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​Chapter 1: Ashes of the Past
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Asher woke up cold and miserable on the concrete floor of an abandoned gas station, one shoulder higher than the other. He sat up and felt every hour of lost sleep pull at his muscles. His mouth tasted like something had crawled inside and died, and he coughed up dust that felt permanent. Another night of this bullshit, he thought, rubbing his arms against the morning chill. He pulled a creased photo from his pocket, his fingers lingering on his wife and daughter's faces. Each look was like ripping open a wound. Each look was like home.

He tucked the photo carefully back into his pocket, his hand staying there an extra second. Maybe he thought if he held on long enough, they'd come back to him. Maybe he was just an idiot. With a sigh, he dragged his backpack closer, its worn fabric stained with god-knows-what. He dumped the contents onto the ground, spreading them out like a sad, depressing garage sale.

"Let's see what we're working with," he muttered, though no one was there to hear.

A few dented cans of food, labels peeling away like dead skin. A battered first-aid kit, more empty than full. A hunting knife, still sharp enough for a last resort. Some personal items he didn't even want to think about. He packed them back with a practiced, mechanical precision, like he’d done it a million times before. Hell, maybe he had.

"Breakfast of champions," he said, cracking open a can of beans with a rock and his determination.

The lid sliced his finger, and he hissed through his teeth, jamming the finger into his mouth. He sucked the blood away and went right back to it, scooping cold beans out with his fingers and shoving them into his mouth like he was starving. Which, he supposed, wasn't too far from the truth. He scraped the last of the beans, feeling the metal cut against his skin.

"Motherfu—," he grumbled, tossing the can aside like it owed him money.

He wiped his hands on his jeans and looked around the gas station. Not much to see, unless you liked the apocalypse. Shattered windows, emptied shelves, a few chairs turned over like they had just given up on life. Graffiti covered the walls, the words a fading memory of who had been here and thought they'd live to tell about it.

"This is our stop," it said in dripping black letters. "See you in hell."

He'd seen worse places. Places that had bodies instead of broken furniture. At least here, he only had the ghosts to keep him company. He rubbed his arms against the cold and settled back, staring at the ceiling and wondering if he'd get another hour of sleep or just more hours of wondering. Dust drifted from above, lazy and indifferent, the whole world having its own way of saying it didn’t give a damn.

Asher shouldered his backpack, the weight familiar and oppressive, and stepped into the daylight like a prisoner into his cell. Nothing new in the ruined Midwest. The highway was still an artery clogged with dead metal, a nightmare of stalled exodus. Skeleton buildings with missing teeth looked back at him with indifference. He coughed and tasted the air, stale and bitter. The horizon held the shadow of a town he didn’t bother naming. He checked his compass, marked a direction with the care of a desperate man, and studied his map like it held the secret to everything he’d lost.

"East," he said, more to hear something human than for any other reason.

The map was a mess, like someone had drawn it with their feet. Lines crisscrossed in an insane web of hope and failure. Asher smoothed the paper against his leg, steadying himself against the persistent wind. He marked potential routes with a stub of pencil, circled danger zones with a practiced hand. Then he closed his eyes and chose a path, the random guess of a gambler with nothing left to lose.

He pulled the photo from his pocket again, a magnet drawn to metal. His wife and daughter looked up at him, their smiles bright and full of the life he was clawing toward. He tucked it away, his heart tugging right along with it.

The world didn’t wait. He started walking, threading his way through the maze of cars that looked like they’d been dumped from a giant’s toy box. Glass crunched underfoot, every step a decision in the art of survival. Asher tested each patch of cracked asphalt like it might collapse, like it might disappear. His movements were practiced, nothing wasted, every scan for threats a reminder of why he was still breathing.

A faded van with rust blossoms caught his eye, and he ran his hand along the metal, stopping when it crumbled at his touch. He didn't bother checking inside. Not worth the energy. Not today. His pace was a careful balance between speed and caution, like running with a grenade. Dust settled on his skin, stuck to the sweat that beaded under the relentless sun.

He knew the drill. Move or die. East or nowhere. Everything or nothing.

Asher followed the cracked highway, the rhythm of his steps a useless comfort, and drifted back to the day his world shattered. Screams bounced off concrete as faceless crowds scattered like terrified insects. Soldiers barked orders, adding to the chaos instead of controlling it. He searched through the mass, desperation propelling him. All he found were the panicked eyes of people as lost as he was. Their home was abandoned when he returned, the silence screaming louder than the chaos ever had. He pushed these memories down and picked his way over a pileup, his body working even as his mind unraveled.

It was a massive snarl of metal and lost hope. Cars tangled like giant spaghetti, windows smashed, doors flung open like they couldn’t get away fast enough. A semi-trailer lay on its side, the trailer crumpled and bent, the cab a sad, squashed insect.

Asher scrambled over the wreckage, feeling his muscles protest. It was a low, dull burn, a fire he'd gotten used to living with. His throat felt like sandpaper, each breath a gritty reminder of his limits. Sweat trickled down his face, stinging his eyes, but he kept moving, a man made of stubborn and steel.

He jumped down from the semi and paused to catch his breath. The sun hung heavy in the sky, turning the whole world into a slow-cooker set to torment. He scanned the horizon, wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. There, in the distance, was a cluster of buildings. Could be nothing, could be something. In this new world, anything that wasn't empty could keep you alive. Or get you killed.

"Don't think. Just move," he told himself, shifting the weight of his pack.

He adjusted the straps and continued, each step deliberate. The last bit of energy was a distant memory, and every inch was a battle against the temptation to drop, collapse, sleep forever. But Asher wasn’t about to stop, not when anything could mean everything. The thought of his wife and daughter carried him through, a whisper that said maybe, maybe, maybe.

The sun started its lazy slide toward the horizon, painting everything in gold and fire. It should have been beautiful. Instead, it just made the world look more broken. Asher was a solitary figure against the setting sun, moving east with a determination that the universe had yet to beat out of him.

Asher woke like he'd died, back cracking, staring blankly at the decaying roof of an abandoned gas station. Another glorious fucking morning. He sucked in air and got dust for breakfast. It coated his throat and left him coughing. He rolled up to sitting, limbs groaning. A slant of light came through the windows, catching the dirty edges of his life. First thing's first—he pulled out a worn photo of his wife and kid, the corners soft as skin. He stared, fingered their faces, put it back. Another day without them. He felt the loss like a stone in his gut.

Supplies. He needed to check supplies. Inventory time. Asher hauled his tired bones up and cracked the stiffness out of his neck. He dragged his backpack into the shaft of morning light and crouched over it, inspecting what the world hadn't yet ripped from him. Several dented cans of food rolled around the bottom. Their labels were scratched, but they weren't full of worms, so they’d do.

The battered first-aid kit looked about as good as he felt. A few dwindling bandages, half a bottle of aspirin, and a tube of ointment that might have seen Y2K. “Fucking jackpot,” he muttered, and let the thing drop.

There was the hunting knife. Solid. Rust around the hilt, but it still bit into things better than his teeth. Some smaller items came next: a dirty metal cup, a water-stained book he couldn’t bear to burn, a lighter with no fluid. Not much more than what he was wearing, but hey, they didn’t slow him down any.

Breakfast time. Might as well. He popped a can, this one more rust than label, and squinted at the contents. “Beans,” he announced to nobody, as though making sure. He wiped his dirty fingers on a dirtier shirt and scraped out the contents. One swift move and—yup. He’d sliced himself again. Red dripped onto the brown mush. He sucked at his finger. The beans tasted like grit and cold mornings.

He looked at the state of himself: grimy and getting worse. The state of everything else was pretty much the same. The gas station around him had been picked clean years before he'd stumbled across it. Not that he'd expected better. Shelves stood empty, haunted by dusty ghosts of snacks and soda bottles. Graffiti screamed from the walls, the work of punks from the early days when folks thought the world still gave a shit.

The glass doors at the entrance had been shattered, leaving teeth of broken glass along the bottom. Morning wind rattled through, kicking up paper scraps and old receipts, things that once mattered to people. The floors were grimy concrete, with just enough grease and dirt to mark his nights there.

Another glorious fucking morning, indeed.

Asher stuffed his pathetic life back into his backpack and got ready to face what was left of the world. The outside was a blast furnace, frying the hope out of anyone who dared give a shit. He kicked through the shattered doors, squinting. The highway lay in front of him like a long middle finger. Abandoned cars clogged the asphalt. Distant buildings flipped him off in silhouette. A gritty wind got under his collar, already leeching his sweat. He thumbed the map, eyes rolling over the same dead ends as yesterday. He’d have to make it work. He had no choice.

The compass came out next. Asher checked the needle, tapped it with grim fingers, nodded. East it was. It'd have to be. The wind ruffled the map in his hands, whispering warnings he'd heard before. Keep moving. Don't die. He jammed the map back in his pocket and looked at the horizon. The sun had barely started its climb, but it already felt like hell on earth. He adjusted his pack and grunted. Another day, another desperate march across a landscape that wanted to eat him alive.

His feet found the path, hard and unforgiving as truth. It would be a long time before they rested again.

In the middle of what was left of an intersection, he paused. Like a gambler afraid to blow on his dice, he reached for the photograph. His fingertips felt the edges, and it almost burned—the hope that thing had in it. Asher held it up, looked at the smiles that haunted him and kept him sane at the same time. "Where'd you go?" he asked the faces, words swallowed by the wind.

His thumb ran across them again. Back it went, next to his heart or where his heart had been before the world decided to shit on everything.

He stood, still as the dead cars around him. If he stayed there too long, the place would start to rust him over. He sucked in air and let it out slow. Time to keep moving. Time to be alive, just a little while longer.

A canyon of corroded steel loomed ahead. He picked his way through the vehicles, some leaning against each other like exhausted bodies after the world's longest funeral. The paint had peeled and bubbled off them, like skin in an atomic blast. Tires, windows, seats—all scavenged. Whatever remained was long past caring.

Asher scanned for danger with every step. Wild dogs, desperate people—hell, even a loose bumper waiting to snap his leg. He knew better than to trust even this graveyard of useless shit.

Careful now.

His body moved like a machine: efficient, bloodless, doing what it had to without the luxury of feelings. He navigated the maze, quick but not reckless. Conserved energy like an old miser. Each step took him further from the place he'd woken and closer to a place he still hoped might be waiting.

A snag in the tangle of dead vehicles threatened to slow him. Nothing he couldn't handle. He climbed over a trunk, jumped down on the other side, never stopped for long enough to hear himself breathe.

He never stopped for long enough to remember he was alone.

Asher’s body bitched at him, every step another complaint. He marched past buildings collapsing in slow motion. Images crowded his mind, flashbacks jabbing like knives. The screaming masses, military trucks, his desperate search for them. The evacuation centers, overwhelmed and useless. Coming home to nothing but silence, no clue where they’d gone. Panic and despair chewing through him like rats. The wind shook him back to the moment. He made his way around a mess of cars, climbed a twisted semi. The silhouettes of distant buildings taunted him, might hold supplies or just more heartbreak. He didn't fucking care. He kept going.

But the memories didn’t stop. He couldn’t turn off the movie reel in his head. He saw it all over again: crowds like cattle, fear in their eyes, the world ending in slow motion.

He'd stood in a sea of panic, arms ripped from his family as they surged into the unknown. He'd called their names, over and over, but they'd been swallowed by the mass of bodies and the guttural roars of a terrified city. Soldiers had herded them into waiting trucks like livestock, the engines growling impatience.

There were more trucks. Always more, they'd said. Liars.

Days, maybe weeks later, he’d searched those hellish camps. Heart racing, eyes scanning, knowing any second he’d see them. But all he’d seen were strangers' faces and signs of desperation, the stories he'd already lived.

Then he'd come back home to nothing. No welcome. Just three plates on the table, one overturned in haste. No way of knowing where they'd gone. An empty house, the walls stained with the echo of their voices. He'd found one stupid note in their daughter's handwriting. "We waited."
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