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      “There’s nothing more I can do for him, Fence,” said Elliott. “The septic infection…it’s too strong, too deep.”

      Fence could see that even in the flickering light of the fire, safely contained in an old sink, Elliott’s face was as strained as his voice. Nevertheless, the doctor’s elegant hands continued to move over Lenny’s limbs and torso as if searching for some other option.

      He blinked away a sudden stinging. An EMT himself, Fence had already suspected the truth even before Elliott spoke. He’d been watching what started as a simple cut on his friend’s arm, which had then gotten infected, for a week now. He opened his eyes and tightened his grip around the warm, clammy hand of his best friend and business partner. Lenny: the marketing brains behind Fence’s adventurous brawn, the rear-end guard to his bold lead. He’d been the Michael Scott to Fence’s Jim Halpert, the Harold to his Kumar.

      “If only I had even some penicillin,” Elliott, who’d been an emergency surgeon, muttered in frustration. “Or…something. Anything.”

      But there was no help—nothing in this new and horrible world of 2060 they’d somehow found themselves in.

      Nothing even remotely like hospitals or pharmaceuticals or even cell phones to call for help. Not even roads or vehicles or even…son of a bitch…not even very many people. Few had survived the catastrophic events of half a century ago.

      Fence still didn’t understand how it had happened. He couldn’t explain it, and he sure as hell couldn’t accept it.

      On June 10, 2010, he and Lenny had taken three men on an expedition into the cave he called the Ballbusting Bitch—more commonly known as Ferrester’s Pocket.

      Elliott and his two friends were on a weekend get-away, and they’d hired Fence and Lenny to take them deep into the most dangerous and unpredictable cave—hence the nickname—in Sedona, Arizona. Fence and Lenny had been enjoying the hell out of being with a crew that actually knew what the hell they were doing in the ink-black, twisting, close caverns. Elliott and his friends were not only well-prepared but well-equipped too…but nothing could have prepared any of them for what happened that day.

      While they were inside, all hell broke loose: earthquakes, storms and cave-ins, and they were knocked unconscious in the depths of one of the tunnels. A sixth man named Simon was also caught inside the cavern with them. When they woke back up—or whatever they did, because it was looking more and more like they hadn’t just been doing a Sleeping Beauty—and came out of the cave, they found themselves in a completely fucked-up world.

      Fifty years later.

      Which explained the vast expanse of stars skirting the sky through the hole in the tattered ceiling of the building they were staying in—stars that were no longer smogged out by the remnants of man’s love for machines.

      And now, instead of the constant rumble and whoosh of cars, planes and other technology, there were the vivid howls of wolves and lions, and the cries of owls and other nocturnal creatures.

      And there was the deep, awful groaning “Ruuu-uuuthhh” that came from horrible, orange-eyed, staggering monsters with flesh falling from their bones. Zombies.

      The devastated towns, cities, neighborhoods, highways…everything that had been normal in 2010 was now overgrown, broken, and lush—like the ’hood being plopped into the middle of a jungle and left to live or die on its own.

      One thing was sure: Mother Nature was going to win the arm-wrestling match over man’s bricks, mortar, and metal.

      Fence hoped like deep hell that his mama and dad had gone quickly. And his brothers and sisters and the rest of his family and friends and everyone else he’d ever known.

      Everyone else. Gone. Erased like a motherfucking line in the sand.

      It was simply…inconceivable.

      But it was real.

      It had been three months since Fence and his five companions, who now included the quiet man named Simon, left Sedona behind them. They traveled in a small band, searching for answers that were supposedly to be found in someplace called Envy. The few people they encountered had been born long after the Change, as they called it, and only had stories about the apocalyptic events told to them by survivors and their children.

      But if they could get to Envy without getting torn apart by zombies, they’d find a few people who had actually lived through the earthquakes and tsunamis and the raging storms that went on for days.

      They had to have answers. They had to have answers about what happened, and how they’d traveled fifty years into the future—or been suspended in time, or whatever had happened—to find that everything was gone.

      Lenny groaned and his eyes fluttered. His lips moved.

      “What is it bro?” Fence asked as he adjusted the pillow beneath Lenny’s head, which was nothing more than a folded-up blanket he’d scavenged from an old JCPenney.

      Still wrapped in plastic fifty years after being put on the shelf, the quilt was pristine and as fresh as new. Mother Nature might be able to beat back the concrete, metal and glass of the twenty-first century, but the man-made plastic was giving her hell.

      They’d been here in this overgrown apartment building for two days. While Elliott did what he could to help Lenny, who’d become too weak to walk, the others scavenged for tools, clothing, and other necessities during the day. A plastic-wrapped pair of briefs was just as much cause for celebration as an unbroken bottle of whiskey. And rolls of duct tape…Fence salivated at the prospect.

      At night they were forced to hole up above ground-level in order to avoid the zombies. Now, Quent, Simon and their sixth companion, Wyatt, were sitting in the corner, talking quietly as they prepared for sleep.

      Fence forced his lips into a smile, made himself chuckle deeply. It sounded rough. “Whatcha need, Lenny? Wish I had a cold one to offer you—I bet that’d get you back on your feet.” He gave his friend a gentle nudge. “A beer, and maybe a thick, rare steak to go with it? Remember that time we seared that fresh venison, up in Montana, after we gave our last rations to those kids who lost their packs?” They’d helped the group of Boy Scouts find their way back to the Scout meeting point, then continued on the second day of their three-day hike without any food, knowing they could live off the land. “That steak was so damn bloody, I thought it was gonna bound right off the plates. Man, I’ve never had anything so good in my life.”

      Lenny stirred, and in the flickering light of the small fire, Fence was sure he saw his lips twitch in something like a smile.

      “Yeah, you remember that…and the time we had those two old ladies who wanted to go down Lutchner’s Canyon? They had to be at least sixty apiece.” Now he chuckled for real. “I’d’a been willing to pay them for the experience—it was one helluva weekend, wasn’t it, bro? The sassy one who nailed the rattler with a stone from ten feet away—dude, if she’d been thirty years younger, I’d’a wanted to nail her. She was mad crazy. Remember how her friend roasted the snake meat on a spit over the fire, putting her own damned seasoning on it? Who the hell brings shit like that on an extreme camping trip? And it was hot as hell—musta been ancho chiles or something. I swear, I started sweating the minute she slapped it on my plate. I’m still wondering why they bothered to pay us to guide them out.”

      Fence forced another chuckle—they’d reminisced over that, and other scenes, many a time with a cold brew in hand. He knew just what Lenny would be saying, if he could speak. If he could even hear him. “Yeah, I know…they just wanted a coupla big, ripped mo-fos in the pictures with’em so they could show their friends back at the retirement community.”

      Lenny gave a little shiver that could have been an attempt at a chuckle…or maybe just a wave of pain. Fence swallowed hard and got serious. “You know, bro…I couldn’t’ve done it without you. I mean, you were the one who got the whole business off the ground. Hell, I’d’ve just been happy to go on weekend trips, take a few people now and then, drive the ambulance during the week…but you were so fucking determined to get it up and running, and smart about the whole marketing thing. Extreme Adventures on Tap. What dude could resist that?”

      Lenny closed his eyes and his face slackened.

      For a moment Fence thought he was gone, but then he felt the shallow, rough movement of his chest. Resting. Just resting. The twinge in his belly eased. Not yet.

      He wasn’t ready yet to lose the last connection to his old life.

      Suddenly needing fresh air, Fence pulled himself to his feet, ducking so that his six-foot-three frame could pass beneath the low ceiling without collecting cobwebs or bat guano on his head. He avoided the random piles of rubble and rodent shit as he walked in bare feet to the window. This one actually had a partially intact pane of glass covered with mildew, layers of dirt, and even a wayward branch of vine. A large pyramid shaped piece had fallen away from this living room window in a sixty-year-old building, and he was able to look down and survey the outside without difficulty.

      As he looked out over what he was fairly certain had once been part of Nevada, Fence smoothed a hand over his bald head—which, by the way, hadn’t sprouted the least bit of stubble in the last six months since they came out of that cave. Nor had he or the others grown any beards. Beyond weird.

      Below and beyond there weren’t any glowing orange eyes announcing the presence of the zombies. That was good, but since the motherfuckers couldn’t climb up stairs or ladders, Fence and his companions were safe up here on the second floor anyway. All around, the ragged, bushy outlines of caved-in, overgrown buildings were bathed in moonlight. He could make out the once-familiar yellow M on a McDonald’s sign, outlined in the distance by starlight.

      There were no other lights: no streetlights, no headlights, no lamps burning in homes. It was dark and unnervingly silent without human noise.

      The others had gone to sleep. Fence heard Elliott murmuring to Lenny, and the soft rustle of blankets, the quiet slop of cleansing, nourishing water.

      There’s nothing I can do.

      He hardened his heart against the pain.

      More pain. Uncountable losses. Beyond any grief he’d ever experienced—beyond even when he couldn’t save Brian.

      Fence nodded to himself, straightened his spine, drew in a deep breath, and turned back to continue his vigil.

      He’d get through it, find something on the other side, as he used to say to his dad. “I’ll see ya on the other side,” he’d promise when he had a test or a game or was going on a trip or whatever.

      The problem was, he was living in a world nothing like his old one—a world where daily survival was as uncertain as a roll of the dice, where, without Lenny, he was with a bunch of guys he didn’t really know but who expected him to guide them safely through this post-modern wilderness, and where he had a liability as wide as a Mack truck.

      A world where there was no fucking “other side.”

      Just this hell.
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        The City of Envy
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      Fence took a healthy gulp of beer. That was, at least, one thing that hadn’t disappeared since the Change. Man hadn’t forgotten the important things in life.

      As beer went, this was pretty damn good too. Ice cold, solid and dark like he was, bold and strong—like his sense of humor. Fence grinned to himself and took another drink. Damn, I’m a fucking comedian.

      It had been a year. An entire year since he and Lenny led a bewildered group of men from deep in the caves into a world straight out of I Am Legend.

      A world complete with zombies, and Fence playing an even more ripped, and bald, Will Smith. No shit. And if the glances from that table of fine looking women on the other side of the Pub were any indication, they’d appreciate it if he’d do a few pull-ups. Shirtless. Just like his man Will had done in the movie.

      “What can I get you?” asked the waitress, leaning in close so she could make eye contact and provide what he called a glimpse of Happy Valley: a good, solid view right down her shirt. To be fair, Cindy also had to get close to be heard over the live music coming from the stage next to them, but her girls looked as if they were dying to pop out and say hi.

      “Depends what’s available, sugar,” Fence told her, giving her his long, slow grin. An old girlfriend had told him it was like sliding into a steaming hot tub. Cindy giggled and ogled back at him.

      “Oh, just get her number and be done with it,” Elliott said with a roll of the eyes and the twitch of a smile.

      Easy for him to say. Elliott’d been shacked up with Jade, the smoking hot redhead currently singing an old Bonnie Raitt song, within two weeks of their arrival here in Envy.

      Which, as Fence had learned, was actually N.V. Or New Vegas. Because they were currently sitting in what had once been a little Irish pub in the New York-New York casino, one of the random buildings that had survived the Change.

      And by “number,” Elliott meant room number. No one had phones anymore, or even e-mail and definitely not Facebook. They didn’t drive cars. Even here in Envy, the largest settlement of humanity, there was limited electricity, with only an occasional DVD player and flat-screen TV that had survived for half a century. The disks of movies, music, and other shows were hoarded and protected like a national fucking treasure.

      As it turned out, the casino/hotel had become sort of a commune for what was left of a good portion of the human race, at least here in New Vegas. Everyone lived in their own rooms, but most people ate (and took their turns working at or otherwise contributing to) the communal restaurants. It was sort of like Cheers on steroids: literally everyone knew everyone’s name, because they saw each other every day.

      That didn’t include the Pub, however. The establishment was like pretty much every other sports bar Fence had been in, except there were televised live-action sports. Once all the hell that broke loose during the Change had settled into something resembling normalcy, the guy who cleaned up and scavenged the space had learned to brew beer after the kegs that survived were emptied. (Fence figured what with the world going to shit and everyone thinking it was the Apocalypse, that had probably happened within a few hours). His kids and their spouses still ran the place. They were paid in casino chips, which were the only currency available, or through barter.

      According to Lou Waxnicki, one of the guys who’d lived through the Change, Jody Stearns’s first few attempts at brewing ale had tasted worse than horse piss…but apparently he’d gotten better at it. Or at least his kids had, because, here they were, fifty years later, drinking a dark, nutty beer that rivaled Guinness.

      Fence settled back in his chair and gave the waitress a sidewise look, but he didn’t ask for her room number. Not yet. They had all night to get to that point…and there was that table of women in the corner. He had his eye on one of them if she’d ever look his way.

      “Yo, Vaughn, do you know those ladies over there?” he said, shifting closer to the mayor of Envy, who was nursing his own beer.

      In this world, Fence figured being the mayor of the largest settlement of mankind was akin to being the President of the United States back when it still existed. Vaughn Rogan, who looked like a cross between the Marlboro Man and David Beckham—not Fence’s words—was a guy who took his position seriously. He was also one of the few people in Envy who knew the truth about the guys from the Sedona cave: that they’d somehow time traveled or slept through fifty years without aging.

      Vaughn also knew that some of the men had acquired an array of odd, superhuman abilities—and some of them hadn’t. Fence was one of the ones who hadn’t, and he figured he was one of the lucky ones.

      Not long after Lenny died, Elliott realized he’d somehow obtained a healing touch—except that every time he healed someone, it came back to kick him in the balls and created even bigger problems. He’d confessed to Fence that because he hadn’t understood—or even realized the existence of—his new ability, he might have accidentally contributed to Lenny’s death. Poor son of a bitch, to have that guilt on his conscience along with everything else they had to accept.

      And Quent, the British guy who’d been the one who hired him in the first place, could touch something and tell its history. That wasn’t so bad as long as he didn’t get sucked into a coma-like state of memories that made him not only vulnerable, but also threatened to keep him in that infinite vortex…which had almost gotten him killed once or twice.

      Then there was Simon, who somehow learned to become invisible—now that was something Fence figured he could use. He chuckled deeply to himself at the thought, then shook his head. Probably the reason the good Lord hadn’t seen fit to bestow that particular skill on him. He knew him well enough.

      And, hell, with Happy Valley Cindy trying to hypnotize him with her girls, he guessed it was a moot point.

      The other member of their strange group, Wyatt, seemed to also have been overlooked when they passed out superhero abilities. So although he and Fence had finally begun to grow stubble again in the last few months, just like the rest of their companions—which, along with Lenny’s unfortunate death, at least proved that they hadn’t become immortal or remained frozen in time—they hadn’t been altered in any other way.

      “Three of those women are from around here,” Vaughn said, glancing over at the table. “I don’t recognize the other two.” He slid his gaze to Fence, a smile lurking in his rugged face. “You want me to introduce you?”

      Fence snorted. The day he needed to be introduced to a woman was the day hell froze over. And since, even though the world had ended, hell obviously hadn’t frozen because there were still assholes and evil in the world, he didn’t need the help. “Naw. Just wondered.”

      Speaking of assholes and evil in the world….Fence’s jovial mood faltered. He turned to include Elliott in the conversation. “I just got back an hour ago and haven’t been down to the computer lab yet,” he said, referring to his two-day trip helping move some Envyites to a new settlement. His guide and survival skills were in great demand since he’d arrived in Envy, for people rarely traveled beyond the city’s protective walls. There weren’t many navigable roads, nor were there convenient methods of transportation, hotels, or even that many settlements. “Any updates from Theo or Lou?”

      Theo and Lou Waxnicki were computer geek twins who’d lived through the Change and over the last fifty years had used their knowledge of 2010 technology to try and piece together what had happened to the world, and how. They had long suspected the Strangers—an elite group of men and women who wore crystals that made them immortal—either had something to do with the devastating events or at least had prior knowledge of them. Either way, through Theo’s expert hacking into their communications network they knew that the Strangers had used the destruction of the world for their own benefit—obtaining immortality while keeping their fellow humans controlled and relatively helpless.

      Meanwhile, the Waxnicki brothers had secretly begun to build their own post-Change version of the Internet in order to have an underground network for their silent, insurgent group called the Resistance, and to harvest and organize whatever data could be culled from the caches of surviving computers and mainframes. In fact, Elliott’s main squeeze, Jade, traveled from settlement to settlement as an itinerant singer in order to secretly collect computer components. Theo and Lou were currently in a settlement called Yellow Mountain, more than a hundred miles away, where they’d found a well-preserved collection of electronics from one of the members of the Strangers’ inner circle. Nevertheless, they were still in communication with the Resistance members in Envy via their network.

      Elliott’s face looked grim, and he exchanged a quick look with Vaughn before replying. “Theo’s getting some information from the Strangers’ communications network, but there doesn’t seem to be as much chatter since Quent stole that crystal from them. The bastards are obviously aware that the Resistance is a threat to them now, though, so Theo thinks that might be part of the reason they’ve quieted down. They don’t know what we know and what we don’t.”

      “Hell, we hardly know what we know and what we don’t,” Fence said grimly. “Except that those motherfuckers are into some evil shit, trying to sell kids into slavery and turning people into zombies and God knows what the hell else.”

      “Not to mention what they did to Jade those years they had her imprisoned,” Elliott added with a glance up at the sexy redhead onstage. Her eyes met his over the microphone, and even from where he sat, Fence could feel the sharp, hot sizzle between them. No doubt about it…Elliott Drake was one fortunate dude. Jade wasn’t just a pretty face and a curvy body—she was smart and brave too. Fence wondered what it was like to have a woman with the whole package.

      “I don’t like it,” Vaughn put in, his face sober. “It’s too quiet…I keep waiting for them to storm the walls or attack us here or something. It’s as if we’re waiting for the other shoe to drop. But none of the patrol have seen anything suspicious, even though I’ve increased their numbers and sent out a few scouting parties. You didn’t run into anything suspicious?” This last was directed to Fence.

      He shook his head. “And I was looking. It’s almost…eerie.” He couldn’t explain how he did it, but he’d also paid close attention to the natural world—the birds and other animals, watching for signs in their behavior as well as tire tracks and campsite locations. Nothing seemed out of place or off.

      “Even when I got the Mullinses to their new place and tried talking to the others in the village, no one had anything unusual to share. They hadn’t seen a Stranger in months. Zombies, yes, but the Strangers and their humvees…no.”

      “But they’ve got to be looking for that crystal Quent took—hell, they saw him escape with it—and they’ve got to know he’s here in Envy,” said Elliott, grim frustration in his voice.

      Fence nodded, but there was no need to speak. They all understood the threat, and they all knew it was only a matter of time until something happened. If only they had an idea what to expect. The only thing they could do was wait, watch, and be prepared. All of which they were already doing.

      Ready for a distraction, he glanced over at the group of women again, trying to catch the eye of the one who’d snagged his attention. She sat at the side of the table so he had a good view of her profile except when she looked toward the stage. Then he got to see her face full-on—but she still wouldn’t look at him.

      She couldn’t be more than twenty-seven or so, and the fact that he was technically…oh, seventy-nine; no, eighty, hell, he’d had a birthday back in February…didn’t bother him a bit. For all intents and purposes, he was still twenty-ni—no, thirty.

      The woman looked as if she lived outdoors. Even in the low light of the pub, he could see the rich golden color of her skin and long brown hair streaked different shades of blond by the sun. She had a long, oval face and a long slender nose, wide full lips, and from what he could tell, a killer body. Another guy might imagine her lying on a beach, tanning on the sand as the waves splashed up next to her—but that was not a fantasy Fence enjoyed. He had her soft and mussed in a bed of white sheets, the sun spilling over her body in its golden glory.

      If she’d just look his way, he could catch her eye, and hopefully start something.

      “I thought you and Marley were…uh….” Vaughn said, setting his beer glass down, watching Jade onstage but talking to Fence.

      “Marley and me? Nah,” he said, holding back on making the obvious joke. Vaughn might not get the movie reference, being a guy living after a good portion of the world was destroyed, and Fence didn’t like it when his jokes fell flat—it felt like his shield had been shattered.

      Although he wasn’t strictly speaking the truth. He and Marley had…but it had been a temporary thing for both of them. That was the only way Fence wanted it anyway. At least until he figured out what the hell he was doing in this world and how to live here. Aside of that, there were other things he’d jump off a tall mountain before he told anyone about. Only Lenny had known, and understood—as much as he could.

      And that, Fence thought wryly, was why he’d never found—or looked for—a woman with the whole package: looks, brains, humor, strength. Because a woman like that wouldn’t understand.

      He looked at Vaughn, who was still watching Jade, but whose attention was clearly on Fence’s explanation. “Marley and I hung out for awhile, but we’re just friends.”

      It had been Marley, in fact, who described the mayor as a cross between the Marlboro Man and David Beckham, with a little bit of Barack Obama’s serious political persona tossed in when he was doing mayoral things. Fence was pretty sure it had been a compliment and he wondered why the two of them, who clearly noticed each other, hadn’t hooked up.

      Where there was smoke, there could be a whole blazing fire if you didn’t waste time beating around the bush. He grinned to himself.

      Jade finished her set, took a bow, and then left the stage, Elliott following her. In her wake came recorded music, bar music. Some things never changed.

      Vaughn lifted a finger and Cindy reappeared with three more beers for the table as Fence shifted in his seat to look over again at the sun goddess. And lo and behold, she was laughing at something one of her companions said, and she looked even more glorious and enticing.

      And then, as her laughter subsided and she settled back in her seat, humor still lighting her features, her gaze scanned the room and she looked right at Fence.

      She almost caught him by surprise, but he was good at this. He met her eyes purposely and gave a little nod of hello, followed by a smile. To his satisfaction, she tipped her head in that way women did, lifting her chin as she held his gaze for just long enough to acknowledge the interest. And then she looked away.

      He wasn’t certain if that was a little smile playing about the corners of her mouth or if it was just a trick of the low light. Either way, he liked it.

      “She’s not from around here,” Vaughn said, obviously noticing the exchange. “I think she comes from up the coast, a ways on the northeast curve.”

      “Wonder what she’s doing here. And for how long,” Fence said, considering his next move. Send a drink, or take himself over and strike up a conversation? If she was leaving soon, he didn’t have time to waste.

      “I could go on over and do my duty as a good public servant and welcome them to our town,” Vaughn said. “And you could go with me.”

      Got your eye on one of them yourself? Or do you just want to keep me away from Marley? Either way, he’d play. “Sure.”

      His fingers curled around the cool glass and he and Vaughn wove their way through the heavy round tables, and the assortment of mismatched chairs that clustered between them. Whether it was a sign or not, California Girls was the tune of choice blaring through the speakers—the Beach Boys’ version. An oldie but a goodie…but every single track on whatever CD or iPod that had been found was an oldie to the people here. To them, it was all the same: ancient history.

      Fence swallowed the lump in his throat along with a big swig of beer and focused on the here and now as they approached the table.

      “Mayor Rogan,” said one of the ladies, who seemed more than a little thrilled about their visitor. “And you’re the one named Fence, right?” She had to shout to be heard over the music.

      Before Fence could reply, she was leaning over to her friends to explain, “He’s one of that group who saved Sam Pinglett’s kid from the gangas when those teen-agers got lost. It was a few months back, remember? They’re practically heroes here in Envy,” she added with a big, welcoming smile. “All five of them.”

      Fence took that as an invitation to sit, and since time was a-wasting, he snagged a chair from a nearby table and straddled it backward, resting his hands on the back. Since there wasn’t a seat directly next to the sun goddess, he sat so he was almost directly across from her. “Well, I wouldn’t say heroes,” he said, a little niggle of discomfort trickling down his spine. “We just did what anyone would have done.” Some of us, anyway.

      He took another drink of his beer and pushed away the sour thoughts that threatened to ruin his evening. Yeah, he’d nearly fucked up…but he hadn’t, and he’d gotten Benji back from her zombie abductor in the end.

      The sun goddess was looking at him from behind the rim of her glass and he was itching to talk her up. But his mama had taught him manners, so instead Fence smiled at the woman sitting to his left, who was one of the teachers in Envy’s hundred-pupil school. “How’s it going, Donna? You working on trinomials yet? Or still only on those boring binomials?”

      She laughed and patted his arm, leaning closer. “What, you have a strong preference?”

      “The way I look at it, anything with three is always better than something with two, you know, sugar.” He grinned. He’d always been really good in math, and found that ability helpful in his navigation with the sky charts, as well as plotting with geographic maps—particularly now, in this horribly altered world.

      The devastation had not only shifted the earth’s axes, but it also changed the climate of the Nevadan desert, and somehow a land mass the size of Texas had appeared in the Pacific Ocean not too far off the coast of where California once was. Any compasses or maps he’d had or could find, as well as his knowledge of astronomy and the geography of the Western United States, had become frighteningly fallible.

      “Well, we’d love you to come back and do that talk about constellations and how to recognize and navigate using the stars again. The students really enjoyed it, and the ones who missed it have been begging us to have you back. When you started arranging them in the position of the Big Dipper, and made Andrew the North Star, they thought that was the funniest thing.” She was shaking her head in amused affection.

      “No problem,” he told her, noticing with delight that the sun goddess seemed to be listening to their conversation. “Just let me know when.”

      “All right. And I heard you got up there and sang with Jade one night,” Donna said, quickly changing the subject as if to keep his attention on her. “Too bad I missed it. I heard you were really good.”

      “I can carry a tune,” he said with a smile, thinking about Lenny’s mournful harmonica accompaniment over many a campfire. “As long as it’s the right one.”

      To his relief, the waitress came over with a tray of drinks and stepped between their chairs, giving him an opportunity to shift his attention to the sun goddess.

      “So you’re not from around here, Vaughn tells me,” he said, noticing the very faint sprinkling of freckles over her high cheekbones, and the blond tips of her dark eyelashes. She had green-brown eyes and long, slender hands, but her nails were bitten down short. She’d probably be almost as tall as he was when she stood. Tall and lithe, but not skin and bones, judging from the peek of collarbone from behind her scoop neck shirt.

      “No, just visiting for a few days,” she replied. “I’m going home tomorrow.” She settled back a little bit in her chair and gave him a bold, speculative look. “So you’re a hero, are you? And a math whiz? And an astronomer. Oh, and you can sing.” A little smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Is there anything else?”

      “What can I say…I’m multi-talented. And that’s not even the half of it.” He smiled, long and slow, the way the ladies liked it.

      “So how’d you get a name like Fence?”

      He shrugged and leaned a bit closer. Mmm. She smelled good too. Sunny, like lemons. Warm, like something else. “I never tell that story on a first date,” he said. “But maybe I could make an exception.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t want you to make an exception for me,” she replied, giving him back a lethal smile of her own. One that sent a surprise little twinge darting deep in his belly. “But how about if I guess how you got the nickname, and if I get it right, I win?”

      “Well, now, sugar, it would depend what the prize is. But I’m certain,” he said, dropping his voice into its lowest range of bass, “we could agree on something.”

      She continued to contemplate him, and Donna was left to gape, her attention ping-ponging between them.

      “I could really use a new saddle for my horse,” the sun goddess said, and he swore she gave him a look.

      Fence almost swallowed his tongue. “So you do a lot of…riding?” he asked. He couldn’t help it. It just slipped out. But he stopped himself from making any further comments about horses and being hung like one.

      “Okay then…well, let me think,” she said, interrupting the runaway train of his thoughts. Probably a good thing. “The first thing that comes to mind regarding a nickname like Fence is that you’re really good with a sword,” she said, her voice smooth with dusk, her eyes meeting his.

      It was all he could do to keep his expression cool.

      “But,” she continued before he could speak, “that’s sort of obvious. And you don’t seem like an obvious sort of guy, Fence, so….”

      Was that a compliment or a little parry and thrust of her own? Fence couldn’t hold back a smile this time and he felt his eyelids go a bit droopy with an edge of seduction.

      “…Maybe you can’t ever make up your mind about things? That you sit on the fence all the time?”

      Ouch. That was definitely another parry and thrust, but instead of being offended, he still found her wit amusing. A smart woman with a killer body, who held her own. “I don’t know…there are certain things I’m pretty sure about,” he replied, holding her gaze. “No fence-sitting here.”

      Her eyes danced. “All right, then, am I getting warm?”

      “Smokin’, baby,” he said and liked the way her eyes widened briefly.

      “A guy with a name like Fence,” she said, mulling, her fingers drumming on the table as she copped a speculative look. “Could it be because you build a lot of fences around you? Close people off, keep them away?”

      Okay, that was a direct hit. Di-rect. He felt a little breathless at her accuracy, and at the same time stimulated in all the best ways. “What, are you psychic?” he replied, allowing a bit of seriousness into his joke. “But who doesn’t have secrets, walls of protection built around them?” he asked, sinking into a more sympathetic tone, making certain he didn’t sound defensive. “Don’t you?”

      Her eyes flared again, and he felt her withdraw a bit. Hmmm. A direct hit of his own.

      “Maybe,” she said, recovering. Her eyes narrowed and he could almost see the wheels turning. “Could be you weren’t watching where you were going and you ran into a fence?”

      He shook his head, chuckling a little. Closer, but still way off. “Can we go back to the sword part?” he asked, reaching out with one of his large, brown fingers to caress her slender, golden one. “I kinda liked the direction you were going there.”

      She chuckled and left her fingers beneath his featherlight stroking. “Somehow I’m not surprised.”

      Before he could respond, an unusual sound caught his attention and Fence turned as Vaughn rose to his feet. A man and woman were hurrying across the tavern with an air of urgency, and Vaughn moved to meet them.

      Immediately, Fence shifted from flirtation to high alert. Most everyone stopped what they were doing, watching and listening from their tables. With a quickly murmured, “Excuse me,” he got to his feet and wended his way toward Vaughn, catching bits of whispered conversation as he went:

      “…zombies?”

      “…better check on the kids, Maddy…”

      “…tiger attack last week…”

      “…at the gate? Don’t they have guards…”

      Fence wasn’t surprised that no one seemed concerned enough to mention the Strangers. But that was because most of the people in the room—hell, most of the people everywhere, both in Envy and outside of its walls, had no idea what sort of threat the Strangers were.

      Most of them had no idea that the teens Fence, Elliott and the others had rescued from the zombies were about to be sold into slavery to the Strangers—for everything from breeding purposes to hard labor. And that Jade had spent five years in captivity with one of the three leaders of the Strangers, and experienced a variety of horrors at their hands. Most important of all, other than the members of the Resistance, no one realized that this group of immortals had somehow been involved with the Change fifty years ago, and would do anything necessary to keep their mortal counterparts from banding together and becoming strong again.

      Even now, decades after the beginning of the twenty-first century, people still lived in blissful ignorance of the evils that went on around them. They still believed lies that were told them over and over until somehow they became truths. What you don’t know will, yes, indeed, hurt you.

      Fence shivered. There were times when he wished he didn’t know the truth himself—for knowing that the very same people who’d caused wide-spread devastation still lived, still walked on this soil and pretended to be like everyone else was almost too much to bear. These people had destroyed his family, his friends, and everyone and everything he had ever known.

      It killed him that he hadn’t been able to do anything about it yet. None of them had. The Resistance was still young, and out of necessity a carefully kept secret. Although, now that Quent had stolen the crystal right from under the inner circle of the Elite, Fence wasn’t certain how much longer they would remain secret.

      As he approached, Vaughn was saying, “You found something on the beach?”

      The woman replied, “Yes, washed up there. We thought you should know. It’s really odd-looking.”

      “We’d better take a look.”

      Fence turned as he saw the sun goddess out of the corner of his eye. She’d stood, along with her friends, and, like everyone else in the room, seemed to be listening intently.

      “Looks like something strange washed up on the shore,” Vaughn said to him. “You coming?”

      “Damn straight.” Despite the fact that the very word “shore” sent a little ripple of awareness through him, Fence was game. As long as he didn’t have to get into the ocean, it’d be cool.

      The mayor’s words seemed to be an invitation for several other people to rise from their chairs and start to filter from the pub. Obviously, entertainment was cheap here in Envy.

      Fence turned to see the sun goddess inching her way awkwardly around the table, squeezing between chairs and the wall, and he waited for her to come around.

      “How about we check out whatever this is, then we do a little dancing under the moonlight?” he said with his slow smile. “I could teach you how to fence, and maybe you’ll figure out my nickname.”

      The words had just come out of his mouth, and they were still hanging there between them when he noticed the funny way she was moving, even now that she’d emerged from behind the table. Then he saw her leg, bared by the cargo shorts she wore.

      Oh my God.

      Mangled was an understatement, for that implied fresh wounds. But whatever had happened to make her thigh and calf look like that, twisted and deformed, her foot curled at an awkward angle and clearly impossible to dance on—let alone to fence—had happened a long time ago.

      Fence swallowed, words suddenly disappearing from his mind. He felt like a damn fool. “I—uh,” he began. “Here, let me help you,” he said, offering her his arm.

      As soon as the words came out, he realized it was exactly the wrong thing to say.
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      Ana couldn’t help the flare of annoyance, and she knew it showed on her face. “I’m fine, I don’t need your help,” she said, knowing, too, that the words came out sounding sharper than they should have.

      The guy—Fence—had a stricken expression on his handsome face, and she felt a twinge of sympathy that his easy, flirtatious mood had disintegrated into shock and embarrassment. But not too much. He was clearly an expert at this game, and much as she’d enjoyed the interlude, she had more important concerns than this guy’s ego.

      On the shore. Washed up on the shore.

      Worry propelled her to navigate past him, inelegant as she always was when on two feet, and she brushed against his arm. Further annoyance that he hadn’t given her enough space, and that her own shortcomings made her less than graceful, made her movements even sharper and more labored.

      For pity’s sake. She rarely noticed the awkwardness of her own body anymore; after all, she’d lived with her injury for more than twelve years. She didn’t even try to hide it under jeans or pants; she wore whatever was comfortable—even if it showed all of the puckered mess. Over the years, she’d gotten used to men who wouldn’t come near her once they saw the scars, or others who treated her like an ailing child, and even those who thought she was desperate and would be easily intimidated once they got her in a dark corner. As if she would settle for assholes like them.

      Now, all of a sudden, this big hulk of a man with his wide, white smile had teased her into a warm flirtation, and then with a mere offer of assistance plunged her into a sea of ineptitude.

      “Excuse me,” she said, pushing on with her uneven gait. She could move quickly when and if she needed to, and although it wasn’t a pretty sight, her mobility was efficient.

      She felt Fence behind her, which made her feel even more awkward, damn him. As if she either needed to rush—although she was moving at a good pace—or that he was there, hovering behind, as if waiting for her to fall so he could catch her.

      Ana ignored him. She’d made an excuse to her friends that she needed to go to the restroom, hoping they wouldn’t follow her outside to the beach.

      Washed up on the shore.

      It could be anything. It was probably nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing to be concerned about.

      But if it had to do with the sea, she’d recognize it. And…things had been odd out there lately. There was something unsettled about the ocean, deep in its cold, dark depths. She knew her, the Sea, the way she knew her own body. And if something was wrong, if She’d spewed something out that was cause enough for concern from the people here in Envy, then Ana needed to know about it.

      Once outside, Ana didn’t need directions to find her way to the water: of course she could smell the salt and sense the tug of its briny depths. The sun had just begun to set, to her left, and the big orange ball sat, bisected, on the edge of the world.

      Straight ahead and to her right would be the moon when it rose; tonight it would be almost full and magnetic. She could almost feel the fat tugging of its pull on her and on the ground beneath her feet. The sensation of the waxing moon was even stronger when she was in the water…and then when it began to wane, the pull ebbed and relaxed.

      “This all used to be a desert,” came a deep voice in her ear. Fence was ambling alongside her now. He was tall. Much taller than she was. “Did you know that? Before the Change, this was a huge, loud, exciting city surrounded by arid land and rugged mountains. And now…it’s practically the Caribbean.”

      Ana spared him a nod. While she didn’t really know what the Caribbean was—although she’d seen those pirate DVDs—she’d heard vague stories about the place called Las Vegas, and how the main street that divided it, called The Strip, had fairly separated during the Change. According to legend, one side of the Strip had been dumped into the ocean, along with places called California and Washington. She believed that part, having seen vast examples of submerged cities and towns when she dove and scavenged beneath the surface where no one else could hope to go.

      That was how she made her living: dragging things up from the deep, like an ancient Greek pearl diver.

      “It’s pretty crazy, the way this environment has changed,” Fence was saying, and she got the impression he was speaking more to himself than to her. “Now it’s green and lush, with lots of rain and water. And the frigging ocean right here in the middle of the desert. And Vegas…half of it underwater. The Venetian, the Bellagio, north Vegas…gone.”

      She glanced at him, pausing in her rushed trek. “You sound as if you’re missing it.”

      He’d stopped too, and now he looked down at her, as if recalling that he wasn’t alone. “Yeah,” he said vaguely. “It’s just…impossible to believe.”

      Ana looked up at him for a minute, and felt a little ping in her belly. He was so good-looking, she just wanted to stare at his strong, chiseled features: his broad nose, square chin, almond shaped eyes. And he had such beautiful skin, so dark and smooth: the color of strong tea. He was bald, with a perfectly shaped skull, and thick, full lips that looked as if they’d be amazing to kiss.

      The ping inside turned into full-blown regret. Grief, for what she couldn’t imagine ever having. A superficial flirtation and bit of bantering was one thing, but anything more would be an incredible risk.

      The briny smell on an uptick of breeze reminded her of more pressing matters than her self-pity, and she murmured, “Must have been terrible, the way it all happened.”

      She’d heard the stories, of course, about what had occurred. About how the Atlanteans and a group of men called the Elite had worked together to create a new Evolution. Yes, that was the word they used. Evolution.

      Her belly twisted and she blocked her mind from traveling down that familiar path, even as she felt sick at the knowledge of what her ancestors had done. Tightening her lips, she continued walking down a street that she knew had once been lined with tall, gaudy buildings, flashing bright lights of every color.

      Ana had seen pictures oßf Las Vegas, but surely those static images weren’t an accurate portrayal of this brightly lit city Fence had spoken of. A limited number of neon lights still glowed weakly. The red and blue illumination was a beacon of welcome to any travelers who might stumble upon the town, which was enclosed by a twenty-foot wall to protect its inhabitants from the zombies and the lions, tigers, and wolves that roamed beyond.

      A small crowd of people stood in front of Ana, at the spot where the thoroughfare ended, just beyond the protective wall, right at the sea. She inhaled the welcoming scent of salt and tried to edge her way through the crowd to see what they’d found.

      The wall that enclosed Envy was built of old cars and massive signs called billboards, huge segments of rubble or roofs, and many other remnants from years ago that had been dragged into place. However, along the oceanfront, the wall had several gates to allow access to the fishermen and anyone else who wanted to walk along the beach. Because Ana came from the northeast on the very rare occasion when she visited Envy, she normally entered the city through one of those gates. They were left open during the day, for the walls were meant to offer protection to the inhabitants—not to keep people out or in.

      As she approached, it was an automatic thing for her to slip off her shoes and allow her feet to sink into the sand. The uneven yet forgiving molding of the grains helped stabilize her bad foot and hip and she moved even more readily through the crowd.

      Ana was considerably taller than most women, just over six feet, and even before she got through to the center of the group, she could see the dark spot on the sand. A little uneasy flutter prickled when she saw the faint sparkling.

      A pleasant rush of waves licked her bare feet as she made her way around the group on the sea side, and she curled the toes on her left foot into the damp sand. Her right foot, the twisted and deformed one, didn’t have that sort of dexterity anymore, although she could feel the sensation of the sand.

      Ana saw Fence’s large, dark figure following in her path around the group. He too stood taller than most people, but instead of coming all the way around to the water where she stood, he turned and cut through the crowd. They parted for him, and she watched from a distance as he approached the mayor and his companions.

      “What is it?” asked someone in the group.

      Even Ana couldn’t answer that question, whether she wanted to or not. The substance on the shore looked like a rubbery, oozing mass of melted plastic. It was gray-blue and it glittered and gleamed. About six feet in diameter, it sat on top of the sand without sinking into it, and when she sniffed, she could smell more than just the salt and vegetation of the sea. Something unpleasantly murky and old.

      She hovered in the shadows, her gut tightening and an uncomfortable trickle of sweat suddenly rolling down her spine. She didn’t know exactly what it was, but she knew one thing: it didn’t naturally occur in the sea.

      It had to be from Atlantis.
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      The odd, sticky substance looked like something from a kid’s joke shop—glittering boogers or fake magical slime.

      “I don’t see how it can have any connection to the Strangers,” Quent said after looking at it, swirling a pencil through it and then sniffing the oozing blob. He’d already tried touching it with his bare hand to see if he could “read” its history, but for the first time ever, his mind came up blank. “But I sure as hell want it to.”

      “It doesn’t look very threatening,” Fence said, sliding his own finger through it. Remnants of glitter clung to his skin.

      They’d already tested it for flammability, and no one seemed to have had any odd reactions from touching or smelling it. It didn’t burn or sting or adhere like glue. Not even Fence, however, had volunteered to taste it.

      Vaughn’s rugged face was sober. “We’ve never seen anything like it here before.”

      “It did come from the ocean,” Elliott reminded them.

      The four men nodded, and Fence was sure they were all thinking the same thing he was: Had it come from Atlantis?

      The very thought would have been crazy if they and the Waxnickis hadn’t been putting the pieces of the puzzle together for months. They’d learned that a small group of the richest, most powerful people in the world before the Change had been part of a secret society called The Cult of Atlantis. These people, one of whom had been Quent’s father, were now the Strangers—or the Elite, as they called themselves—and had not only lived through the catastrophe, but had the crystals to keep them forever young. Crystals, as Quent had reminded them, were the source of energy in many an Atlantean legend. That, along with the new landmass in the Pacific Ocean, had created the unnerving suspicion that somehow, Atlantis really did exist…and that it had somehow erupted from the bottom of the ocean.

      Impossible. Fence knew it was scientifically impossible. He knew the earth, and she didn’t move like that.

      But somehow…the pieces fit, and there seemed to be no other explanation for it.

      “I’ll increase the patrol along the shore side of the wall,” Vaughn said, looking tense. “We don’t go into the sea very often on the north side of Envy, or very far out when we do. Too many people have gone, and never come back.”

      Fence wasn’t one bit surprised.
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      A week after the gray glop appeared on the beach, Fence was a little more than fifteen miles north of the city. He’d guided a group of travelers to a small settlement a bit further east, and on his way back, he was stopping in a little seaside town to obtain some supplies for Elliott.

      He was not only alone with the song he was humming and the pack on his back, but he was at last moving at his own speed—without having to make constant pitstops. Every shift in the leaves, every new smell in the breeze, every sound of an animal, gave him information. He absorbed it like a starving man.

      This was his world, his life: in the bosom—heh—of Mother Nature. Fence grinned. I crack myself up.

      The salt of the sea tinged the air, and when he came to the top of a rise and was able to look down to see the rolling waves with their foam surging onto rocks and remnants of 2010, he paused and watched. The prickling of his skin and the nauseating flip of his belly warred with his admiration of the infinite expanse of the sea.

      The town he was looking for lay to the right of his peak, and he saw about ten neat little houses near the edge of the water. New construction, built after the Change, which was fairly unusual; for most people simply maintained or scavenged old buildings. Small boats lined up along one side of a dock parallel to the beach. Trees, ruined houses, cracked roads, and even a rusted out car with branches thrusting from its windows were scattered along the shore.

      He wondered oh so idly if this happened to be the little town “up along the coast” where the sun goddess lived. Fence had learned that she—her name was Ana—came from a seaside village northeast of Envy. In the excitement over the gloppy gray stuff onshore, she had disappeared.

      He wasn’t sure if it bugged him because they’d left things so awkwardly, with his inept reaction to her handicap and her sharp words…or because she’d taken off without so much as giving him her name. And with all the other stuff going on, he hadn’t felt compelled to go after the woman or even to hunt her down…but he had taken on the task of traveling up the coast knowing he could possibly see her again. Just because.

      A shout from below and to the east caught his attention, and Fence turned to listen.

      “Tanya! Tanya, where are you?”

      Because the voice sounded urgent and a little panicked, he began to scramble down the hill, surefooted, with his backpack clunking rhythmically against him.

      “Tanya?” came another voice, from a different direction. “Tanya!”

      And then a male voice, from the original location: “Tanyaaaa!”

      Fence followed the first voice, and as he came closer, heard others calling the girl’s name. When he emerged from between two overgrown houses, one whose roof had been flattened by a massive tree trunk some years earlier, he was conscious of his large size and the fact that his entrance was the sudden appearance of a stranger, so he slowed to an efficient amble.

      “Hello,” he called, as the man and woman spun to look at him. Hope died from their faces. “Can I help you?” He smiled and stepped across a cracked driveway, its asphalt puzzle pieces outlined by tall grass and a few wild orchids.

      “Who are you?” asked the man, but he seemed less nervous about Fence’s unexpected presence than concerned about Tanya.

      “My name is Fence, I’m from Envy. If you’re from Glenway, then I’m in the right place. I’m looking for a guy named George.”

      “Yeah, he’s here, back there,” said the man, gesturing vaguely in the direction of the town. “Have you seen a little girl? About so tall”—he showed a hip-high height—“dark hair?”

      Fence shook his head. “I heard you calling her and figured I’d come and help. I’m pretty good at tracking, following trails and stuff.” It wasn’t lost on him that despite the fact that a very large man, a stranger, had suddenly appeared in the woods where a young girl was missing, neither seemed to regard him with any suspicion or unease. He relaxed a bit. “If you can tell me where you last saw her, I’ll be happy to help.”

      “This way,” said the man, who introduced himself as Pete.

      “We’re her mom and dad,” said the woman, whose name was Yvonne. “You’re a friend of George?” she asked, her eyes wide and hopeful, her words falling on top of each other without logic. “Tanya!” she shouted, then turned back to Fence. “You’ll help us? The last we saw her was about two hours ago. At first, we didn’t worry…she knows to stay here in the play area. But….”

      “I haven’t met George yet,” Fence explained, following Pete. “But he knows a friend of mine, and—”

      “Here,” said Pete. “This is where she was the last we saw.”

      A playground of sorts, a clearing beneath about half a dozen tall pines, with their lowest branches well above Fence’s head. Their rust-colored needles made a soft, soundless cushion beneath tire swings and a few ropes strung between for climbing and hand over hand swinging. Someone had taken more old tires and pieces of plastic and built an intricate play structure around three of the trees.

      Fence nodded and started to look. “What color hair? How much does she weigh? What was she wearing, on her feet and how was her hair done—in pigtails or long or what?”

      He needed to get a mental image of her so that he knew what to look for—how high she might brush against something, what color thread or fuzz she might leave behind, whether her hair was loose to lose a strand more easily than if it were confined, how deep an imprint her feet would make, and what the prints would look like. There were plenty of hours of daylight left. He didn’t allow himself the distraction of worrying about a little girl lost in the woods or, worse, climbing into and through rickety old buildings. Or coming upon a cougar—the only wild cat that hunted during the day.

      Not yet anyway.

      Absorbed, Fence looked around and found an obvious trail leading from the playground, wishing that Dantès, the big wolf dog that Wyatt, his buddy from the cave, had sort of adopted, was here. But Wyatt was over in Yellow Mountain with Theo and Lou, and Dantès’ owner, Remington Truth.

      A quick glance at the sky told Fence that it was past noon, and the sun would remain high for another eight or nine hours. This whole shifting of the earth’s axes deal was a pain in the ass when it came to estimating sunrise and sunset, as well as location, but Fence was getting better at adjusting for the change.

      As he followed the trail, looking for shoe prints and the threads of a pink shirt, the voices calling for Tanya faded into the background. Pete and Yvonne had gone off on another trail, everyone spreading out in a wide radius around the village and playground.

      Reading the little girl’s trail was nearly as simple as reading a book for Fence: he found broken sticks, rumpled bushes, scattered leaves, and footprints that led him farther from the playground. He jumped over a four-foot tree trunk and then skirted a rusted mailbox, its official royal blue paint and USPS logo long peeled away, and called for Tanya, figuring he’d already gone more than three miles. An eight-year-old girl ought to be getting tired by now, and wanting to sit down and rest.

      When he smelled damp in the air, and heard the unmistakable sound of lapping waves, he began to get uneasy. Tanya’s trail had led around a battered strip mall, with every one of the ground-to-roof shop windows broken, allowing trees and bushes to grow inside a hair salon, a café, a video store and maybe a drug store. But behind the strip mall he could see a pretty good dip in the ground.

      “Tanya!” he shouted, the sound of water filling his consciousness so that it almost drowned out the small voice calling back. “Tanya!” he shouted again, listening intently as he started down.

      “It’s me!” He heard the little voice. “I’m here!” It didn’t sound distressed, and he felt a little bump of relief in the vicinity of his chest.

      But trees and a few old cars crowded the space around him, and he couldn’t get a good view as he hurried down into the small ravine. At the bottom a large pool of water looked as if it might have been a quarry, and as Fence peered around the trees, he saw the flash of pink from the girl’s shirt. It seemed higher than it should have been, and then it was gone. Was she in a tree?
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