from you. I already know why you did it. You saying it isn’t going to change anything. I have been miserable over you for a year, and I’m just not doing it anymore. Giving it a try wouldn’t fix that because you can’t take back the last year of our lives. And I don’t want to give anything a try with someone who was doing what you were and says the sort of shit you do to me. Jared, I’m honestly not sure if I want anything at all to do with you anymore.”

	He gaped at me for several seconds before saying, “You can’t mean that.”

	“Oh, I do mean that.” I nodded. “I was holding onto certain things because I thought you had my back, but I’m really not sure you did. Not as much as you think you did. But I’m not sure, because making the decision to let myself be as free of you as I can be?” I nodded again. “I’ve still been miserable today, but I haven’t felt this good in a long time.” The other things were what they were, but having anything to feel better about. . . .

	He started to say something.

	I interrupted him with, “I guess you and I both made mistakes to learn from. You made the mistake of what to do and not when you care about someone or think you love them. I made the mistake of falling in love with an idiot.” I shrugged. “Might be slim pickings, but that sure as hell won’t happen again. Take care of yourself out here. And take care of Kyle. I don’t give a damn about him, but my new partner does, so . . .” I shrugged again. “I guess that’s the right thing to say.” 

	From behind me, Ryan said, “Sounds like a pretty nice thing to say.” He stepped over and looked down at me. “Said everything you need to?”

	I nodded because I felt very much like I had, and I felt . . . good. I felt good.

	Ryan nodded off and started walking off in the same direction he’d indicated. I started following him.

	At my back, Jared said, “There’s every girl’s dream.” 

	I looked back at him, my brow furrowed in confusion.

	Ryan explained for him, “Having a gay best friend.” He widened his eyes at me. “Only I’m not the sort of gay girls dream about having for a best friend. Past the guy not trying to get in your pants part.” He looked back to Jared. “And we’re nowhere near best friends. Maybe we’ll get there. Maybe not. She’s pretty interesting, and I’ll admit I could listen to that accent all day. But the fact is that she needs better than this shit. We all need better than this shit. At least she won’t get that from me.” 

	I hadn’t known Jared knew about that. I said to him, “I don’t want a single word said about that. I will whoop your ass. Purposely. Don’t think I won’t, and don’t think I can’t.” I felt the need to clarify. “I’m not talking about a little pop. I’m talking about whooping your ass.” 

	Ryan said, “I might have to learn some of those karate moves from our little black belt.” 

	I looked up at him. “I don’t do karate. I do Taekwondo. They’re not the same thing. From two different countries.”

	“Some of those, then.”

	I nodded. “I can do that. I’d like to learn the combatives they taught you and some of what else I’m sure you know.”

	Ryan smiled at me, nodding. “I can do that.” He then looked back to Jared. “Maybe I’m the sort of gay best friend she’s been needing.” 

	I shook my head. “I don’t know what that even has to do with anything.” 

	Ryan laughed. “Come on, Winters. Let’s get back to the camp now that you’ve stopped crying. We can change our clothes and get started with this exchange of information.” 

	I smiled despite the fact that, a few minutes before, I hadn’t felt like smiling was possible. “Sounds good.” 
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	Ryan and I did indeed return to the camp to get our bags to change clothes once we walked away from that talk with Jared. After getting mine, I was making to walk off farther into the trees to do just that when I realized he was followed me.

	I stopped. “What’re you doing?”

	“You’re officially my responsibility now,” he said. “You can either change out there with me following you, or you can change in a tent here.” He shrugged. “Up to you, but I’m not letting you out of my sight unless you’re with the group.”

	I stood right where I was, thinking about it. I hadn’t known getting him as a partner would come with that despite how often he was near Kyle. I’d thought at least part of that was because they were friends. 

	Maybe not.

	It didn’t sound so bad. It actually sounded the complete opposite of bad, but . . .

	An image flashed in my mind, of the boy in front of me when he’d first come into my life in the only way he had been before today. Staring off at nothing with the most haunted expression on his face. We were all haunted by our things that came for visits whenever they did, but no one had much on him. He looked so different now, but he was still the same person. Even at his worst, he’d still been the most valuable person in our group. Some would argue next to John.

	It sounded more than good to have someone set on watching my back no matter how valuable they were or weren’t considered to or by the group. The problem was not wanting to potentially cause someone to have a worse time of things than life had already dealt them.

	I supposed that was more than a little presumptuous of me, to worry or believe I could.

	I said, “I hate changing in tents. I do more flopping around than getting anything done. It’s a waste of time.”

	“Up to you,” he said again, “but as I said about sight.” 

	Again, I thought about it. 

	I nodded.

	As the two of us were walking away to do that, I said, “I suppose this’ll give you a better indication of whether you would or wouldn’t.”

	He laughed. “I wasn’t planning on looking directly at you, but maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing. Figure it out and get it out of the way. Put an end to the internal debate once and for all.”

	That made sense, and it seemed like the most ideal way to see whether someone wanted anything like that from me, because I had a choice and a say in it. And I could only imagine how horrendous it would be for him to not know.

	I asked, “I won’t have to worry about you running your mouth about seeing me naked, will I?” I’d never heard him say anything, but . . .

	He asked, “To you or anyone else?” That implied, I believed, that there were two different answers.

	I clarified with, “Anyone else.” 

	“Nah.” He shook his head. “I’d have to worry whether Cahill is stupid enough that he’d try to remove my eyes to see what they saw.” 

	I laughed at that. It was the meanest thing I’d ever heard him say about anyone, but I supposed some people got passes with some things, and also . . . I didn’t think it was too far off. Kyle was such an idiot. 

	I asked, “What about the other answer?”

	“That depends.” He shrugged. “I don’t know if we’ll be the give each other shit sort. We’ll have to wait and see.”

	That also made sense, and it didn’t sound so bad.

	It didn’t sound bad at all actually, because what I was pretty sure he was saying was . . .

	Not if it would bother you.

	I didn’t have long to process the feeling of that because he said, “I will say I’m hoping that your attitude with Freeman was all due to the shit.”

	“I like to think it was,” I said. “But I’d be lying if I said I’m the nicest person ever. Never have been. My parents didn’t raise a liar, so you at least won’t have to worry about that.”

	“That’s a good thing.”

	I nodded. “I like to think so, but we all have our things.”

	We kept walking until he said, “This should be good.” 

	So I got my PT clothes out of my bag and had them ready to do as quick of a change as what I usually did, only I supposed it wouldn’t be as quick. I took my boots off, then my shirt and pants. Ryan did indeed stop looking around to look at me, then I realized standing there like I was wasn’t getting much of anything out of the way. It wouldn’t put an end to anything. I then took what little remained of my clothes off despite not needing to for changing, watching his face during.

	I asked, “What about indications?”

	His eyes were somewhat wider than usual, but he put that exaggerated frown onto his face to shake his head. “Nothing. I’ve got to admit I’m relieved. For a little while there, I almost worried that my parents had been right in saying I just needed to find the right girl.” He laughed. “If it’s not working at that,” he gestured to me, “I don’t believe it’s possible.” He sighed and shook his head then gestured at my clothes. “Put those on. I don’t want anyone else to see that.” 

	As I was getting dressed, I said, “Glad to be of assistance.” Very glad in general.

	He laughed again. “Here I was thinking you were modest, and yet there you are. You don’t even look like you care. No big deal.”

	“Frank told me not to bathe with everyone, or anyone, which is part of why I don’t,” I said. “But I have stumbled across people with their clothes off, and I’d much rather not. For the most part. I don’t really care if anyone sees me, especially if they’re not thinking anything about it.” I thought about that and realized that was no longer accurate. “Or I didn’t. Until today. Guess it really doesn’t matter with you, though.” 

	I was lacing my boots back up as he said, “I was seeing someone for a while. Before all this happened. I’m pretty sure he was trying to convince himself that being gay was just a phase, like he could just get it out of his system. Not the point. The point is that he looked like a statue of Greek God. I told him once that he should be a model. It was only after we weren’t seeing each other that I realized he shouldn’t have been. There are some people that look spectacular enough that you feel like their bodies and faces should be a gift, like them not showing them is depriving the world.” He shrugged. “Then I realized it’s not anything special if everyone gets it.”

	I said, “I’m sorry about that happening with him.”

	His brow furrowed. “I’m not. He was an idiot. But thank you. What I’m saying is that you shouldn’t let any and everyone see that until you find someone worth showing it to.” He grinned. “They’ll think they’re the luckiest man to have ever existed in the world.” 

	I simultaneously wanted to laugh and burst into tears. I managed to keep a hold on myself and say, “And yet it did nothing.”

	He asked, “Do you know much about art?”

	“I love art,” I said. “I draw. I wish I could paint, but it’s not like the supplies for it are something you could take around with you in all this.”

	“You can equate me looking at you to looking at a beautiful painting. I appreciate it. It’s just not doing anything for me.” He paused. “I’m going to change now. You should turn around.” 

	“I thought we were starting off this partnership having each other’s backs.” 

	He laughed again. “Winters, I’m gay. You’re not. And I know for a fact that I look better without my clothes than Freeman. If you don’t want any problems?” He nodded. “Turn around.” 

	I thought about that then nodded. “Fair point.” I turned myself around, staring off into the trees. “By the way, I’ve already seen you without your clothes on.” A few times. Not as closely as I currently could.

	“And yet you still turned around.”

	“You do look better,” I said. He did. “Without your clothes on, I mean. I do like his face quite a lot. And the rest as well, or most of it, but still.” I shook my head. “Anyway, I’m not worried about it.”

	He said, “And yet I’ve heard that before. As I said to Freeman, I’m not the sort of gay best friend girls dream about. I’m also not the sort of gay where there are constant reminders that I am. I’ve learned the lesson about having female friends more times than I’d like to admit. They have the tendency to fall in love with me. Or they used to. I’m not sure if the end of the world would change that.” 

	I asked, “Can we take orientation out of all this?” I shrugged. “Maybe you just hadn’t found the right female friend and I just hadn’t found the right friend in general.” 

	“We can try,” he said. “I’m just putting as many reminders into your head as I can get.”

	I laughed. “Hoping they’ll subconsciously stick and prevent potential issues. Like overt subliminal messaging.”

	He snorted. “That sounded hilarious with your accent, but yes.”

	“I can talk without it, if you need me to. I know what you said about it a bit ago, but . . .” 

	“Can you?”

	“Sure.” I nodded. “It just takes a bit of effort.” 

	I heard him sit down to put his boots back on, so I looked at him when he asked, “Did you train yourself out of it?”

	I nodded again.

	“How and why?”

	“It’s only as difficult as it is,” I said. “I had plans in life. I was working so hard to get into a good college, and I was close to getting there. I didn’t want people to not take me seriously because of the way I talk. Would’ve been hard enough being a woman, with what I had plans to do.” 

	His brow furrowed. “What were your plans?”

	“I was a bit undecided with that. Specifically,” I replied. “I bounced between five or so potential occupations, all science-related. I figured college would give me a better idea on which than high school in a little Podunk town and reading and learning all I could. Getting a practical idea, I mean. I was always really interested in genetics. Biology. Things like that.” I laughed under my breath. “I had a dream job, if you can call it that, wanting to help develop plants that could grow outside normal environments. Like rice or beans in a desert. I was also really interested in terraforming. For like . . . other planets. Making them habitable.”

	He blinked hard. “Seriously?”

	I nodded and my face was burning when I admitted, “I wanted to help fix the world, before we broke it.” 

	He stared at me for several long seconds before he asked, “Were you just interested in that or do you actually know anything about it?”

	I laughed. “I read a lot, but I don’t think there are many things in life that you can really know about until you experience them. So no, I don’t really know anything about it past words, unless you would argue types of knowing.” 

	He laughed, nodding. “So you were a nerd. Not the cool sort, but the other sort.” He snorted. “You were a nerd, would still be a nerd, and you look like that. A beautiful redneck nerd.” He was almost hysterical. “Because that happens.” 

	My face was still burning, but I didn’t say anything.

	“Did you ever take an IQ test?”

	I nodded. “When I was thirteen. I took a few of them before that, but that was when I stopped.”

	“What’s your IQ?”

	I shook my head. “I’d rather not say. I’m not sure anymore anyway, and I really don’t think you can quantify all of what anyone knows by a test that doesn’t cover all things.” 

	Ryan was no longer laughing when he said, “You said you were close to getting into a good college. You were how old when all this happened? Fifteen?”

	I nodded then cleared my throat. “I’d been putting off taking the big tests. The ones that get you into college. I’d taken the practice ones and knew what I would score, roundabout.” I shrugged. “I still hadn’t known what I wanted to do even generally. Then I figured it out, did what I needed to, and was getting ready to start sending out applications.”

	He shook his head. “You were fifteen.”

	I nodded. “I graduated early. I don’t think I would have, if John hadn’t helped me figure out ways to get past what my brain won’t let me remember. But I went to high school for a little while, just to do it. That was what my parents decided should be done.” I shrugged again. “Then trying to help me be more normal turned into what it did, and telling people you like science brings up questions about making meth.” I shook my head, sighing. “It was time to move on, then life and all that.” I sighed again. “It’s good I didn’t get where I wanted to go. I’d be dead right now if I had.” 

	He stared at me again for a moment before saying, “Say something without your accent.” 

	I did to ask, “What do you want me to say?” I fidgeted where I stood. “Jared asked me why the hell I talk the way I do if I can speak this way.” I shrugged and spoke normally for me to say, “This is who I am. I think I would’ve lost it if I’d gone where I wanted to in life. Something is wrong if you have to put thought into the way you speak, to speak your own language. It took it not mattering anymore for me to realize it had never mattered in the first place.”

	Ryan said, “Better to be who you are.”

	I nodded. “I think you understand that.”

	He nodded as well. “I do. Sometimes it’s pretty rough. Sometimes more than.”

	I nodded again. “I like the laughing better.” 

	“Than what?” he asked. “Being serious?”

	“No.” I laughed, a bit uncomfortably. “When I told Jared about some of that, he looked at me like I’d sprouted another head. At least you didn’t ask me terra-what.” 

	Ryan snorted. “You might’ve been a smart nerd. I was the other sort. I’ve watched just about every sci-fi movie that exists. Read all the books I could. Watched the shows. So on and so forth.” 

	I said, “You know, no matter how much science makes sense to me and how much of my life it took up, I just couldn’t get into any of that. I was more into fantasy. For reading and watching for the enjoyment.” 

	“What about video games?”

	“Oh, I loved those,” I said. “But my parents had a limit on how long I could do that sort of thing daily when I was little. It stuck when I was older. Except Sundays. Sundays were Anything Sundays. Pancakes, video games, and movies.” 

	He shook his head.

	“What?”

	“Just thinking how it would’ve gone if life was how it used to be and we met anyway.”

	I asked, “In what sense?” 

	He was still shaking his head when he said, “I could’ve never introduced you to any of my friends. I couldn’t have even mentioned you. Trying to figure out if it would be harder to keep you safe out here or safe from a bunch of Neanderthals pushing each other out of the way to drool over you, thinking you’d for some reason be impressed by that.” 

	I said, “If it makes you feel any better, I wouldn’t have wanted to introduce you to anyone either.” 

	His brow furrowed.

	“I would’ve wanted to keep you all to myself. I know that already,” I clarified. “I don’t think my parents would’ve been all right with me hanging out with a guy so much older. Unless I told them about orientations and they realized you weren’t trying to get in my pants. Then they might be all right with it.” I shook my head. “Might’ve been, I mean.” I cleared my throat. “But my sister probably would’ve fallen over if she saw you. She had crushes on pretty much every guy she saw.”

	He stared at me for a few seconds before narrowing his eyes. “I’m not that much older than you.”

	“Six or so years,” I said. “Not a big deal to me. It would’ve been to them. Probably.” Being around people my own age had never been an enjoyable thing for me. “I could be wrong. I can only guess.”

	He nodded then took in a deep breath. “You said you draw. Maybe after we get done with this, you can show me some?”

	I shrugged. “I guess I can. Just mentally prepare yourself to see a lot of trees.”

	He chuckled. “What else is new?”

	“I’d say nothing, but . . .”

	“You’ve smiled and laughed a few times?”

	“Yeah.” My brow furrowed. “How did you know it wasn’t just . . .” I gestured between us.

	He said, “I don’t know too much about your life before. Not including and all that. I do know you’ve never really had any friends. A lot of people think or thought it’s because you’re an asshole.”

	I was going to say I was or could be one, but . . . “Do you not think so?”

	He replied to that with, “I think you’re rough around the edges. I also think your way of showing care is to puff yourself up. I also think that, regardless of coming from a nice family, you don’t really know how to interact with people. And I know they were. That’s what everyone said. The nicest people. Then there’s you.” His eyes widened. “Bet it’s hard being smart. Maybe makes you feel like you’re speaking another language.”

	Slowly, I nodded. “How do you feel about that?”

	He shrugged. “Perfectly fine. Like I said, I’ve worked with all sorts of people. I would rather those rough parts not be directed at me, though.”

	“They won’t be,” I said, “unless you make them or I don’t realize it’s happening. If it’s the last thing . . . Let me know.”

	A slow smile stretched on his face. “Will do.” Then his eyes narrowed. “Cartography.” 

	“What about it?”

	“You were trying to memorize the map,” he said. “Weren’t you?”

	Slowly again, I nodded. I wondered . . . “Do you know why I was pulled from lessons?”

	He nodded. “I’ll go ahead and confirm what you’re really asking. It’s true that you just weren’t getting it, but I’m sure you know the rest. And all that.”

	“Thank you,” I said. “It’s so nice to have somebody be strai—” I cut myself off, horrified.

	He snorted. “If anyone finds that offensive, something is wrong.” He shook his head, still seeming amused. “I told you from the get-go that I’d be straight with you. In that sense.” He sighed, but he was still smiling. “Let’s get to this.”

	 


9

	Friends

	 

	 

	Ryan and I did stop with the talking and get on with the teaching each other a bit of what we knew. He did ask me why I’d taken Taekwondo and what I could do, and that required more talking and less doing.

	I told him, “My parents believed all people should be able to protect and defend themselves, women especially. So my dad taught me how to use a gun and they put me in several self-defense classes. I did each of them for a while, until I figured out which one I liked the most. Sometimes situations don’t call for waiting. My instructor told me that. He said that self-defense is about keeping yourself safe no matter what, the faster the better. That hooked me. I was too busy to not do things quickly, even when I was little.” 

	I’d only gotten busier as time had worn on.

	I also warned Ryan, “I can hurt you really bad. Meaning I could kill you doing this. Don’t do anything I don’t tell you to with this. I’m talking about not moving an inch. Just remember you asked for me to do something I was told not to.”

	His brow furrowed. 

	After I showed him some things and he showed me some things and we both practiced easier things with each other for a while, he asked me, “Why has John not asked you to show people this?”

	I said, “He did.” 

	“Why did you not?”

	“I did. Before you came along. Right at the start after meeting up. The thing is that martial arts are about more than just learning moves. Most of them. I didn’t feel right teaching just the moves, and I don’t think I did a good job. All but three of the people I taught anything to are dead anyway. No one kept up with it. They think or thought it’s just something you can learn and do without constant practice.” 

	I cleared my throat. “I thought you’d have a better understanding and chance at grasping than anyone else. Lifestyles and mindset matter.” I shrugged. “These people understand discipline out of necessity, and they only do in whatever ways are necessary. Most of them don’t have half a clue about understanding it by choice, willingly putting yourself into something that finds structure in chaos. Having to keep making that choice every day when all other choices are gone.” I shook my head, trying to disregard his facial expression. “Anyway. After a bit of time, Frank said he didn’t want me teaching anyone anything. He was worried about people knowing what I can do. But I’ve been told since I was little not to.”

	His brow furrowed quite hard. “Why is that?”

	“Showing off makes people little assholes.”

	He laughed. “Have you had to do much of that? Past what I would know about.” He held up a hand. “I’m asking if it stuck even harder than shooting.”

	I nodded. “I would’ve been dead twenty times over if I didn’t know what I do. Or other things if not dead. Then dead.” I cleared my throat again. “That’s why John said not to learn your combatives. He told me I didn’t need to. Maybe he was just worried about you potentially doing something to me before learning that you wouldn’t. I’ve wanted to learn, though. I’ve thought about asking you so many times if you could teach me how to disarm people better than what I can.” I could do it, but . . .

	“Why did you not?” He shrugged. “Disregarding what John might’ve been worried about before he wasn’t because you and I both know Frank kept you as far away from me as he could manage until he didn’t.” He shrugged again. “Why didn’t you? Before or after, if it was or is something you believe you need help with.”

	I forced myself to remain as I was, not fidgeting or looking away to say, “Because then I’d have to admit that I got Frank killed.” 

	Ryan shook his head. “You didn’t get Frank killed.”

	“I did.” I nodded, trying so hard not to cry again. “Only I didn’t really understand the situation as well as what I do today.”

	“Meaning what?” 

	“Meaning John gave me that balaclava not to stop anything from happening to me but to stop my face from getting anyone else killed.” I shrugged. “They came up on us, grabbed us, put a gun to his head. They were looking at me, and I was thinking . . . They’re not going to kill us. They’re just being cautious. They don’t want to kill a kid.” I shrugged again. “So I didn’t do anything, because I didn’t know that I didn’t look like a kid anymore, and silly me not thinking about pedophiles with all I’ve seen and know. And there he was, struggling, until they shot him in the head.” I wiped at my eyes. “I got him killed, because I didn’t do anything when I should have. I was thinking, if I knew how to disarm just a little better . . .”

	Ryan put a hand on my shoulder. “You couldn’t have saved him, Winters. Even if you’d gotten a gun off the one on you, who had a gun to his head still would’ve shot him before you could’ve disarmed them as well. If Frank couldn’t have done the one, there’s no way you could’ve done both.”

	I reminded him, “I did do both. After.”

	His lips pursed for a moment before he said, “I know all about survivor’s guilt.” He shook his head. “You couldn’t have changed the situation. It’s hard, but you have to be glad you got yourself out.”

	“For this?” I barely asked.

	“Yeah.” He nodded, forcing a smile. “For this, and for everyone who cares or cared about you. For every time I’m sure you’ve thought it should’ve been me or I shouldn’t have made it when they didn’t, just know that they’d be so glad it wasn’t and that you did. That’s what people caring about people is. You’d take their place in a heartbeat, and they would never let you.”
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	I cried again for a while, more over Frank and related things. After, Ryan and I returned to the camp and had dinner. Then we sat by the fire and I let him flip through my sketchbooks. All but one of them. He asked a few questions. He made no remarks or jokes about me staring at trees. He did make a few comments.

	I remember this place.

	He said that a few times. He also said something that me hearing sort of felt like . . . taking a deep breath after swimming underwater for a very, very long time. 

	“I can’t think of all the different adaptations I’ve seen. Books and graphic novels to movies and shows. Reimaginings after the fact. Like you can throw money at something to make more of it when you’re ripping out the heart of it.” He almost laughed. “I guess it’s easy to sit back and criticize things when the heart is what you make of it rather than you making the heart, if that makes sense. Maybe it takes being closer to understand. I’ve never known any sort of artist well enough. One of my friends was under some delusion that he was a poet when all he did was string together as many words with as many syllables as he could get.”

	He shook his head and did laugh then, under his breath. “Maybe I’m missing the point, but poetry is about feeling, isn’t it? If you have to look up every other word and still don’t understand, you’re putting a brain where a heart belongs and telling it to beat.” He held up a hand. “My opinion, as a critic.” He didn’t so much as act like he’d seen me wipe at any of the tears that had fallen despite watching it happen when he asked, “What do you think?”

	“I agree,” I barely said as I nodded a few times. “But I suppose we could get into a debate about different sorts of art and artists and how they all differ. The internal and external sorts and how neither technically dictate whether heart exists. Then possibly how any one person’s ability to miss the heart and potentially mistakenly believe that them missing it means it doesn’t exist. That could then potentially be applied to many things outside art and artists.” I shrugged stiffly. “Or you could tell me where you were going with that.”

	His nose scrunched a bit and he pointed at me, nodding. “I’m saving that debate. Ideally for a time where people aren’t around.” He took in a deep breath. “I was just thinking that it’s crazy to see the difference between what something is and what people make of it. Or what it means to them.” He gestured down at a page. “You always make this type of tree larger. Larger than what they are and larger than anything else with them. Sometimes you add a swing to them. That’s because you had one, isn’t it? That’s your way of dealing with things. It keeps you keeping on, doesn’t it? On the hard days?”

	It took me a moment to nod shortly as I wiped at my eyes.

	Then he said, “Ten out of ten people might look and say damn, that’s a lot of trees. But an eleventh might come along and say yeah, I see what you were doing there. It’s the eleventh that matters, I think. Even if all things are done internally, people still see what they do because no one is invisible. I think we all need that eleventh person—someone to be outside of or apart from all previous things.” Several seconds passed and his eyes widened. “You all right?”

	I was still wiping at my eyes when I nodded again. “That’s the best conversation I’ve had in three years.”

	“We’re going to have to work on that,” he said, chuckling. “That wasn’t much of a conversation. It was essentially me talking and you responding past your contribution to it being what some people might mistake for a response instead of what it was. What it was gives me as much hope as you appreciating what I had to say.”

	My brow furrowed. “What for?”

	“I can’t remember the last time I had an intelligent conversation. If you’re as smart as I think you are . . .” His eyes widened again. “Be patient with me.”

	“At the risk of sounding like a little asshole . . .” I took in a deep breath. “You can be a pretty good swimmer if you practice, but you can only reach your potential when you’re challenged.”

	He laughed. “Someone who can swim can still drown. If the current is strong enough. If they get in over their head. Even in a moment of idiocy in the shallow end.”

	I shook my head. “Isn’t that the damn truth.”
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	Ryan did insist that I not go off by myself to draw. He said he could go with me whenever and that it wouldn’t be an inconvenience. I asked if he was just going to sit and stare off at nothing.

	Apparently, he carried two books with him that he kept rereading. 

	He said, “We can spend the time together doing our own things and be much safer than we otherwise would. Or much safer than you otherwise would, I should say.” 

	“Oh,” I said. “That . . .” I nodded. “That sounds nice.” 

	It sounded very nice.

	He smiled at me and we discussed sleeping arrangements. 

	He said, “Ground or tent? Up to you.” 

	I thought about it where I wouldn’t have before. In a different way and for a different reason. “Tent.”

	“I’m ready when you are. Past brushing teeth and whatnot.” 

	I nodded. “Ready. Past the same.” 

	So we did that. Then we made our way over to a tent. Got inside it. Got everything set up inside it. It was weird to do stuff with someone. Random stuff. 

	I liked it.

	Under his breath, Ryan asked, “How are you wanting to do this?”

	“Umm . . .” I cleared my throat. “I like cuddling. If that’s all right. I don’t get to do it much.” And maybe it could just be the nice aspects rather than all the rest.

	He chuckled. “Perfectly fine, but beware. Might be a bit awkward. Especially for me. Maybe equally so. We shall see.” 

	“Do you rhyme when you get uncomfortable?”

	“No.” He snorted. “Just worked out that way.” The discomfort seemed to dissipate by a small amount, if his tone could be trusted completely. 

	So we got situated. He laid behind me and put his arm over me. Possibly ten seconds of that passed before he whispered, “Seeing a girl naked then sleeping with her. My parents would be so proud.”

	I snorted. Then I whispered, “What about indications now?”

	“Still nothing.”

	I was smiling when I said, “We can leave that part out.” 

	He laughed under his breath.

	“Night, Ryan.”

	He snorted again then.

	“What?”

	“It sounded like you said rind.”

	I smiled. “Night, Rind.” 

	He snorted again. “Did you just say rind?”

	I nodded.

	“It’s the same thing!” Once he’d laughed a little more, he sighed in a content-sounding way. “Night, Winters. I hope I like you as much in the morning as I do right now.” 

	I snorted again then. “I heard something like that in a movie once.”

	He chuckled. “Bet this is a bit different.”

	“Bit. But I feel the same way. About tomorrow.”

	“We’ll see when we get there.” 

	I nodded again. “That we will.” 
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	Ryan and I were woken in the middle of the night to the tent unzipping then Kyle saying something or other about things being where things were and it being a crime against nature for certain things to be where things were when it was pointless.

	I was pretty sure Ryan was about to get up and potentially whoop his ass, but I said, “That’s the only thing I want where that thing is.” 

	Ryan laughed. Quite loudly. 

	I told him to be quiet. 

	He then told Kyle, “Go sleep with Freeman. See you in a few hours.” 

	Kyle was muttering under his breath all the while of zipping the tent back up, then presumably as he walked away as well. 

	Ryan took in a deep breath, squeezed me a little tighter, then said, “I think you might be my new favorite person in the world. I want to put you in my pocket and keep you with me all the time.” 

	I didn’t have the vaguest clue what to say back to that, but I smiled because I liked it.
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	I didn’t like Ryan as much the next day. I liked him more. I liked him more the day after that, and more the day after that one. After a week or so of being around him pretty much all the time, I very much wanted him to find a way to put me in his pocket and keep me with him even though we were around each other pretty much all the time anyway.

	The pocket sounded nice.

	It had easily and by far been the fastest I’d ever gotten close to someone. Fastest. Easiest. Closest. We talked about a lot of things, some of them important, some not at all. We got into a debate that hurt both our heads about whether time was relative, which led to speculation about alternate realities. It was the most interesting conversation I’d ever had with anyone. By far.

	I didn’t ask him how or why he could believe in any of that if he believed in God. I also didn’t point out that he was basing his conversation off science fiction rather than actual science, but it was still interesting. He got pretty close a few times, and I was sure to let him know when he did. I was pretty sure he would’ve known without being told. I got excited more than a few times about anyone having half a clue about what I was saying.

	We talked about a lot of things a bit away from everyone else. Past relationships of all different sorts. He had a lot more of those, of course. A lot more. I had essentially none of any sort. He talked to me a little about his life in the military. A little. Nothing too serious. Random things. Funny things.

	We talked about our families. I told him that it was easier for me to miss Frank than my family. 

	He said, “That’s understandable.” 

	He didn’t act like it was horrible of me, so I told him, “I feel guilty. I think focusing on that is one of the only things that gets me through the days.” 

	To that, he said, “Hopefully you’ll find something else to get you through the days, so you can get past it. If you get past it, maybe you’ll get to harder stuff. The stuff that hurts too much.” 

	I said, “Maybe.”

	There was one day where he called me Winnifred Jones. 

	When asking him what the fuck was up with that, he said, “I thought of it just now. It’s your reverse superhero alias.”

	I’d been so lost and insisted on further clarification.

	He said, “Kylie Winters is the superhero, with her big brain, fists of fury, and a face that could send most any man into a stupor. An overpowered superhero, in my opinion, but with the state of the world, I’ll take it.” A slow smile stretched on his face and he held up both his hands like he was gesturing to an invisible sign. “Winnifred Jones, the most normal girl to have ever existed.” He narrowed his eyes. “What do you think?”

	I laughed. So hard. “Love it.” It reminded me of something that wasn’t as painful to remember as other things. “But . . .”

	He raised an eyebrow. “But?”

	“Taekwondo is more about kicks than fists of anything.”

	He laughed as well, shaking his head. “You win, Winnifred Jones.”

	“But you said—”

	“I’m right and you’re wrong is a normal girl thing.”

	“Oh.” I really couldn’t help smiling. I had no desire to try.

	It wasn’t all rainbows and sunshine with Ryan, even though it sort of felt that way. There were a couple moments that were a bit awkward. One of those was bathing together for the first time. Or me watching his back as he bathed. I looked a few times. Not necessarily just at his back. He looked better naked up close than far away.

	I’d apologized profusely even though he really didn’t care at all. I would have apologized, even if he hadn’t caught me, because I felt bad. It had then led to an awkward discussion about how, if it would work, it might be ideal past the possibility of getting me pregnant. That, in turn, led to a discussion about virginity.

	I admitted, “I’m in some ways terrified of dying a virgin. I just can’t let myself do it when it’s not right. Not that there’s been ideal opportunities.”

	To that, he said, “I doubt doing it with someone who couldn’t even be thinking about you during would be ideal.”

	I scrunched up my face. “Not really.” It really wouldn’t. It would be better than some other things, but it most assuredly wouldn’t be anything close to ideal.

	It was approximately two weeks after that conversation when he said, “It might work.”

	It was out of nowhere at the time and we were out on patrol, so I asked, “What might?”

	“Sleeping together,” he said. “Maybe if I was thinking about something else at first and got started . . .” He nodded. “Might work.” He shrugged. “I don’t know.” 

	I snorted. “Ryan, I would never want to put you through that. But I appreciate you considering it just to help me ensure I don’t die without knowing what it feels like.” I shook my head. “I think I might love you more than I’ve ever loved a boy, but in a totally different way.”

	“If I were straight?”

	I grinned. “I’d jump right on that offer.”

	 He smiled at that.

	“Now that I’ve fed your ego, can we move on? If you’re still hungry, I could say a few more things.”

	He shook his head. “Favorite person in the world.”

	“Me too,” I said. “Now I’m just pissed at myself for being so hung-up on someone else that I’ve missed out on you all this time.” 

	Kyle was not pleased at Ryan and me being up each other’s asses. He’d mouthed off about it a few times. Once, while I’d been sitting near the fire working on a drawing of Ryan as he read, Kyle had approached and asked to speak to him. 

	To that, Ryan said, “Later.” 

	It was the first time I’d worked on a drawing around a big group of people since joining a big group of people. Frank and I had always gone off. I messed up more than I would’ve liked due to being uncomfortable, but erasers were a gift from god, if any god existed. 

	Not really, but it felt that way.

	Ryan eventually told me that he and Kyle had . . . done some stuff. Kyle was straight, but apparently people got desperate after the world ended. Sometimes the two of them still went and got desperate, and I had to sit on my own for a while. 

	I asked Ryan once if he minded being what someone went to in a moment of desperation. 

	He told me, “That’s as much me being desperate as it is him. Probably more so, but he would never admit it or even think it could possibly be accurate.” He shrugged. “He’s not my type.”

	“What is?”

	He grinned to say, “A higher IQ by a test I would give.” Then he narrowed his eyes. “Too bad we’re at an impasse.” 

	I laughed and nodded. “Too bad.”

	Katy approached me one of those times of me sitting on my own while Ryan was off doing things that didn’t involve me doing my own things near him. She was not her bubbly self when she said, “Hey.”

	I was working on a new drawing of John, finally feeling somewhat comfortable near the group when I still didn’t have anything to do with them. It was crazy what a difference a singular person could create, even when they weren’t there with you. In some way, it was like they were always with you. Or like they somehow altered you on the inside.

	I didn’t look up at her to say, “Hey.” 

	She said, “So . . .” She dragged the word out for a while. “You and Ryan?”

	“Me and Ryan what?” I asked that even though I was pretty sure I knew where she was going with it.

	“Are you . . .?”

	“Doing what your mom has been saying we’re doing?” I still didn’t look up at her. “Are you wanting to know that, or are you wanting to know something about Jared? Maybe how I moved on so quickly?”

	She didn’t say anything to that.

	I still didn’t look up at her to say, “The thing is, Katy? That’s none of your damn business.”

	“I thought we were friends?”

	“If you want to call it that,” I said. “The other thing is . . . I’ve never really liked you. You’re a pretty shitty friend and, honestly, I think you’re a pretty shitty person. I don’t like how hateful you are. On the inside. All the bubbles hide a hell of a lot of ugly. Slim pickings when the world ends, but I’m realizing they’re not quite as slim as I was sure they were.” I took in a deep breath. “I’m not giving you anything. Go on back to your mom, and both of you stop running your damn mouths. Because I’m about a hop, skip, and a jump away from disregarding what my parents told me about not stooping to other people’s levels. I don’t think either of you want me to start running mine. Not when I actually know what I’d be talking about.”

	I didn’t look up to see whether she left, but I didn’t have to. What I said to Katy unfortunately resulted in her mom coming over and shouting at me. 

	I didn’t really care what she said. I cared even less about what she had to say than what she said. I’d heard her say so much since coming into one another’s lives.

	I took in deep breaths, and I kept drawing. I kept drawing until she seemed to run herself out of hot air.

	Then I looked up at her and I said, “Kelly? I’m about a hair away from breaking your jaw, because I am sick of listening to you. I suggest you either shut yourself up or get the fuck away from me.”

	I halfway expected her to start shouting at me again. She did the other thing I was half-expecting. 

	She turned to John and shouted, “Are you going to let her speak to me that way?”

	John kept whittling on a stick to say, “Sure am. You brought it upon yourself. If you won’t leave her be and she breaks your jaw? Well, you’d be bringing that upon yourself too.”

	“Did you hear what she said to Kathleen?”

	“Sure did. And you know what? I’m getting pretty sick of all this too. Go sit down and shut up. Maybe then I won’t contemplate ten times a day ways that I can leave your ass out here. Katy not being a kid anymore is stopping my reasoning to not. Sleeping with you is nowhere near enough to do the trick. Never was.”

	That shut her up. I suspected it wouldn’t have, if he hadn’t said the last bit. I’d been holding onto that one for a while after realizing it was happening. It did send her storming off. I was looking at John until he looked up from his stick and knife at me, winked, and went about his business.

	I smiled and went about mine.  

	Ryan came back approximately five minutes after that. I was still smiling, and that was presumably why he asked, “What did I miss?”

	I whispered, “Tell you later.”
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	I was walking with Ryan three days after the incident with Katy and Kelly—laughing about something completely unrelated, though we’d both had some good laughs over that since it happened, some due to my word choices that night—when we noticed Kyle and Jared rushing up on the bikes. That stopped the laughing immediately.

	They weren’t supposed to be back yet. They had a couple more hours on their patrol.

	John stopped everyone and said, “Take a break.”

	There were a few remarks about how it wasn’t time for a break, but most everyone else knew something was going on or had happened.

	No.

	Nothing had happened. The looks on their faces wasn’t that something had happened out there on patrol. They were looks of we found something bad. I’d seen enough of both to know the difference. Sometimes it took a second to distinguish which, maybe because seeing any of those looks could almost send one into a panic. 

	Panic had the tendency to impair processing.

	I took a step in the direction they were walking off with John in, but Ryan grabbed hold of me.

	Under his breath, he said, “Chain of command, Winters. It’ll trickle down to us, more than likely first. Those aren’t our partners anymore.”

	He was right on all counts. He almost always was, especially with anything to do with work. A lot of other times and areas too. He might not have been the smartest person by a generalized test that couldn’t really quantify what it tried to. He was the smartest person—by a test I would give—that I’d come across since the world ended, and most of the people even before. In my opinion, he was a hell of a lot smarter than anyone that was all brains and no common sense.

	So I stood with him, and we watched, and we waited. I had to focus quite hard on inner balance. Calmness. That had been getting much easier since Ryan, almost like getting some part of myself back.

	It was funny how things always seemed to come along to test the strength of muscles you’d been working on.

	It felt like no time at all passed before John stepped back into view and gave off a list of names, and yet it also felt like so much at the same time.

	“Briscoe, Walsh, Carter, Lewis, Nance, Winters.” 

	John then stepped back the way he’d come from.

	Ryan and I started walking that direction, as did the first four on the list. 

	It didn’t take too long to meet up with the three of them, and when we did, John said, “We have to turn around.” 

	Ryan asked, “What is it?”

	John said, “Militarized group.” 

	“Military?” Briscoe asked.

	John shook his head. “They’re not associated with the former United States military, but it wouldn’t matter if they were. You know what happened the last time we got near any sort of group like this.”

	We’d lost half our people.

	John then said, “This is worse than that.”

	I asked, “How do you know what they’re associated with or not, Sir?”

	He gestured at Kyle.

	Kyle said, “We haven’t seen them. We ran into a straggler. He was running for his life. Said he’d been part of a group of a hundred and fifty going south like they’d done every year. He said he was out on patrol when their camp was raided. He overheard some bits of it. Something about waiting for the migrating birds. They’re in a line, waiting for all the birds flying south.”

	I tried to process that.

	Walsh asked, “There’s enough that they can raid a camp of a hundred and fifty?” 

	“Raiding is the wrong word,” Jared said. “They’re not raiding. They’re taking. Not supplies. People. They’re wanting the people. And yes. Enough for that and to wait in a line. He was in a team of four on patrol. They all got caught by the line at different points, and he’s been running the opposite direction since.”

	“The number isn’t even important,” Kyle said. “It’s the gear. This isn’t a group trying to reestablish something. It’s already established. They have uniforms. Top-of-the-line gear. Fancy helmets.” He glanced at Jared. “Helicopters.” 

	I shook my head.

	Ryan said, “We haven’t seen or heard any birds in the air.” 

	Kyle said, “He did.”

	I kept shaking my head. “If there were helicopters flying anywhere, wouldn’t we have seen or heard them at some point?”

	“We’re out in the middle of nowhere,” Briscoe said. “It’s possible we’ve missed them. Or they’ve missed us.” 

	Ryan said, “It’s possible. If they’ve got good pilots that can fly close to the ground.” He nodded. “They could get by without too many people hearing it.”

	John said, “We only have one option. We have to turn around, and to make it through the winter, we’re going to have to get close to a town. We’ll need solid structures.”

	“Sir!” I almost shouted, not believing he would even contemplate that. “We can’t. All the towns are overrun by raiders. We can’t.” 

	“A suburb, or something.” John shook his head. “Somewhere far enough away from a town but with structures. We won’t make it through the winter otherwise.” 

	I slowly asked, “You’re telling me that a group keeping people alive is worse than going straight to raiders who’ll kill every last one of us? Or most everyone.” 

	John took in a deep breath before saying, “We know what raiders do. We know them. We know what they want. We know how to deal with them. These people?” He gestured off, presumably to the south. “We do not know what they want or want they’re doing. I can think of a large handful of things that would be worse than dealing with a few raiders.”

	I said, “Maybe when we had more people.” If it was a small group of them.

	“No, he’s right,” Carter said. “We’re going to have to turn around. How far out are they?”

	“The line seems to be two or three days away,” Kyle said. “I’m not sure that can be trusted. He was out of his mind. I wouldn’t expect him to last another day with the way he’s going.”

	I asked, “Did you not offer to bring him with us?”

	Jared said, “Of course we did. He refused. He’s convinced they’re following him and didn’t want to lead them to us.”

	I then asked, “And what if he’s right and you just did by coming back?”

	Kyle said, “I’m telling you, he was out of his mind. I only believe the rest of it because he’d already be dead if he’d been running around like that for the last three years. He saw what he saw, and it scared the shit out of him. I don’t think they’re following him. I think the others got too close to the line to scout and were caught. He’s sleep-deprived and dehydrated. Paranoia’s set in with that and after losing his entire group.”  

	“We’re going to head north,” John said. “We may be able to make it to Bedford.” 

	“Sir,” I said. “We’re going to get killed if we get anywhere near there again. Just think about it. Why are they wanting the birds and not raiders?”

	“She does have a point with that,” Ryan said. “The last two times we’ve run into similar groups, they were more raiders than anything. If they’re waiting in the line rather than going into towns, it more than likely means they don’t want raiders.”

	Briscoe said, “They might be legitimately trying to—”

	“They were all restrained,” Jared said. “That’s what he said. Every single one of them was restrained. If they were—”

	“Well, when we’ve all got guns and can shoot them, does that not make sense?” I demanded. “Restrain everybody until you can make sure it’s not going to end in everybody getting killed? Do we not do that when we can?”

	John looked to me and asked, “Do you remember me teaching you about what happened in Europe during one of the wars? Not the things people talk about. The other things.”

	“No, Sir,” I replied. “I sure don’t.” 

	A few moments of silence passed before Ryan said, “Turning around and going north.” 

	Briscoe’s jaw was clenched, but he nodded.

	“What happened?” I asked.

	John said, “When you were a little girl sitting at a desk and listening to every word I said while so many others passed notes and tried to get away with hiding their phones from me?” He nodded. “I told you that . . . History has the tendency to repeat itself no matter what we learn.” He took in a deep breath. “A phoenix is always born from ashes. Our world is covered in ash. So many advances are made during war, but it had been such a long time since war was at our door rather than another. It’s been such a long time since we had to look war in the face.” 

	John clenched his jaw for a moment before continuing with, “Somewhere inside you is still that little girl explaining to me what you loved about science. Somewhere inside me is still that man wanting to help people reach their potential when they’ll actually stick their hands out for it. It would be bad enough if these people were doing what I think they might be. What would be worse is you getting caught up in wanting to fix the world for the wrong people and doing more damage to it.”

	I shook my head, not really knowing why but being unable to help myself.

	John said, “What you didn’t hear Cahill and Freeman say and what should’ve been the first thing out of their mouth when repeating for the second time is location.”

	“Meaning what?” Carter asked. “Past the line, if you’re not talking about the line.”

	“Russian,” Kyle said. “He told us it sounded like they were Russian.” He shook his head. “These aren’t Americans.”

	John was looking at me when he asked, “Can you imagine what a massive militarized group from Russia might be wanting with Americans after the world’s ended? Why they might not be wanting to bother with raiders who would surely put up one hell of a fight? In all your science research, can you imagine?”

	My hands started shaking, so I clenched them into fists and barely said, “Turning around and going north, Sir.” 

	“Raiders don’t sound so bad right about now, do they?”

	We all said, “No, Sir.” 

	“Then let’s stop standing around,” John said. “We have to get out of here. Fast. Get out of where they might have helicopters running and get the hell away from where they might be following that straggler, which they damn well might be. I’m going to need you all to push the others. We’ll tell a few of them later. Until then . . . we’re doubling the pace. Ensure they manage it.” 

	“Yes, Sir.” 

	We all walked back to the group of everyone else, finding most waiting to hear something but a few seeming to enjoy the break they were taking.

	John said to them, “We have a change of plans. I don’t want any questions as to what that change is, or why. Not right now. No questions at all.” He rubbed at his forehead. “There was a point in time where we had a military—the best military in the world. And they had a policy. No man left behind. Our soldiers would die trying to get their brothers and sisters in arms to safety.”

	John shook his head. “Our military fell. We are not American soldiers. We are Americans. There aren’t many of us left, so we must survive no matter the means or cost.” He cleared his throat. “All but a couple of you were with us in Aberdeen. The fast and strong made it out. The others didn’t. If you fall behind, you will get left behind. You will get left behind, and you will not know where we’re going to tell anyone who might find you.” 

	John pointed. “Walk as fast as you can in that direction. This isn’t a sprint like Aberdeen was. This is get as far away as you can. Leave everything you can’t carry and take as much food and water as you can.” He paused for just an instant. “Move.”

	I started moving to do just that as well, but John grabbed my arm. I stopped and looked up at him.

	He was watching everyone else when he said, “This is something like killing people and not washing dishes, Kylie. I need the eight of you to keep the others alive. You’re not pack mules, but you do need to load up on as much ammo as you can.”

	I nodded, and we all moved to do just that.

	After loading up on ammunition and while everyone else was still going through everything else, Ryan pulled me aside. He got into my bag and pulled out my balaclava, closed my bag, then extended that to me. I took it.

	As I was putting it on, he said, “Keep that on. No matter how hot and uncomfortable your face gets, keep it on. For as long as you can.” 

	I nodded and made to take a step, but he said something else.

	“What we talked about.” 

	I looked back to him.

	“About making a move or not.”

	“What about it?” I asked.

	He shook his head. “Don’t.” He clenched his jaw for an instant. “If they catch up with us?” He shook his head again. “There won’t be anything you can do. Don’t try to and get yourself killed.” 

	I took about half a step.

	“Winters.”

	I looked back to him.

	“Did you hear me?”

	I nodded and started to—

	“Winters.”

	I looked back to him.

	“Say it.”

	I shook my head. “I could say I hear you and mean it differently than what you’re wanting me to say. I’ll say that I’m not making any promises in an unknown situation, but for the sort I think you’re talking about . . .” I shrugged. “I won’t if you don’t. Unless I have to. Then you can bet your ass I will.” I took in a deep breath. “But I hear you, Rind.”
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	Moving at a faster pace wasn’t an issue for me. It would’ve been, if I didn’t do PT regularly along with what patrols did for keeping one in a certain condition. Stuff like this was why I made up for any days I skipped as well as I could. Not that there had ever been stuff quite like this. Close. Close in the sense of needing to get away, but John had been right in saying this was worse. Whatever was at our backs was so much bigger than a group of raiders. Or raiders masquerading as patriots. But people took what they wanted from things.

	Patriotism was like religion in that sense—the positives or negatives being what people focused on. One thing being twisted into another to suit someone. Fuel on the fire of hatred or doing right by others and leaving judgment to whatever god you believed in. America was founded on people trying to be themselves, to be safe, to believe what they believed. Some people would’ve considered those settlers terrorists. Others would’ve considered them hostile invaders. Just as America was founded on the positivity of freedom, it could be twisted into anyone doing as they damn well pleased with no one to stop them.

	Patriotism was very much like religion in a great many ways. It was a good thing. Unless it wasn’t.

	I could’ve gone faster, if we weren’t required to stay with the group. Stay with the group and push them on. I could’ve gone faster on my own. I believed Ryan and I . . .
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