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The boy walked through the city.

He’d been walking for days. His bare feet were torn and caked with dust, and they burned against the heated cement. He’d seen no one else during his journey. No food had presented itself either, and he was ravenous with hunger.

The ruins of the city stretched all around him, wavering in the heat. The tall spires of skyscrapers had collapsed, some coming to rest against others, some falling into shapeless heaps of stone and steel. The path he walked was littered with debris, forcing him to step carefully over jagged chunks of concrete, brick, and wood. The wind had poured the city’s ashes over the ruins, cloaking cement and steel in brown dust. Once a geometric design of uprights and horizontals, the city had been transformed into a thicket of curved, broken lines through which the boy toiled like a desert nomad.

The boy couldn’t remember his name.

He couldn’t remember anything about himself. Not where he was born, not who he’d known, not what had happened to him. It was as if his life had sprung into existence the morning he woke to the endless expanse of the shattered city, the angry brown light of the sky. For all the days he’d wandered this forsaken place, he’d tried without success to recall anything about the time before he’d fallen asleep. The ache in his mind to know who he was felt as sharp as the ache in his belly, both driving him relentlessly onward.

Ahead, he glimpsed an opening in the wreckage, an archway of toppled steel framing a dark cavern. The place seemed deserted, the only sound the moan of the wind as it flowed over the tunnel entrance. But something deeper than memory told the boy he was not alone. His eyes flicked from side to side as he approached the shadowed doorway, hoping to catch a hint of another’s presence.

There.

Beneath the tangle of pipes and beams that crisscrossed the mouth of the tunnel, something had shifted, something had separated itself from the dark. The movement was so subtle, the boy was certain that whoever had made it was trying to keep hidden. But the boy had seen it. His pace quickened as he neared the hiding place.

There was a sudden flurry and a sharp noise. An object slammed into the boy’s shoulder, staggering but not stopping him. He reached out for the tattered figure who had taken a shot at him, and in that instant the boy was transformed, his feet no longer dragging the ground, his body speeding across the distance like a gust of wind. He caught up to the vagrant at once, and had just enough time to glimpse the terrified face. A refugee no older than himself, armed with a rifle he had discarded in his panic to get away.

“No—don’t!”

The boy gripped his victim by the throat, raising him above his head. His body shuddered, his stomach twisting as if it had been turned inside out. His mouth opened wide, and then it was no longer only his mouth that opened; it was all the flesh from his face to his chest peeling back to reveal the cavity within him. It sickened him, this sensation of being pulled apart, but at the same time, he welcomed it. Without thought, without will, without anything but the urgent need to feed, he spread his arms and embraced the vagabond, and as his prey screamed, the boy knew.

He knew his name. He knew his past. The long night of his existence blazed with light, and he saw the life of the one he consumed as if it were his own: the parents he’d loved, the companions he’d lost. He knew his victim’s fears, the nights he’d hidden in this den in the city, shaking with cold and terror, longing for a loved one who would never come again. While he feasted, he was the other boy, reliving all his joys and sorrows, and it was as if those times were still with him, as if they hadn’t been swept away by the bombs that had reduced this city to ashes.

Then they were gone, the memories fading into the twilight.

The boy walked on through the city, wearing a new skin, eyeing the road ahead for his next meal.
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Michelle Simmons was out for a drive on her seventeenth birthday.

She drove her new car, a present from her parents. A Mustang V6 convertible. Lipstick red. The way it responded to the touch of her foot thrilled her like a first lover’s kiss.

The two-lane road curled through the foothills of the Laurel Highlands in southwestern Pennsylvania. Stands of maple and oak crowded the road, bright with early spring foliage. As regal as the trees were, they were no match for the towering wall that had been built along the stretch of highway to block the traffic noise. Behind it, circled by an elaborate iron fence, Tudor style mansions rose against wooded hills. In one of those houses, Michelle’s mother and father were rushing around excitedly, hanging streamers, directing the caterers, and pleading with Michelle’s eleven-year-old sister Rosie to get off her phone and help out. They’d sent Michelle on this drive to keep their activities a secret, though they’d thrown her a party every year and she’d known about this one for weeks. Her parents probably knew that she knew, but it was possible Rosie didn’t, and for her sake, Michelle was determined to act suitably surprised.

The Simmons family never skimped on birthday parties. In past years, they’d invested in tons of food, a towering cake, and—courtesy of Rosie—enough games to make everyone totally silly by nine o’clock. Maybe Michelle should have outgrown the whole thing by now, the way it seemed that Rosie was beginning to, but when she considered that there would be only one more year after this to celebrate her birthday at home, Michelle got a mingled feeling of warmth and sadness.

Today, the thought of returning home made her stomach dance with nervous anticipation, but not so much for the party itself. She was looking forward to seeing her relatives who lived two hours away in Altoona, especially her cousin Dana, who’d started college at Penn State and could always be counted on to tell alternately hilarious and educational insider stories. Then there would be the girls and guys from the track team, along with her best friend Janine and Janine’s boyfriend Greg. This time, though, one thing was different about her party. One major thing.

Mark.

Her boyfriend. A middle distance runner, he’d joined the team during winter training. He’d caught her attention right away, with his auburn curls flying out behind him when he ran and his eyes the color of the evening sky. He’d said nothing to her for a solid month, though he couldn’t have failed to notice the way she—along with every other straight girl on the team—ogled him when he stripped off his shirt in the weight room. Finally, when she was on the verge of deciding that he was either hopelessly vain or already taken, he’d invited her for a run. That unseasonably warm February afternoon melted more than the mud and slush along the trails in the park. They’d dated since, and she’d spent most of the past two months in a dream of tandem runs, long drives in his car, and late-night texts. She’d never had a serious boyfriend before, but Janine, who’d dated Greg for a year, told her she knew a match made in heaven when she saw one.

No sooner had Janine said that, though, than things started to get strange. Texts went unanswered, conversations grew stilted. She’d spent two entire months losing herself in those gorgeous eyes of his, but now it seemed as if he looked through her, not at her, when she tried to talk to him. The closer she tried to get, the more he seemed to pull away. In the time they’d dated, they’d done little more than kiss and hold hands, and Michelle wondered if that was the trouble—if he wanted more from her than she was ready to give. But when she asked Janine, the conversation got her nothing but embarrassment and more confusion.

“He’s not gay, is he?” Janine asked.

Michelle blushed. “I don’t think so.”

“Is he cheating on you?”

“How am I supposed to know?”

“If Greg tried anything like that on me, I’d know,” Janine said. “And he knows what I’d do to him if I found out.”

That was Janine: always confident, always assertive. Always tough. Michelle admired her, but doubted she could ever be like her.

“So what should I do?” she asked.

“You should learn to stand up for yourself,” Janine answered. “And if he’s not good enough for you, you should dump his ass.”

Deep down, Michelle knew Janine was right. She’d only dated Mark for two months—why was she treating their relationship like such a big deal anyway? But when she thought about putting her friend’s advice into effect, she grew uncertain. Janine was secure in her desirability, which made it easier for her to act all blasé. Michelle was exactly what Janine said: too soft, too timid. So worried she’d lose everything, she was afraid to do anything.

She’d texted Mark about today’s party. That was Janine’s recommendation: make it casual, don’t seem needy. He hadn’t acknowledged the text. Now here she was, not knowing what to expect from tonight yet feeling that whatever happened would decide her fate whether she liked it or not.

Michelle followed the highway as it climbed higher into the mountains. When a spur road appeared, she took it, thankful for the privacy and quiet. Alone among the trees that overlooked the valley, she put the top down, hoping the wind in her long blond hair might strip her anxiety away.

She wondered if it would be better to keep driving, to wait until after the party started before returning home. Would that make it more likely that Mark would be there, less crushing if he wasn’t? She pictured him standing awkwardly in the living room when she made her entrance, his eyes flicking up from his soda to watch her breeze in with cheeks flushed and hair mussed from the drive. Would that show him that she was her own person? That he had to be more mindful of her feelings if their relationship was going to work? Or would it make her look rude and inconsiderate? If she forced him to wait for her, would that make it harder to get him alone so they could talk? Every scenario she imagined had its pros and cons, and she couldn’t decide which was best. So she kept driving, hoping the wind would blow her an answer.

Her phone, sitting face-up on the passenger seat, pinged.

She glanced at the gray text bubble. In her quick scan of the message, she caught Mark’s name. Michelle’s heart skipped and her hand flinched to pick the phone up, but then she remembered the long, painfully serious talk she’d had with her parents the day she got her license. She returned her attention to the road, looking for a place she could pull over to read the text.

Something flashed in front of the car.

She hit the brakes, trying to steer around whatever it was. It thumped the hood and spun past the driver’s side door, a blur of brown. Michelle screamed, unable to help herself. The car fishtailed wildly while she wrestled with the wheel, forgetting which way she was supposed to turn it, instinct and instruction equally useless. For a panic-stricken moment, she pictured herself plunging off the mountainside into the valley hundreds of feet below. Her eyes squeezed shut in terror, and she was in complete darkness when the wheels caught on something and the car came to a jolting stop.

Michelle opened her eyes.

Her heart pounded in her throat, and her knuckles were white where they wrapped around the wheel. The car had come to rest on the grassy shoulder on the left-hand side of the road, facing back down the hill. The side view mirror hung by a thread, and the seatbelt she’d dutifully buckled when she left home was pressed so tightly against her chest, it felt as if it were choking her breath away. Fifty feet beyond the hood, a blob of brown struggled to lift itself from the road.

It was a deer. Its body jerked unnaturally as it tried to stand. Michelle could tell at once that something was wrong with its hindquarters: it couldn’t get its rear legs under its body, and so it was lurching around on front legs that wobbled and shook like a faun’s while it dragged its haunches behind it. For an instant, its head turned her way, its liquid eyes gazing at her in entreaty and accusation. When she focused more closely, she saw the fan of blood that smeared the road behind the animal, the white lengths of bone jutting from its hind legs like stakes.

Michelle unsnapped the seatbelt and opened the door to lean out and puke onto the margin of the road. The burning chunks of her last meal made her cough, and when she did, snot erupted from her nose. She wiped it off with the back of a trembling hand. To her utter mortification, she realized she’d peed her pants—barely enough to be visible through her shorts, but it made her feel as if she were swimming in a pool of hot, sticky urine. That thought made her sob uncontrollably, shoulders heaving, tears and snot and puke caking her lips with an indescribable taste of salty, bitter vileness. She flung her head against the headrest, hugging herself to get the tears to stop, and closed her eyes to make the flopping horror outside the windshield go away.

When the crying finally dwindled to shuddering breaths, she opened her eyes and saw that the deer had ceased moving. Its head was turned away from her, so she couldn’t see its eyes, but she could see the pool of blood that darkened the road around its body.

I’m sorry, she said silently. I’m so, so sorry.

Ripping her eyes away from the inert brown mass on the road, she remembered what had made her lose her concentration, and she leaned to the passenger side and shakily picked up the phone from the floor where the collision had thrown it.

The screen was illuminated, the text bubble waiting as if the impact had frozen it there. The message was from Rosie.

mark cant come sucks 2 b u

After that, a snickering emoji trailed a conga line of characters: HAHAHAHAHAHA

Michelle gripped the phone and stared at the text until the words blurred. She told herself that Rosie didn’t mean to be cruel, that she was trying to play a grown-up game she was too young to understand, but a dark wave of hurt welled in her all the same, so strong she felt as if someone she loved had died. Even stronger was the rush of anger—at Rosie, at Mark, at fate. She knew this was her fault, that she was the one who’d taken a day meant for celebration and turned it into a day of mourning, but the mocking accusation on the brightly lit screen filled her with rage, and her hand tightened around the phone as if she could snuff the words out.

She exited the car. Taking a step toward the drop-off, she flung the phone as far as she could, watching it arc over the body of the dead deer and plummet out of sight. For a second, just as the glowing rectangle disappeared, her heart lightened ever so slightly. Then the heaviness descended again, and she turned back to the car with a bleak feeling of dread.

Now that she was outside, she could see the extent of the damage. In addition to the dangling mirror, the car was deeply dented and scored where the deer had crumpled the fender and scraped against the driver’s side door. The scratches in the bright red paint looked like claw-marks. The realization that they were from the animal’s shattered bones made a fresh surge of bile crawl up Michelle’s throat. The car was probably drivable, though she was fearful of buried harm that might cause sparks and fire. The road was empty at the moment, but if she stayed here long enough, someone was certain to drive by and offer to help. But when she thought of heading down the mountainside and returning home, she recoiled in shame—at the carelessness she’d shown, the death she’d caused, the wetness at her crotch she couldn’t help thinking everyone would see. All her guests would be there by now, and though they’d be relieved that she was all right, they’d have questions about where she’d gone, what had caused the crash, how she’d lost her phone. Her parents would be deeply disappointed in her, which was almost worse than them being angry. Rosie would probably laugh. Janine might ask about Mark. It was too much for her to take.

She climbed into the car and snapped the seatbelt in place, turned the ignition and heard the motor clunk then roar to life. Slowly and deliberately, as if she were learning to perform a three-point turn for the first time, she redirected the car back up the hill. Once she regained the road and was confident the wheel was responding to her commands, she floored the accelerator, glancing once in the rearview mirror as the mangled shape receded behind her. Then she whipped around a bend in the road, and it was gone.

She drove faster than before, risking speed on hairpin turns, daring something else to cross her path. She came to a Y intersection, and without thinking, she spun the wheel to the right, tires screeching as she joined this new trail. Every now and then, she came to another intersection, and each time, she let impulse guide her as to which direction to take. She didn’t stop to think where she was going, didn’t question the force that flattened the accelerator against the floor and guided her on this journey into oblivion. She felt like a murderer fleeing the scene of a crime, and she wondered how people managed to put something like this behind them. How could you ever create enough distance to get away from your own past?

The miles between her and home lengthened. The thought skipped through her mind that her parents would be starting to worry about where she’d gone, looking out the picture window at the circular driveway and offering nervous excuses to their guests. The girls from the team were probably trying to make small talk in her absence, stressing over their upcoming meet and checking the time on their phones. Janine must have broken away from Greg’s octopus arms by now and started frantically texting her: where r u????? For a single moment, she wondered why Mark had decided not to come, why, if this was his way of breaking up with her, he’d left a message at home rather than texting her. And Rosie—was she feeling bad about her impulsive text, connecting it to Michelle’s disappearance? Or was she simply getting jumpy at the sight of the idle presents and untouched cake?

All of these thoughts seemed far away, as if they weren’t her thoughts at all but those of a complete stranger. She felt oddly reborn in blood and guts and bone, and the only thought that seemed to matter was why, on the day of her second birth, her body felt as dead and empty as the thing she’d left lying on the road.

The mountain trail stretched before her, endless. Twists and turns appeared from time to time, encouraging her to seek places of ever deeper obscurity, and each time she chose such a route, she felt a perverse pleasure at leaving home farther behind. Marked arteries yielded to side roads and side-side roads, the paths she traveled becoming narrower and more poorly paved until finally her wheels jumped onto what was little more than a dirt track plunging through a dense tunnel of trees. A utility road or something like it, with no residences or signs to show she was anywhere near civilization. Still she drove on, sun and shadow flashing by on either side. 

Occasionally this path bisected another, similar one, and when the whim struck her, she turned onto the new trail, ignoring other options with just as little logic. The highway had disappeared so long ago it hardly seemed real, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen a sign of human habitation. She’d gone skiing in the Laurel Highlands many times, but she wasn’t sure she was in the Highlands anymore; this patch of woods was completely anonymous and unfamiliar, the kind of place where you could lose yourself. She pushed the car recklessly forward, climbing higher and higher, searching for an elevation where her old life would drop below the cloud line and vanish entirely from view.

She’d long since lost track of the hours and miles when she became aware of the car making an unnatural sound, a sputtering, clanking noise she at first attributed to damage from the accident. When she slowed to listen more carefully, she felt the vehicle lurching, hesitating under her command no matter how hard she pressed the accelerator. Her eyes fell to the fuel gauge.

Empty.

She recoiled in shock. She couldn’t remember whether the tank had been full when her dad handed her the keys this morning, but it seemed impossible that she could have used an entire tank in—how long had she been driving? She glanced at the digital clock in the dashboard, only to receive another shock: it was almost five, which meant she’d been out for over six hours. The odometer showed that she’d put nearly three hundred miles on the car since she’d left home.

She slammed on the brakes, executed a five-point turn and started back downhill, then realized she couldn’t remember which way she’d last turned. She passed a break in the trees that gave onto a plunging trail; was that the one she’d taken? The engine protested, shuddering in obvious distress. She tried to will the vehicle farther, to eke out another mile to recover the hundreds she’d lost, but it was no use. She barely managed to steer the car onto the margin of the road, where, with a final unhealthy cough, it died and refused to start again.

She sat behind the wheel, trying to calm herself with deep breaths. The surrounding trees appeared newly ominous. She’d meant to get herself lost, and she’d succeeded. But what was she supposed to do now?

Michelle climbed from the car. The smell of gasoline hung in the air. Could the accident have damaged the fuel tank? Shakily, she walked to the edge of the road and looked out through the screen of trees at the barely glimpsed valley far below. Thick woods swathed the basin and surrounding hills, with no buildings visible on the slopes, no windmills or utility towers adorning the ridgelines. She realized, as if she’d woken from a dream, that while she thought she’d been climbing higher the whole time, she’d actually traversed a series of rises and falls in the countryside. She could be anywhere by now—maybe not even in Pennsylvania. It was hard to see the sky through the trees, but she could tell that the sun was to her left, so that way was west. But west of what? The mountains looming above her formed a barricade she couldn’t cross, and with her phone lying at the bottom of some nameless ravine, she had no way to call for help.

Panic seized her when she realized what she’d done. Unless another car drove by—and she’d seen only a handful of vehicles in the hours since she’d left the highway—she’d be stranded here through the night. Her parents would have called the police by now, but she’d heard somewhere that the authorities wouldn’t search for a missing person until twenty-four hours had passed. And even when they did start looking for her, how would they know where to look? Whether purposely or haphazardly, she’d taken roads no one would expect her to take, roads that, it now seemed, almost no one else drove. How long of a hike was it back to civilization? Days? A week? As a runner, she’d learned how quickly a person could die from dehydration. But she hadn’t thought to take a water bottle with her when she left home, and she knew nothing about how to find food or water in the wild.

Michelle stepped away from the edge of the road, shivering. She fell into the car and looked around her for something, anything, that might help. But there was nothing—no cup, no flashlight, no blanket. The interior was as bare and squeaky clean as could be, with the cloyingly fresh smell of newness clinging to its seats and floor mats. The death it had caused hours before hadn’t changed the car’s demeanor. It couldn’t know that, a mere day after it had been purchased, it would become a death trap for its driver, no less than for the animal it had left rotting on the road hundreds of miles away.

Night fell while Michelle sat behind the wheel, paralyzed with fear and uncertainty. If she left in search of help, she might easily lose her way, but if she stayed, she might die right where she was. She knew her parents wouldn’t wait for the police. They would be out looking for her, recruiting her aunt and uncle and cousin and as many of her friends as owned cars. She also knew that none of them had a chance of finding her. Rosie would have dropped her preteen pose by now and turned frantic, and everyone else would assume the worst—an accident, a carjacking, an abduction. Even if, by blind luck, they discovered the dead deer and the tire-marks from her skid, those bare clues wouldn’t be enough to trace the rest of her trail. Maybe by daybreak, with the sun to guide her, she could start the trek back the way she came. But that was assuming she could figure out where she was. She couldn’t believe that just hours ago, her biggest worry had been whether a boy she’d dated for two months was about to dump her, and now she was facing the very real possibility that she might starve or freeze to death in the woods, where no one would ever learn what had happened to her.

She hadn’t said her prayers since she was Rosie’s age, but she found her hands clenched tightly together and her lips moving soundlessly as she voiced the words in her mind.

Please, God. Please let them find me. Please. I’ll do anything. Just let them find me soon.

Her only answer was a rising wind in the trees. A chill had descended with the coming of night, making her shiver in her shorts and T-shirt. She closed the top, but that didn’t help much.  Hugging her shoulders to preserve body heat, she closed her eyes and tried to sleep. Neither attempt was successful, as the cold crept into her bones and the eerie calls of whip-poor-wills, shot through with the occasional hoot of an owl, kept her frayed nerves from calming. Something howled in the distance—a coyote, or was it a wolf? There were bears in the Pennsylvania woods, or so she’d heard. Every rustle in the underbrush made her fear one was snuffling in her direction, curious to explore this tin can with its tender meat inside. The thought that she was being punished for what she’d done made her shrink into herself, the way an animal might do once it realized it had become prey.

Just as she’d decided she couldn’t take it anymore and was about to leap out of the car and run off into the night, the sounds of the wild stopped.

Michelle opened her eyes and peered into the dark. She could see nothing except the glow of stars through the canopy. The forest had gone entirely still. Her ears strained for the slightest sound of life beyond her own breathing—a bird, a whisper of wind in the branches—but there was dead calm.

As she stared into the darkness, more afraid of the quiet than she’d been of the noise, a pale light bloomed in front of her, outlining the shapes of trees. Her heart leaped, thinking it might be someone else’s headlights. But as the light grew, she realized she’d misjudged its distance: it was coming not from the road ahead but from the rim of hills surrounding the valley, a golden glow like the first hint of daylight rising above the housetops when she went out for an early run. It couldn’t be morning already, could it?

She was about to exit the car to study the strange light when she became aware of a rumbling noise, something like the sound of a plane flying overhead, except it didn’t shift in pitch and volume as it passed by. Instead, it grew steadily louder, becoming first a roar and then a screech that seemed to split the heavens. Her hands flew to her ears, but the sound penetrated through the shield. The car seat trembled, the vibration growing until the entire vehicle rocked on its wheels so hard Michelle feared it would tip over. She was thrown against the door, but when she scrambled to open it and free herself, the noise forced her to cover her ears again. She could barely hear her own mind screaming impossibilities.

Earthquake? Bombs? Is it the terrorists?

As suddenly as it had started, the car stopped rocking, and the night fell silent. The light across the valley brightened, filling the sky much too quickly for dawn. Within a matter of seconds, the light became so intense she was forced to squint and then shut her eyes as if she were staring directly into the sun. Even then, the brightness was unbearable, and her hands forsook her ears to block the deadly glare. Unable to see anything except the blood-red afterimage of the hilltops burned on her retinas, she huddled with her face pressed into the seat of the car, terrified that the ground might swallow her up or that the earth had gone off course and was careening into the sun.

She stayed in a curled position for what seemed like hours, whimpering, wanting nothing except for it to end. At last, the painful brightness subsided enough for her to risk opening her eyes in cautious slits. When she did, she found that she could see.

Trees stood outlined by yellow light. A crackling noise filled the air, and her nose picked up the scent of burning wood. Trembling, she exited the car and crept to the edge of the road.

The valley was on fire.

The flames stretched in a solid band across the horizon, a brilliant yellow wall of fire that looked as if it covered the whole world. It consumed the distant trees with a sound like a giant beast gorging on bones. Every so often, an explosion separated itself from the background roar, and a ball of fire like a meteor in reverse shot into the brightly lit sky. The smell of destruction wafted to her from afar, and though she stood untouched in the shelter of the trees, her face was bathed in heat so intense she felt her brow drip with sweat and her eyeballs smart. She was much too far from the source to see what lay beneath the yellow fire, but she knew instantly that nothing it touched could have survived. Her vision was seared by its light, and she sensed that the world she’d known had been utterly changed, though she didn’t know why or how.

She fell to her knees and, for the second time in a single night, lifted her thoughts in prayer. Her pleas were no longer for her. They were for Mom and Dad and Rosie, for her aunt and uncle and cousin, for Janine and Greg—even, though he’d hurt her, for Mark. That injury seemed trivial now, and she prayed for his safety in the same breath as she did the others’. She didn’t know what had caused the blaze, how far it spread, how many people were caught in its deadly grip. She didn’t know where she was, and at times, listening to a voice she barely recognized speaking words inside her head, she felt as if she no longer knew who she was. She only knew that she’d never forgive herself if the fire preserved her, alone and alive by chance, while taking everyone and everything she loved.

“Mom,” she whispered above the crackle of flames. “Dad. Rosie. I’ll find you. I swear, I’ll come back to you. I promise.”

She covered her face with her hands, lowered her head, and wept.
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The fire raged through the night.

Michelle stayed in her car the entire time, while thirst and hunger wracked her empty body. When the next morning brought an unnatural glow that supplanted the coming of the sun, she considered leaving, but she was hesitant to abandon this apparently safe place, not knowing where else the fire might be burning. So far, it seemed to be confined to the valley and opposing hills, but her greatest fear was that it would climb the peak where her car had broken down. Her stomach had squeezed into a fist and her tongue had grown so dry it could no longer lick her cracked lips, but much as she wrestled with her decision, she always arrived at the same answer. If the fire burned into another night, she’d have no choice but to leave the car in search of water. For now, she remained in a state of anxious watchfulness, clutching her hollow stomach and catching brief spells of sleep before jerking awake again, staring at the wall of fire that loomed across the valley.

When it finally extinguished itself, she thought she was dreaming.

She stepped cautiously from the car and stretched cramped limbs. The woods were as silent as a grave. Her legs felt weak and rubbery as she went to the edge of the road and peered into the valley. Nothing was visible through the smoke that had collected in the bowl, thicker than the thickest fog. She reasoned that the fire must have burned everything down below and died from lack of fuel. This high up, a haze hung in the air, diffusing the early morning sunlight and making it impossible to breathe deeply. She held the collar of her T-shirt over her nose and mouth and took shallow, tentative breaths through the cloth, and that helped, though she still felt as if she were gagging on the stench of ash. Even the sun, creeping over the mountains to the east, had a smothered look, like a moon haloed in nighttime mist. She blinked, trying to clear away the tears that blurred her vision. She remembered what she’d learned in Physics class about nuclear winter, the deadly dust cloud that would choke the sun after thermonuclear war. The same kind of cloud that, when a giant meteor struck the planet millions of years ago, had spelled the extinction of the dinosaurs.

Could that be what had happened the night of her birthday? A series of meteor strikes? If so, had the same prehistoric pall been cast into the atmosphere, muffling the sunlight? If this was a meteor strike of the magnitude that had occurred in the past, then it wouldn’t be long before the entire world started its descent into darkness.

The prospect of death hadn’t been far from her mind since the fire began—her own death, and the death of everyone else. But when despair whispered in her ear that her parents and Rosie were already among the dead, she drew courage from the fact that she had survived. She was parched and famished beyond belief, but she was alive. That meant there had to be a limit to the fire’s reach, which meant that others must have lived through it, too. If she could find a way off this mountaintop and locate fellow survivors, there was hope that they’d be able to help her search for home.

To stay on her feet at all, though, she needed water. She knew the signs of dehydration, and she had every one of them: stale mouth, swollen tongue, dizziness, headache. Her body felt utterly drained, much more so than she would have expected from a single night without drinking anything. She reeled and nearly fell when she returned to her car, and had to brace herself against the door before her vision settled and her legs felt strong enough to carry her. She swallowed to clear the foul taste from her mouth, but her throat clenched and she ended up gagging instead. She tried to spit, but she couldn’t summon enough saliva to do it.

The crazy thought struck her that she should pop the hood. Didn’t cars have water in them somewhere? But she had no idea where, and she couldn’t risk drinking transmission fluid. Next, she hit on the expedient of chewing a leaf to suck the moisture out of it, but when she plucked one from a maple tree and worked it around in her gummy mouth, she found that it was dry and brittle, more like an autumn leaf than one from early spring. She stooped to scour the ground for morning dew and found the grass withered and cracked, the way it got during a summertime drought. How could that be? Was it possible that even though the yellow fire had come nowhere near her outpost, it had leeched every trace of water from the surrounding woods—the same way, it seemed, that it had sucked the fluid from the cells of her own body?

She stood on trembling legs and surveyed the area around her. It wasn’t only the fogginess of the sunlight filtering through the trees that dulled the world’s natural radiance; the foliage itself had lost its green tint, the leaves fading to yellow and brown. She grabbed a branch, shook it gently—and fell back in shock when it came free in her hand. Dropping the branch, she studied the ashy residue that had settled in the lines of her palm like black veins. A handful of leaves from the fallen branch left the same chalky film on her fingertips. When she rubbed one of the leaves between forefinger and thumb, it crumbled into powder, insubstantial as smoke.

Michelle snatched her hand away in horror. She could no longer doubt it—the woods were dying. It was nothing like the way the woods died every year, in a blaze of brilliant red and orange mellowing to bronze and gold, the fall splendor she associated with the homey scent of campfires, the annual trip to the pumpkin farm, and Trick or Treat with Rosie first as her sidekick and, lately, as her reluctant ward. This death had come suddenly and completely to the mountaintop where she’d believed herself safe from the ravages of the yellow fire. She would find no water here, and she could only hope she’d find it somewhere else before the blight seeped into her bones the way it had into the surrounding trees.

With determination, she started slowly across the hillside, heading in a more or less westerly direction, away from the valley. Dry leaves crackled and crunched under her feet, sending up a fine spray of ash. When she looked over her shoulder, she could trace her trail by the ghostly footprints she’d left. Other leaves fell around her, twirling to the ground in a slow ballet, heralds of spring that had been green just a day ago now spotted yellow and translucent as wax paper. There was little wind in the woods—that had apparently died, too—but whenever the slightest breeze stirred the branches, a shower of leaves descended, some of them splintering on contact with the ground, others disintegrating before they reached the end of their flight. It was like watching a snake shed its skin. The only difference was that, so far as she could tell, there was nothing new growing underneath.

She’d walked for only a few minutes when she came across a dead bird.

She froze in place, stunned by the small carcass. With the toe of her sneaker, she delicately prodded the body to free it from the leaves that coated its back. The bird was a cardinal, she could tell by the black mask and heavy beak. Its beige-brown plumage made her think it was a female, except its stomach feathers were bright red, like a male’s. Decay had thinned its body, turning it into a lean and flattened cavity. Unlike the deer she’d killed, there was no blood, no sign of what had brought it down.

Fifty meters away, she saw another unmoving shape on the forest floor. When she approached, she discovered that it was a bird too, with an owl’s large, round head. It was splayed on its back with wings extended and clawed feet raised into the air, as if it had been knocked off its perch and had been unable to right itself in time to fly. Its eyes were gone, and the empty sockets stared at her with a terrible mixture of abandonment and recrimination.

So it went as she walked, shuffling across the desiccated landscape: every minute or two she encountered another carcass, sometimes two or three within steps of each other. Most were birds—woodpeckers, songbirds, crows—but some belonged to mice, raccoons, even an opossum. One was the huge body of a hawk, felled along with the lesser creatures it preyed on. All of the animals had the dulled appearance of their surroundings, but Michelle wasn’t sure if that was because they’d been dead for the past day or because they’d suffered the same fate as the leaves and trees. She remembered how silent the woods had gone just before the yellow fire appeared, and she wondered if whatever had caused the fire had stricken the woodland creatures along with their habitat. She was beginning to think that what she had witnessed last night was the dropping not of meteors but of bombs, or of one bomb of unimaginable power. That would explain the airplane sound she’d heard, as well as the fire, the quaking in the ground, the destruction of the valley. The only flaw in her theory was that she’d never heard of bombs that killed in such a strange way: preserving the form of living things while stealing their life-force.

After the first couple of miles, she stopped turning aside to investigate each new corpse she saw. She couldn’t stand to confront so much death, couldn’t let it weaken her will as much as the fire had weakened her body.

The hillside had risen steeply when she started out, but just when Michelle thought her legs couldn’t take one more step, the ground leveled off. After another mile, it changed course again, sloping gradually downhill toward what she hoped might be a hollow where water had collected. But then, the land fell away into a broad ravine that barred any further progress. Not trusting her balance but needing to see what lay beyond, Michelle lowered herself onto her stomach and peered over the edge.

The depth of the gully made her vision swim. From her height at least sixty feet up, she scanned the shadowed floor, finding only more desolation: dried leaves, naked trees, two or three small, dark shapes that might have been dead animals. She was about to inch away from the ravine and seek another route through the forest when her eyes caught something that made her stop.

It wasn’t much: a dark wrinkle in the valley floor. She was almost sure she’d seen a dull light playing across its surface, and now that she stared at it, she became convinced. It was barely a foot wide, and its shallow bed was clotted with decaying leaves, but she was positive that it was the sparkle of a small stream.

At the sight of it, any thought of circumnavigating the ravine fled. There was water down there—not much from what she could tell, but water. Whether it was safe to drink was another matter, but she instantly dismissed the worry. Her body was starved for fluid; her mouth and throat felt as dry as the land she’d walked, and her hands shook no matter how hard she tried to still them. She felt certain that if she didn’t drink soon, she’d end up like one of the pitiful creatures that lay belly-up on the forest floor.

Michelle craned her neck over the edge of the ravine and looked straight down. The incline was nearly vertical at this spot, clayey soil dotted with rocks she had no faith would support her weight. A scan up and down the length of the cut revealed no change in the angle of descent; the hillside was dangerously steep as far as she could see, sometimes being scooped out past the vertical. She doubted she could manage the climb even in top physical condition. She’d scaled the climbing wall at the gym a few times, but that was only a twenty foot ascent, with a rope cinched to her waist and pads on the floor below. Yet now that she was within sight of what her body so desperately craved, she could feel its magnetic pull in her chest and gut, drawing her like a divining rod toward the floor of the ravine.

“It’s the same as the wall,” she muttered to herself. “You can do this.”

She stripped her shoes off, tied the laces together, and flung them over the edge, watching them bounce in a puff of dust on the floor of the ravine. Taking a deep breath, she lay on her stomach and eased her legs over the brink. She felt for the rocks she’d spotted a few feet below the rim, and when her toes touched them, she sank her fingers into the dry soil at the top of the cliff and carefully let her weight settle back against the soles of her feet. Everything felt sturdy so far, so she took a chance and slid farther back. 

The footholds stayed firm. With her right hand clawing into the slope to steady herself, she bent her knees and reached behind her with her left hand until her fingers touched one of the rocks on which she stood. A quick transfer of foot for hand later, she was spread-eagled against the slope, clinging to the clay with her right hand and the rock with her left, her right foot balanced on a rock while her left foot felt below for the next support. She found it, and tested it for strength.

Again, it held her weight, allowing her to drop her top hand to the rock where her right foot rested and release that foot to find the next rung down in the makeshift ladder. The awkward, lurching motion of her descent turned out to be nothing like climbing the wall at the gym, with its conveniently shaped handholds and rubberized surfaces to improve one’s grip. Here, her hands needed to dig deeply into the slope to clutch for buried roots, while her feet felt more like hands, her toes curling and gripping in ways she hadn’t known they could. Her progress was painfully slow, requiring more concentration than her water-starved brain had readily available and more strength than her quivering arms and legs felt they could provide.

But it worked. Inch by inch, foot by foot—and hand—she descended the ravine toward the feast that awaited her.

I’m Spider Girl, she thought. I’m using my Spidey Sense.

Ten torturous minutes later, her feet registered the level bottom of the gully, and she collapsed in a cushion of dead leaves. She lay there for at least as long as it had taken her to climb down, wanting to run to the water but unable to command her legs to support her. Her feet were scraped and swollen from the climb; the fingernails she’d had manicured for her party were broken and chipped, the red polish practically gone, the dirt under what remained of the nails so deeply worked into her fingertips it looked as if her hands would never be washed clean again. She swallowed oxygen in grateful gulps until she felt capable of standing. Then she stumbled to the creek, her stomach growling as she smelled the incredible crispness of water in the air.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Do

OéHUA DAVID BELLIN

0-0k" Ok [ HE YL NTRE 58
VOLUME ONE

oo}





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





