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Chapter One

The Return

3/9, New Orleans, Louisiana, Orleans Marina, 12:37 a.m.

 

There are no happy endings. Because when a book ends, the story’s not over. The characters continue to exist in their illusory world, kept alive by the readers long after the author has moved on. Our own existence lacks such perpetuity. We’re born, we live, we die. I’m still wondering when my end will come. All I know is this chapter has ended and a new one is beginning.

 

Brian closed the journal over his pencil and slid his palm across the warped image of Van Gogh’s The Starry Night. A real-life starry night twinkled outside the boat cabin. When he’d been behind the wheel and spotted the Louisiana shoreline, a surge of triumph had lit him with such heat he imagined himself glowing. But the realization there was no one to share the moment with had extinguished his flare of elation.

Flyers and photos stuck out from the pages of his journal. Brian slid them out, craving company in whatever form he could get. He swiped away a smiling man with a deer.

Dead.

A pair of actors in ’20s garb facing off on a poster for Chicago.

Gone.

A freckled girl bathed in light, young and beautiful.

Abandoned.

A dark-skinned woman in a colorful robe and turban advertising psychic services while an orange tabby napped behind her.

Safe—I hope.

His grandfather caught in a rare moment of laughter with his dog, Rocky, cradled in his lap.

Murdered.

A Polaroid of an Adonis crafted with the same perfection as the marble chiseled by the masters. And the same deceptive impenetrability.

Gone but never forgotten.

Brian swept a thumb over the photo and sighed, regret swelling within his gurgling stomach. He shoved the photos and flyers back into the journal.

After tearing into a tasteless strip of dried fish and following it with water that retained a faint seaweed flavor, he abandoned the kitchen table and descended into the cabin. He crawled into bed and tugged the sheets to his nose. The scent of suntan lotion and burnt wood transported him to a less desolate night.

Brian curled onto his side and embraced the bare pillow beside him. What a hollow victory, returning to the place I tried to escape from.

Alone.

 

When Brian woke, he couldn’t identify whether it was day or night. A quick look at the watch he’d stolen from Louis told him it was 10:37 a.m. He glanced at the bedside table, making sure the revolver remained there, and got out of bed. After tugging a worn pair of jeans over his boxers, he pulled on a scratchy long-sleeved shirt, then slipped on a light jacket and zipped it to his neck. Gloves, socks, and cracked leather boots finished out the ensemble.

Brian tucked the gun into his waistband and returned to his journal. He flipped it open to examine the scant inventory list within it.

 

Inventory P.I. (Post-Island):

Backpacks, 2 (1 waterproof)

Journal (Starry Night), 1

Pencil, 2

Poppa’s bow

Quiver with arrows, 7

Magnum Revolver (6 bullets)

Cans of assorted food, 16

Boxed food, 4½

Strips of fish jerky, 14

Coffee cans, 2

Bottles of water, 3

Empty bottles, 6

2 pairs of boots

3 pairs of socks

3 short-sleeved shirts

1 undershirt

2 long-sleeved shirts

2 pairs of jeans

2 pairs of shorts

4 boxers

Pop-up tent, 1

Sleeping bag, 1

Compass, 1

Louis’s map (even has all the old pencil marks)

Suntan lotion, 2 tubes

Bug spray, 1 bottle (half empty)

Matches, 2 boxes

Lantern, 1

D batteries, 8

Boat key, Orleans Marina

First-aid kit, 1 (missing some odds and ends thanks to Lou’s boo-boo)

“Murder Comes Knocking” (finished, predictable)

Flyers of D/Jonesy and Parker/Spike

Photos of Poppa, Henry, Eva, Louis

 

Brian closed the journal and tucked it into his bag before those photos tempted him again. He pulled on the backpack, bow, and quiver of arrows, and then put his second backpack on his chest as if it carried a baby, not invaluable supplies. Revolver in hand, he ascended the steps and left behind a cabin saturated with bittersweet memories.

When he stepped into the open air, the blinding light reminded him of the time he’d emerged from the tornado shelter into the wintry landscape of Poppa’s farm. A sheen of snow had hidden the hellish ruins awaiting him, such a brilliant white he saw red when he blinked.

Brian squinted, breathing in salty sea air as a seagull squawked nearby. The water lapping at the dock evoked a misleading sense of tranquility.

I don’t have Grimes to ride. I don’t have Louis to watch my back. No D, no Antoine. All I have are the skills Poppa taught me—and the lessons I learned from everyone else.

Beads of sweat pooled on his skin. His nerves tingled like pretest jitters times a billion. But this test would kill him if he failed.

I doubt Antoine and D are still at his house, but it wouldn’t hurt to check.

He sighed: he couldn’t avoid going through the city without taking a gigantic detour. Anything could have popped up while he was on the island. Stalkers would only hide for so long before their hunger forced them to follow the scents and sounds of their quarry.

The gruesome creatures were no longer as predictable as they’d once been. Brian used to think they’d been solitary, predominantly active during the day. But now he knew they worked together—even if they sometimes ate each other—and also hunted at night. They were adapting to the shifting patterns of their prey.

But the one on the ship spoke to us. And I killed it. So who’s really predator and prey here?

Brian didn’t look back at the boat, tried not to think of the island; he forced himself to stare ahead at the expanse of land and buildings beyond the docks. The snow and ice had given way to mild, pleasant weather.

Winter was over; spring was on the way.

He raised the bow and crept behind buildings, staying low to the ground. Everything around him remained still and silent. The world seemed to have frozen in his absence.

I need a bike. I’ll even take a pink tricycle. Hell, a unicycle, or maybe skates.

He suppressed a laugh at the thought of trying to brake on rollerblades while a Stalker jumped out at him. He’d taken numerous childhood tumbles on them and doubted age would turn him into some rollerblading prodigy. And Louis wasn’t there to snag his hand and stop him from careening into a wall.

Sweeping the buildings along the way would be too dangerous. But he hadn’t forgotten the sniper and her father; it was equally dangerous to be out in the open. One shot and it was all over. One bite, one scratch.

Brian continued through the streets, scanning cars for passengers before he slunk behind them for cover. He glanced at broken windows in the homes of suburban neighborhoods, searching for a flash of metal or the glint of a scope. A bird chirped as it flew overhead. With most of humanity gone, nature would thrive and reclaim Earth—the Stalkers would become another predator in the food chain.

Silence surrounded him once more: the bird had moved on. His boots crunched into the gravel. He avoided the Garden District, where they’d had the close scrape with the ambushing Stalkers in the condo. Instead, he took a detour he’d planned using Louis’s old map, following Robert E. Lee Boulevard to a golf course called Bayou Oaks.

It took us an hour to get here from the condo. It should take me two or three to make it to the cathedral.

Like pages in a photo album, his mind flipped to the image of the young girl’s body splattered on the cobblestone. Kill or be killed. I had to do it.

Escaping his memories and the suburbs, he headed for trees with budding leaves and hills coated with sprouting grass. The verdant vista reminded him of the golf course he’d gone to with D and Louis—and Grimes’s disappointment with the fake turf grass.

Brian shook the thought off and focused on traversing the course behind the sporadic coverage of trees. The exposure of the grassy hills put him on edge, but he preferred it to the clutter of houses and cars. The soothing sight of swans swimming in ponds reassured him life went on regardless of whatever calamities befell the world.

He cut across Filmore Avenue and passed a park surrounded by lush forest. It surprised him that natural beauty and open land existed in a once-bustling city like New Orleans. When a rabbit bounced by in search of food, he stopped to watch it, comforted by the simplicity of its routine.

It just wants to eat in peace and not be bothered by predators. I can relate.

He moved on, leaving the rabbit to pick at strands of grass. He had food—for now.

His passive jaunt ended when he reached a highway littered with cars piled into signs, light poles, and each other. Several had pulled over in the emergency lane or rolled onto the side of the road. Broken glass twinkled from the asphalt. A skeletal arm dangled out of one smashed doorframe, beckoning to anyone who passed by.

Brian sank an arrow into a face grinning at him from one of the busted car windows. Blood dripped into crevices between flesh-knotted teeth as he jerked his arrow out and cleaned it. The creature’s dying chortle faded into a final whimper.

Killing had become as thoughtless to him as lifting a fork to his mouth. As normal as eating salty canned food or drinking tepid water or dunking into a murky river for a bath. But Brian didn’t have time to mull over this unsettling realization—nothing about this life resembled the life he’d led before his mother’s infection. He’d bid that version of himself farewell while he stared into Poppa and Nana’s bedroom mirror, trying to ignore the intertwined bodies he’d put down moments before.

If I stayed the same sheltered, naïve kid I was, I’d be dead now.

Once he crossed to the other side of the highway, he followed Wisner Boulevard south alongside the river. He stopped beside a sign sent from the heavens: “Wheel Fun Rentals.”

“Cute pun,” he muttered. The absence of a reply reminded him he was alone, so he moved on.

Wheel Fun Rentals sat next to a lake. A bloated body floated within the algae-coated water, too decomposed to identify. The thought of some submerged Stalker leaping forth from the water’s edge made a shudder ripple through his flesh and kept him from lingering near the lake.

The inside of the building had been wrecked. Apparently, everyone else thought a bike would be a good idea too. He found only a tandem bike missing a tire and a cruiser with a deflated one.

But Brian had time on his side. Everyone had been in a panic, rushing to grab a bike and go, so they hadn’t stopped to fix the tire. Nor had they taken all the repair kits and pumps lining the shelves.

Brian worked quickly to air the tire and patch it with rubber and adhesive. Once the rubber dried, he rolled the bike out with a satisfied grin. He strapped the backpack from his chest onto both handlebars, relieved to ditch some weight.

Anticipation and trepidation dueled within him as he pedaled along Wisner and Carrollton. Carrollton took him to Conti, the road leading to Antoine’s house. Without Louis and D by his side, the enormity and silence of the city overwhelmed Brian. He continued past buildings and landmarks he recognized, including the cathedral and park where D and Antoine had reunited. Brian avoided the road where the body had fallen, not wanting to see what had become of it.

The pink house with the iron gate sent a swell of relief through Brian. The blue SUV remained behind it, and particleboard still covered the entrances. He climbed off the bike and leaned it against the fence before approaching the gate. It creaked open beneath the gentle pressure of his hand—but Antoine had locked it before they left for the Garden District.

It doesn’t look like someone busted it open. Maybe they made it back and left it unlocked for me.

Brian rolled the bike through the gate and closed it. He spied a small white object in the corner of the SUV’s windshield which hadn’t been there before. The door opened easily and sent the odor of leather and vinyl wafting into his nose. Another benefit of Antoine’s Powerball winnings. After inspecting the vehicle, he climbed into the seat, shut the door, and locked it.

He grabbed and unfolded the paper with eager hands.

 

To B from D: I left this just in case you got tired of louise and came back for us. We gone to evergreen, brought grimes and jones too. I don’t want to write it here in case someone not you is reading this but theres a way to get into Bros place here if you look for it. we couldnt take all the swag so feel free to crash and relax, eat up and such before you come see us at evergreen. If you readin this just know we love you baby boy and we been thinkin about you. XO Scarecrow, The Tin Man, and The Cowardly Kitty

 

Smiling, he folded the note and tucked it into his backpack. He scoured the SUV, shuffling through a book on self-defense, a box of Black & Milds, a pair of cheap sunglasses, and numerous empty fast food bags until he found a key wrapped in the napkin of a grease-spotted Arby’s bag.

His head flopped back against the seat cushion as he exhaled and held the gleaming key in front of him. It’s like I’m playing a video game and unlocked the next level.

He didn’t have time to sit and bathe in his achievement; he hurried out of the SUV and shut the door before rolling his bike with him to the side of Antoine’s condo. He tried the doorknob to see if it was locked and slid the key in. It twisted with a satisfying click. Enter, shut, lock.

The house still possessed a lived-in quality, but the space felt empty without the Etiennes’ boisterous chatter. Brian walked past the worn kitchen table they’d eaten at and slid his palm along the dusty wood. I hope they made it to Evergreen.

He performed a quick inspection of the house but was relieved to find it as pristine as the day he’d left it. Even better: he found a pantry filled with canned and boxed food and a gallon of water. Antoine had even gotten a shopping cart from a Piggly-Wiggly and loaded it with more food.

Brian tore into as much as he could. He’d grown used to suppressing or ignoring his hunger and thirst, and he’d lost several pounds because of it—but since he could eat as much as he wanted now, he was positively gluttonous.

After he finished, he unbuttoned his jeans and collapsed into the chair behind the kitchen table, gazing at the stairs. He’d bounded up them after Antoine and D with Louis behind him, Jonesy weaving in and out of all four pairs of feet. He’d lost his footing at one point trying to avoid Jonesy’s tail, but Louis had been there to catch him.

Not anymore.

Brian retraced his steps up the stairs and set his belongings on the bedroom floor. He kept his gun in his hand as he flopped onto the bed and caught a whiff of Antoine’s overpowering cologne. Strong stuff. Louis wore something more subtle—or maybe it was just him. He always smelled good somehow, like burning wood and leather. And cinnamon…

He groaned and rolled onto his side, swatting a pillow with his arm and imagining who might have slept beside Antoine in the double bed. The space he’d once loved in his bed at home now seemed agonizingly bare. As much as he sprawled over it, nothing could fill the void.

Unable to keep his eyes closed, he stared at the cream ceiling and studied the cracks and stains. He was more content with moving, keeping his thoughts occupied with the possibility of encountering Stalkers or strangers, and finding shelter and food. This moment of repose transitioned into torturous languor.

I’m not tired. I have no one to talk to, my tablet’s low on power, I finished Nana’s book, and I’m scared to open my journal because I’ll just look at those damn photos.

Brian screwed his eyes shut and tried to force himself to sleep. It didn’t work. He wandered around Antoine’s home and nosed into every nook and cranny. He learned Antoine had an interest in gardening and cooking and found several jazz records beside an old-fashioned phonograph. Antoine’s DVD shelf had movies ranging from The Shawshank Redemption to Machete.

He stole back to the bed with several of Antoine’s books and flipped through them, but he gave up on reading after his eyes swept past the same paragraph a dozen times and his brain remained too occupied to comprehend the words.

After stacking the books into a pile on the table next to his handgun, he raked his hands through his bangs with an irritated groan. I’m not as good at entertaining myself as I thought. I got spoiled having Louis around to talk to and play games with. Among other things.

His anger toward Louis hadn’t dissipated, but neither had the desire for his company. Brian found this infuriating opposition of emotions impossible to resolve. He dug out his journal and gave in to temptation. He peeked at the perfect body preserved in the Polaroid and relived all the sensations he associated with it. But the image was a spectral echo of Louis’s presence, only catering to one of Brian’s senses when all of them craved appeasement.

He stuck his pencil between his teeth and gnawed on the eraser, then flipped to a blank page and pressed the lead tip against it. Dunno if I’ll ever read this again—or if anyone else will—but what the hell else am I going to do?

 

There and back again. I’m seeing the same places, doing the same things. Riding the same rollercoaster—but without anyone in the seat beside me.

On the boat, I felt free for the first time in my life. The ocean was around me, an infinite expanse of possibility. No one could tell me where to go or what to do. I was safe and happy.

Making it to the boat, to the island, was an accomplishment. It gave me purpose. I have a purpose now—to get back to Evergreen, to look for Eva—but I don’t feel the same drive.

It’s because he isn’t here.

I guess he was the first thing I ever wanted so badly. No, I convinced myself I needed him. And for some crazy reason, he wanted me too. But when it all went to shit, I ran away from him. Sometimes I wonder if I did the right thing. He never abandoned me, but I abandoned him. Despite everything he did, I still worry he’s angry at me for leaving, and I still think about going back to him.

It’s ridiculous, isn’t it? But it’s complicated. The entire thing still feels like a dream: the pandemic, the island, and everything in between. A nightmare and a fantasy twisted together. We went through so much together, first when we were growing up, then when we were trying to survive, falling into that bottomless pit of love… I guess I wish I’d stayed long enough to talk with him more, but I was angry, scared, hurt—

And deep down, I knew if I didn’t leave then, I never would.

So what now? We’re both alone, both miserable. The only way I can be with him is in my mind, in concrete memories and abstract fantasies. That’s the same way I “visit” my family, having imaginary conversations with them about things they’ll never know and reliving the times we shared before that awful Christmas.

I guess I’ll stop writing and go close my eyes. I might not sleep, but at least I’ll be with them all again.


Chapter Two

Hello!

3/10, New Orleans, Louisiana, Antoine Etienne’s home, 11:42 a.m.

 

Brian woke several times, but he shut his eyes and forced himself back to sleep. He wanted to keep dreaming, to avoid the reality awaiting him outside his mind—not to mention the daunting task of traveling through New Orleans. He’d been lucky to make it to Antoine’s, but there was no way he’d ride that far without bumping into at least one Stalker.

Out in the open he either avoided them or killed them with a well-placed arrow. But people were another story. Each encounter would be a coin flip: heads, someone competent and chill like D, or tails, some maniac like the King. Brian wasn’t as ruthless as Poppa or Louis, so he’d probably duck out of sight to avoid the dilemma. They go their way, I go mine. No one dies.

There came a point where his eyes would no longer stay shut, so he meandered to the bathroom. The plumbing didn’t work, but the toilet bowl served its purpose regardless.

He leaned over the sink and brushed his teeth with an old toothbrush and chalky, flavorless toothpaste. While he glanced into the mirror, he combed his bedhead with his fingers to untangle it. He thought he looked skinnier, but the burnished tan of his skin had returned on the island. A pale line remained in his lower lip: a reminder of Louis’s sharp eyetooth, but not permanent like the scar Brian had left him all those years ago. He spat the toothpaste out and dragged a thumb along his lip. It still stung.

He dressed and ate a hearty breakfast with Antoine’s leftovers. His backpack soon bulged with the rest. Aside from a photo of Antoine and D wearing Mardi Gras beads and toasting with plastic martini glasses, he took nothing else. D had the same bone structure and smile, but her sturdy figure was less curvaceous. It was obviously an old picture.

Once he collected everything, he moved his bike out and locked the door behind him. He lingered behind the safety of the iron gate, surveying the cluttered but lifeless streets of the French Quarter.

He rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. Here goes nothing.

Brian walked through the gate and climbed onto the bicycle. A liberating breeze cooled his face while he pedaled over bumpy, narrow streets past two-story buildings once home to restaurants, bars, and other businesses. One sign proudly displayed the title: “Rev. Zombie’s Voodoo Shop.” This whimsy was now a poignant reflection of the levity with which people had once observed the dead.

A strange part of him wished the apocalyptic event had been nuclear instead of viral: he wanted to explore these buildings without worrying about Stalkers lurking in the shadows. But he supposed the selective nature of the pandemic had spared him when a bomb would’ve obliterated him and everyone he cared about without them even knowing the end was coming.

The passenger of a derelict Corvette Stingray leaped out at him, but Brian maneuvered the bike around the corner onto Basin Street and outpaced it. The shock of adrenaline quickly faded; the sight of a lone Stalker no longer frightened him. Since he had a bike, he could save ammo by avoiding them. Although he’d killed most Stalkers he encountered, none of the surviving ones followed him. The sneaky bastards preferred hiding when they were alone.

Just like me.

Dark clouds hung overhead, swollen with the threat of rain. He passed buildings interspersed with foliage fighting back to life. Another business called Opp Poo Pa Doo caught his eye, and he smiled when he imagined the jokes D would’ve made. This shifted into a frown when he reached an intersection with a green sign for St. Louis Street.

“Ironic name for a saint,” he muttered. Instead of strangely named businesses, he continued past suburbs and parks. The colors surrounding him composed a palette of drab grays, murky browns, and a sickly chartreuse. Not much of a step up from the austere white and bleak russet of winter.

Maybe one day I’ll make it out of the South, go somewhere with mountains and tree leaves that actually change color.

Brian’s legs ached by the time he made it to his next turn near a huge apartment building. Something moved in the distance. He skidded, burning rubber. A group of people marched down a sidewalk across the street.

Fuck! I hope they didn’t see me—

He took the only opening: the door into Blue Plate Artist Lofts.

Brian steered his bike inside with him and scanned the lobby. A pair of parted elevator doors gleamed in the corner. The shattered remains of a glass table lay alongside busted phones and computers. He didn’t block the front door; if they came after him, they’d know someone was inside.

Not much cover. But if I take the stairs, they’ll be my only way back. I’m not jumping through a fucking window and twisting my ankle—or worse.

He kneeled in front of one of the barricaded windows and peered through a gap in the boards. The group crossed the street and headed straight for him.

They were armed. And they were big.

The elevator—I can squeeze in there. They can’t.

Brian took the bicycle with him to the elevator doors. He glimpsed two partially skeletal bodies curled in the corner. An unpleasant scent clung to the stagnant air.

They either fled from Stalkers or people like the assholes headed this way. Must’ve killed themselves or starved. Fucking depressing.

He pushed the bicycle through, unwilling to leave it for some burly man to steal—even if the image of one riding it amused him. He squeezed in behind it and kneeled beside the elevator doors out of sight.

Occasionally, he leaned around to check the lobby for the men. But he needn’t have bothered—he heard them before he saw them. They were laughing and chatting like they owned the world.

Heavy boots crunched the glass outside the elevator. A thick Southern accent drifted into the empty lobby. “This place is spiffy. Bet you the people who lived here had money.”

“I thought it was a real art gallery. Kinda wanted to see some pretty paintin’s.”

Their footsteps ceased.

“Larry, you scared of those things?”

“Nope. Why you ask?”

“Just a lot of floors here. Lots of rooms. Lots of l’il hidey-holes.”

“Shit, man—I hate it when they jump at you. But once that’s outta the way, puttin’ ’em down is easy.”

“I don’t like when they talk. The laughin’s bad enough—but sometimes it sounds like they’re sayin’ stuff…”

Brian peeked between the elevator doors. Three men stood in the lobby, dressed in makeshift protective gear incorporating motorcycle helmets and combat boots. One held a shotgun over his shoulder. Another had a revolver tucked in the back of his dirty jeans. The third had a rifle slung over his chest. The weapons and gear tempted Brian, but the men outnumbered him.

Even if they look like Mad Max rejects, they’re too hard to take down.

The man with the rifle groaned. “I don’t like the thought of lookin’ around in here, man. Let’s get outta here and go someplace smaller.”

The man with the shotgun grinned, his eyes hidden behind sunglasses. “Pfft. Pussy.”

“I gotta take a leak,” the pistol-packing man declared. The others waved him off, snickering. He turned toward the elevator—Brian tucked his head inside and held his breath.

Weighty footsteps headed his way. The disgusting sound of spit being sucked in and spat out followed. The man passed the elevator and disappeared into the corner of the walls. Brian crinkled his nose as the steady stream of the man’s piss soaked into the carpet.

Pistol-Packer shook the rest off and zipped up. His footsteps faded away. When all three pairs of feet crunched back through the front door, Brian tipped the back of his head against the elevator door and exhaled. He was in no hurry to follow them out—even if the scent of urine and decay made him want to hold his breath again.

It doesn’t matter who they are or what they want—I need to avoid them and move on.

After about five minutes, Brian emerged from the elevator with his bike in tow. He peeked through the window, making sure the coast was clear, then whipped onto the road and pedaled until his feet couldn’t take it anymore. He ate his lunch in a diner, tucked in a plush red corner booth surrounded by dead neon lights and chrome accents. Out of habit, he clicked the buttons of a powerless jukebox.

As he glanced at framed portraits of classic Hollywood stars, it occurred to him people had always yearned for the past. Especially a past they’d never lived in—after all, nothing could go wrong in such halcyon-laced dreams.

Despite his awareness of this, the same imaginary time machine sucked Brian into it, sending him back to the occasions he’d eaten at diners with his family. Poppa and Nana had been especially fond of them.

His appetite disappeared, so he put the rest of his food and water away. Apparitions of his smiling grandparents filled the empty booth across from him, and the space beside him burned with the imaginary heat of his sister.

You can’t go back. This moment is already the past.

Brian slid out of the booth and left the diner behind.

 

Brian biked alongside the Mississippi River for what seemed like an endless stretch of time and space. The long silences before had been agonizing, but this was hellish. With no one to cover him, he couldn’t even listen to music. He had no one to talk to, no one to remind him he wasn’t alone in the world.

He followed the river until he heard something—someone.

“Hello!”

The way they spoke resembled a parrot miming. Brian shook his head. It’s just phantom noise like I hear sometimes when I’m trying to fall asleep.

He kept moving. The cheery voice didn’t greet him again.

I’ve only been on the road an hour. Six more and I’ll imagine entire conversations!

Brian passed more drab suburbs until an oil refinery disrupted the monotony. The structure towered over the small block buildings with imposing superiority. Thoughts of humanity’s future sped through his mind—of creating new power sources, of managing waste, of cleaning water.

Will people ever work together again? Or are we back to being warring Neanderthals?

Were we ever anything more?

When he emerged onto a dirt road surrounded by barren plains, he imagined he was in the past before people even existed. As a child, he’d enjoyed picturing dinosaurs walking amongst civilization, long-necked herbivores munching on trees in yards while carnivores chased cars on roads. He once read someone looking at Earth from a distant planet would see it at the point in history where dinosaurs still roamed. This was a difficult fact to wrap his mind around and made his entire existence seem so pointless.

Great time for an existential crisis, Brian. You’re gonna go nuts for real if you don’t find other people.

He continued past a drying lake with an alligator sunning beside it. The reptile grinned indifferently; Brian imagined it asking, “How’s your day going? I’m enjoying the sun! Bye-bye!”

“Now I’m making animals talk too,” he muttered, scratching his head with the butt of the revolver.

When he passed a road called Etienne Street, he ached with loneliness. He longed for D’s cheery voice, and even though he hadn’t gotten to know Antoine well, he missed the man’s contagious smile. Everywhere he went, he passed reminders of people he’d known and strangers he’d never meet.

He stopped to relieve himself and heard it again. “Hello!”

Brian zipped his jeans and whipped around, putting his back to the river. A light gust shook the emerging blades of grass. Then silence and stillness again.

He climbed onto his bike and pedaled away. Did some parrot escape from a zoo? Maybe the “Get out!” parrot from Cayo Levisa followed me.

Yeah, right. You still have quite the imagination—just like Louis liked to say.

God, I miss his snaggle-toothed smirk.

Brian continued past barren stretches of land until civilization’s remnants came into view once more. Plantations were stereotypically prevalent here. An RV park reminded him of raccoons, hot showers, and card games.

Forward, not back. You can never go back.

More houses, more boats, more industrial complexes, more nothing. When he crossed a bridge over the river called Sunshine Bridge, he sighed.

Please be okay, D. All of you.

“Hello!”

He braked hard at the other side of the bridge and glanced behind him. That time, the voice had come from right behind a car parked on the bridge.

It’s not in my head. It can’t be. Dad wasn’t paranoid, just suicidal.

He considered replying, but he pressed on—why would someone waste time following and harassing him? And if they did, they weren’t anyone he wanted to meet.

When he turned onto Fourth Street and entered a suburb, something scampered below a wooden fence. He didn’t stop to see what; for all he knew, it was a squirrel. His stops needed to be infrequent—moving kept him safe.

“Hello!”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” His head snapped toward the lawn where the voice had come from. “Leave me alone!”

A child kneeled in front of the steps. Stunned, Brian squeezed the brake and put his feet on the ground. The kid giggled. “Hello!”

This kid’s been following me? There’s no way it could keep up. Something is really fucking off about this…

But he couldn’t leave a child behind. Thoughts of his sister and his inability to save her still haunted him.

“Hey,” Brian called, keeping the handgun ahead of him, “are you okay?”

The child dashed into the bushes next to the house. Brian wasn’t curious enough to follow. He hurried away, bothered by what he’d witnessed.

Am I hallucinating?

While he pedaled along a highway surrounded by forest on one side and yellowed fields of grass on the other, his mind drifted from the uncanny encounter with the giggling child. His feet were shot, and the pain in his nerves crept from his tailbone into his spine.

He stopped to eat and scurried into a small farmhouse next to an elementary school. He sat at an aged wooden table covered with dust and set his things down to give his arms and back a break. When he sank into the chair with a groan, the chair creaked in agreement.

While he ate the tasteless food and chugged the faintly salty water, he glanced through the window. He doubted the men who’d come into the Artist Lofts would’ve doubled back and caught up to him by now, but he couldn’t be sure they didn’t have friends lurking within the state.

He tugged at the clothes clinging to his sweaty skin. The cool air had been the only nice thing about winter; now the air was warm and moist during the day. Brian despised sweating. He’d gotten used to feeling dirtier than he liked, but sweat made him feel gross.

He swatted at the stagnant air—but his hand froze when a figure stirred in the school parking lot.

Brian stared, not moving a muscle. The small figure hurtled away and vanished.

He rubbed his eyes. I’m going nuts. I wish someone else was here so I had proof that kid was really there.

It was time to go, anyway. He packed his things and scooted the chair back under the table out of habit.

“Hello!”

“Fuck.” He spun and pressed his back to the table, trying to catch his breath in his thudding chest. He’d shoved a desk in front of the door, but the knob jiggled above it.

It stopped. A knock took its place.

“Hello!”

“I’m losing it…” Brian swept his wet bangs out of his face, vowing to trim them if he found a sharp pair of scissors and some downtime.

The knocking stopped. He crept over to the window and peered through it, keeping a tight grip around his revolver. Although he couldn’t spot anything in the bushes, the glass muffled childish giggles.

I don’t like it. No kid would be happy to be alone out here. No kid would follow me and harp “hello” like a fucking parrot.

No normal kid.

His foot shifted. The child’s head jerked out of the bushes.

Brian swallowed. He’d suspected what it was before, but he’d been in denial. He didn’t want to imagine what had happened to the children, of what would’ve happened to his sister. But the black chunk gouged out of the scrawny neck left him unable to deny it.

He had to take care of the kid. It might be playing with him, but it was still dangerous.

As soon as I move, it’s gone. Can I lure it?

He jogged upstairs and headed into the bedroom directly above the kitchen. He lifted the window and glanced down. The bushes rustled, but the child was gone.

Figures.

He grabbed a baseball from the bedside table and tossed it into the yard, watching and waiting. This time, he aimed an arrow through the window.

The tiny figure bounced out from behind a tractor and pounced. Brian watched it bend over to grab the ball, draped in a frilly dress. She seemed so human—but even from here, he distinguished flakes of skin peeling from her stretched grin.

Not “she,” not “her”—“it.”

The arrow sailed into the child’s forehead. She slumped into a limp pile, and the ball rolled out of her outstretched hand. “It,” damn it. It it it—

Brian’s eyes stung and blurred as he lowered the bow. A small part of him withered away inside. He had to sit on the bed for a long time, on the verge of tears he never let fall.

He finally forced himself to leave the house and approach the body to retrieve the arrow. He averted his gaze from those glazed, staring eyes and jerked it out of the smiling face with a sickening crunch. Soul-crushing guilt filled the void of his indifference.

It was playing with me, just like a real child. Something remains, at least for some of them. The King changed, but his mind stayed the same. Maybe this—

If he stood there arguing with himself all day, he’d get nowhere. He left the small body behind and cycled back onto the road.

 

Brian’s heavy heart lightened when he rolled up to the wooden fence surrounding Evergreen Plantation. Marie was right: once the leaves returned, the oak trees were truly majestic. A gentle current drifted through the air, tickling his sweat-sticky skin as the leaves rustled and swayed.

An ear-piercing whinny broke the silence. A brown horse with a white spot on its head trotted out to meet him at the gate. Brian scrambled over to meet her, abandoning his metal steed for a flesh-and-blood one.

“Grimes! You remember me, girl?” He pressed his hands to her face and scratched her cheeks. Her snort blew hot air onto him. “D and Antoine made it back with you then, thank God—”

Someone armed with a rifle approached. Brian didn’t recognize him, so he moved his hand to the gun tucked into his jeans. The strange man lifted his weapon. “Hold up, kid: I don’t know you.”

“I’m looking for my friends, D and Antoine. I’ve been here before—Jacque, Marie, and Cecilia ring any bells for you?”

The man spat to the side, a beacon of stereotypical Southern manliness. His stomach bulged over faded jeans from beneath a “Don’t Tread on Me” rattlesnake shirt. “Yeah, I know Jacque and Marie. They keep a roof over my head, and I keep an eye out for Stalkers and strangers. What’s your name?”

“Brian Jameson.”

The man sniffed. His hair was cut into something resembling a mullet, and he smelled like Poppa’s Skoal tobacco. “You’re still a l’il bitty baby; how you make it this long?”

Brian’s eyes narrowed as he suppressed a smart reply to being called a baby. “Listen, man, I don’t have time to stand here telling you the whole story. Just go get someone I mentioned.”

Grimes whinnied and nudged the man as if trying to reinforce Brian’s point. The man slapped her hard on the nose. “Get outta here, horse!”

Brian’s adrenaline spiked as his hand twitched against his gun. “I found her alone in a stable; all the other horses were dead. I wouldn’t be here without her, so back off and show her some respect.”

The man’s thin lips curled into a smirk. “She’s just a damn animal. Hold your horses, kid—I’ll get one of your buddies.” He walked off, snickering as if he’d amused himself with his pun.

Brian glared after him, stroking Grimes’s nose when she hung her head over the fence. “I know. He’s a jackass. I’ll bet D and Antoine hate him. Louis probably would’ve shot him”—he pressed his nose to hers—“and I woulda loved it.”

Eventually, the man reappeared in the driveway with a diminutive figure beside him. When Brian caught the glint of straw-blonde hair in the sun, the brewing bubble of tension within him popped. Cecilia and the redneck guard unlocked the gate.

“I’ll be fine,” she assured the man with a sweet smile. He grunted and walked away; when she looked at Brian, her smile shrank. She rolled her eyes. “Ugh, I’m sorry you had to deal with Chad. He’s new. He’s like a caricature, isn’t he? There’s a Chad everywhere. But you know how Jacque and Marie are—”

Brian wrapped his arms around her, relieved to see a familiar face. Her embrace wasn’t strong and comforting like D’s, nor did it send pleasurable shivers through his spine like Louis’s, but it warmed his soul all the same.

“I’m glad to see you too,” she said as they parted. She glanced around, taking in the fallen bike—and Louis’s absence. Far too considerate to mention it, Cecilia curled her arm through Brian’s and led him through the gate. “Let’s get you settled. You probably want a bath, right?”

He groaned, leading his bike with his free arm. “God, yes. Is it bad I almost miss winter?”

She laughed musically. “The humidity is quite miserable now.” They walked arm in arm with Grimes at their heels. The light shining through the tree leaves created dappled shadows on the ground. The atmosphere evoked the sensation of drifting through a dream.

When they reached the Big House, a tinny trilling escalated into an insistent meow. An orange cat zoomed into view and weaved around Brian’s legs. He let go of Cecilia and kneeled to ruffle Jonesy’s fur. “Jones! I missed you, you furry jerk!” He looked at Cecilia with a hesitant smile. “D and Antoine are here, right?”

Cecilia nodded. “D’s helping with supper, and Antoine’s working with the animals.” When she helped him up, his entire body ached. “They’re so lovely. We were happy they arrived, but we still worried about you. They explained where you went, so I hoped for the best.” She led him into the house—after Jonesy dashed in and nearly tripped them both—and escorted him to the bathroom. “I’ll take your things and put them in your old cabin for you. While you’re bathing, I’ll let everyone know you’re back.”

“No matter what”—Brian reached for her arm as she retrieved his bags—“don’t let D bust in here, okay? She’ll try. We’re good friends, but I don’t exactly want her to catch an eyeful.”

Cecilia laughed. “I’ll keep her busy, but I can’t make any promises.” She winked and headed for the door, bearing the burden of his belongings. She paused while she pulled the door shut behind her. “I’m beyond glad to see you again, Brian. I prayed to the Good God on your behalf. If this isn’t proof he answers those prayers, I don’t know what is.”

She shut the door. Brian set up the bath and sank into the warm water, practically feeling the dirt, sweat, and stress melt away. Unfortunate echoes remained of his time here with Louis, but there were pleasant memories of Cecilia and D to balance it out.

They’re all here… I can’t believe it.

He pinched himself. For once, pain was a welcome relief.
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Chapter Three

Evergreen, Redux

3/10, Edgard, Louisiana, Evergreen Plantation, 5:47 p.m.

 

As soon as Brian entered his old cabin, a pair of dark arms ensnared him and crushed the air out of his lungs. “Sunshine!” D withdrew, scrutinizing him while he sucked in a sharp gasp of air. “You look skinny, baby! That island not all it was cracked up to be?”

Brian struggled to catch his breath; the embrace of the Etiennes was not to be underestimated. “I…guess not. But…my ribs…might be.”

“Boy, I didn’t crack no ribs—well, maybe your back.” D curled a hand around her hip and arched her eyebrows. “Cill said you was alone. Where’s Louis?”

Straight to the point, as always. Thanks, D.

Brian glanced at the wall where he’d been unable to resist Louis’s flustered pout. He pressed his lips together, a phantom flush of heat burning his cheeks and chest. “I left him.”

D clicked her tongue. “That’s vague. I’m gonna need deets.”

“I think it’s best if I tell everybody at once. They’ll ask, and I’d rather not tell the same story a zillion times.”

D’s tight curls bounced when she shook her head. She managed a strained smile. “Well, supper’s about ready anyhow. Jacque and Marie’ll want to see you.”

They walked out and shut the door, leaving the cabin with its haunts. “How long it take you to get here?” D asked. “And how long you tough it out on Gilligan’s Island?”

“About three weeks, maybe four. It took me another week to make it back here.” He gripped her arm. “Thanks for leaving me the key and stuff.”

She patted his hand. “Call it women’s intuition, but I had a feeling you’d be itchin’ to get back before long. Cabin fever, island fever—same thing. No one likes to feel trapped.”

They padded through lush grass until they climbed up the stairs into the Big House. They walked into the dining room while the dishes and utensils were being set. A few faces Brian recognized saw him and smiled. He smiled back, but he wasn’t as happy as he should’ve been.

Eva should’ve been here. She would’ve liked it. She would’ve liked them, liked D and Antoine, and the animals too.

Time and distance allowed Brian to acknowledge his grandfather’s presence would have prevented him from forming friendships with many of the people he’d met. He didn’t want to think about what Poppa might have done to D or anyone else—about what Louis rightfully suspected Poppa would have done to him. Brian could justify what Louis had done to Poppa as preemptive self-defense, but Eva was another story entirely.

But I didn’t give Louis enough time to tell it.

“Sit a spell.” D urged him over to a chair. “You been on the move for a while. We can talk while I help them.”

“How long ago did you get here?” Brian asked as D buzzed around the room assisting the others. He grazed his fingers along the utensils before him, realizing how lucky he was to be back.

“About five days after you set sail on the Love Boat.” D looked up and caught Brian’s glare. “Are these TV Land references goin’ over your little blond head?” He arched his eyebrows and lifted his hand, urging her to continue. “Okay, okay! Well, Bro and I made it back to his place, packed, set things up for you, and left—didn’t want to waste no time. Gettin’ here wasn’t too tricky: just had to bump off a few nasties but no groups or nothin’. Good ol’ Grimes and Missus Periwinkle—that’s what I named my bike—done a good job keepin’ us movin’.”

“How are things here?”

“Not much different; we ain’t had to go lookin’ for no Turned yet, but we helped ’em scavenge a few places. Tougher now, though; everything’s picked clean around here.”

“I saw people. Three guys armed and dressed in jury-rigged armor.”

D paused, a fork still in her hand. “How close?”

“Not far from New Orleans. They were on foot.”

She set the fork down. “They got a couple new Guardians. Cill said you met Chad. Salty little cracker, ain’t he?” She finished helping with the place settings and walked behind him to give his shoulders a reassuring squeeze. “I know it won’t be easy to adjust. But you have us. We’ll help you.”

“He’s not dead,” Brian blurted with an unintentional edge to his voice. He said nothing else since more people were settling at the table.

D sat in silence beside him. Cecilia entered the room and offered a consolatory smile as she sat at his other side. Antoine slipped through the front door not long after, but before Brian could even wave at him, D jumped and nearly knocked her chair down.

“Bro! Look who’s back!”

“I know, Dee-Dee—Cill told me.” Antoine held out his arms as he approached them. “Boy, get over here and give me a hug!”

Brian obliged him. There was something inherently reassuring in the strong embrace of a kind man like Antoine. He wanted to sink into it and escape his thoughts, but he retreated and sat.

He didn’t get to sit for long: Marie and Jacque entered with broad smiles and outstretched arms. He embraced them, supposing he should be happy people cared enough to want to hug him—and that he even had people to hug.

“What a surprise and a pleasure to see you again, my child!” When Marie parted from him, a sweet scent tickled his nose.

Jacque gripped Brian’s shoulders; his rich and earthy scent contrasted with Marie’s. “You’ve lost weight, son! Sit, eat—we’ll speak during supper.”

Brian sat for the final time and watched the group bring in the serving dishes. How long will they have enough food to sustain them? They have animals and a greenhouse, and since spring is around the corner, the gardens will grow… But what if bad people come here?

Or worse.

They joined hands. D gripped Brian’s left hand like before, but Cecilia’s soft, lukewarm palm replaced Louis’s threaded fingers and the slight stroke of his thumb. Over time, Brian had grown so accustomed to the intimacy between them he didn’t notice it. But once Louis was gone, it became clear to Brian nothing could replace him.

Jacque and Marie blessed the dinner. Everyone ate after a communal “Amen.”

While Brian was working on a mouthful of beans, Marie spoke. “So, Brian, what brings you back? And if I may ask, where is your companion?”

He held up a finger while he tried to rush his chewing. Once he swallowed the lump, he answered, figuring he might as well air his dirty laundry before anyone dug through it. “We made it to the island, but I left him there.” He dropped his fork onto his plate, his appetite diminishing. “It meant different things to us. I thought it’d be an escape, but I ended up needing to escape him.”

“He seemed terribly insecure.” Marie offered Brian a gracious smile. “It was obvious he feared losing you more than anything. It isn’t bad to have someone care for you so strongly.”

Brian took a swig of room-temperature water; he found the lack of salty aftertaste refreshing. “Did he really, though? When his parents wouldn’t let us hang out anymore because I got mad and cut his face during a birthday party, he set fire to their house and they burned to death. The grandfather who took him in used to beat him and threatened to rob me and my grandfather after everything went to hell, so he used a Stalker attack as an excuse to say his grandfather was infected and take him out. And when we fled those robbers in Missouri, he let me think his sister was dead so he could leave her behind. I’m still not entirely sure why—maybe because he was tired of looking after her, maybe because he resented her, maybe because she liked me and he didn’t like that.” Brian hid his hands beneath the table and dug underneath his fingernails. “We were already on the island when he got drunk and told me all this. Said he couldn’t keep it from me anymore. I couldn’t trust him, so I had to leave. I have to go back for Eva.”

No one said anything for a while. The only sounds in the room were the scrapes of knives and forks against ceramic.

A thoughtful expression spread across Marie’s face. “It sounds to me like you left your mark on him long before you reunited. You’re the motivation behind most of his actions. If anything, it’s a case of caring too much.”

This implication both overwhelmed and intimidated Brian to the point where he couldn’t form a reply, only give Marie a stupefied look and pick at his stolen watch underneath the table.

Sensing this, Jacque changed the subject. “When will you leave to look for Eva?”

“Not right away. I need to think about some things, unwind, resupply.” Brian gave the watch a final twist and tilted his head back. He studied the cobweb-coated ceiling, imagining all the history those beams of wood were a silent witness to. “Kids turn too. I killed one about two hours out from here.”

The ambient conversation cut off completely, replaced by several stunned murmurs.

“It talked to me. Said ‘hello’ over and over like some parrot.” Brian returned his attention to his dining companions. “It followed me. Hid, like it was playing a game. I don’t know if it’s because it was a kid, but I don’t think they’re all gone inside. Not always. One broke into our bungalow on the island, stole a can of SPAM, and ran for it. It made a nest in a ship, had been eating all the other people on the island and some of the wildlife. When we found it, it held its hands over its face and said ‘no’ like it didn’t want us to kill it.”

A grave expression creased Jacque’s dignified face. “I read the disease eats at a certain portion of the brain. But others remain such as motor control. I never understood why the bodies degrade so rapidly, if it’s to do with neglect or biology. Perhaps in some, the affected areas are less impacted—or not at all.”

“It’s been over a year now,” Brian said. “They’re still around, and their patterns are changing. Did D and Antoine tell you about the group that ambushed us?”

Marie and Jacque nodded.

“If they’re intelligent enough to plan, to form groups, they’re just as bad as people.” Brian shoved his chair back with a grating squeak. “What you have here is nice, but between the Stalkers and other survivors, it won’t last. You should move on. You’re too close to Baton Rouge, and I saw armed men when I passed through New Orleans.”

D nodded. “Resources are gonna run out faster than you can make ’em. I know you wanna help people, but that well water’s gonna dry out unless a damn hurricane hits again. People and Stalkers are venturing out now since the snow’s all gone, and sooner or later they gonna find this place. I’m gonna go with Brian and see if we can find somewhere else to set up.”

“I’m goin’ with her,” Antoine said before Brian could object to D’s declaration. “I ain’t gonna worry about her again like I done while I was waitin’ on her in New Orleans.”

Brian met the determined gazes of the Etienne siblings. “Guys, you don’t need to go with me. I can look for a place, and you never even met Eva—”

D cleared her throat and laced her hands atop the table. “There’s no way I’d ever let you leave here without going with you.”

“Brian and D are right: one way or another, the Turned or other survivors will come for us—not all of them good.” Cecilia’s gentle voice sounded hushed even in the silence. “I’d like to help them look for Louis’s sister, and if we find somewhere else to go, we can come back and guide you to it.”

Jacque and Marie shared a glance and a resigned smile.

“Of course you can go, Cecilia,” Marie said. “You’re right: we’ve been here far too long without anything coming for us. Best not push our luck. We have the bus in the back and a reserve of fuel for emergencies. But we’ll wait for you to return and prepare in the meantime. I imagine it might take you several weeks to travel there and back, given all goes well.”

Brian’s exhaustion kicked in since his stomach was full. He lost all interest in discussing this weighty topic and gained an interest in flopping onto his old bed. “May I be excused? I’m beat.”

Marie flashed him a sympathetic smile. “Certainly.”

“Thanks for everything.” Brian pushed his chair in and lifted his dirty dishes. He bussed them back to the kitchen after bidding the group good night.

When he returned to his cabin, he dug into his backpack and retrieved the map. He retraced the path he and Louis had taken after running from the fairground. Trying not to live in the past was difficult while literally revisiting it.

Before long, someone knocked on the door. “It’s Cecilia. May I come in?”

He twirled the pencil in his fingers. “Go ahead.”

She opened the door and walked in, shutting it after an intrusive orange guest forced his way in. Jonesy pounced onto the bed and instantly attempted to curl onto Brian’s map. Cecilia sat opposite Brian with Jonesy in the middle, right where he wanted to be. He curled onto his back and swatted at Brian’s toes.

“He missed you,” Cecilia said. “So did Grimes. She used to stand near the driveway watching for you, right where she was when I came to meet you.”

“I should go see her.” Brian scratched Jonesy’s soft white belly. “I missed her. And you too, Jones—even if you’re ruining my map.” He glanced at Cecilia. “You really don’t have to come with me. I don’t think I can change D’s mind—and Antoine, by proxy—but you’re safer here. Plus, these are the people you know and love. It’ll be hard to leave them.”

Cecilia looked at the ceiling, lips pressed together. A sigh fluttered through them. “Brian, you miss him, don’t you?”

His hand froze on Jonesy’s belly. He stared at Cecilia through narrowed eyes. “Why’re you asking me that?”

She let another sigh slip out, this time more exasperated. “Listen, even if D hadn’t said anything to me, it was pretty obvious you guys were more than friends. The day you left, I bumped into him coming out of your cabin as I was coming out of mine. Serendipitous timing, I suppose, for him to give me a boastful smirk while he waltzed into his cabin with no shirt, unbuttoned jeans, and a bad case of bedhead.”

Brian recalled this morning with vivid clarity. He glanced at Jonesy’s twitching tail and the bed they sat on, which was the same bed he’d shared with Louis the night before they left Evergreen. “Do you want me to tell you every sordid detail or what? I already had to deal with D sticking her nose into it.”

Cecilia poked his foot with hers. “Don’t get fussy with me!” She glanced at the image of twilight-dappled trees framed by the window. A moment of silence passed, allowing Brian’s prickly temper to dull. “Was he your first?”

“First what?” Brian’s eyebrows arched. “Time? Boyfriend? Breakup? All of the above.”

Cecilia tilted her head, straight blonde hair cascading over her shoulder. “I broke up with Matthew, my first and only boyfriend. His love for me was so strong it suffocated me. I couldn’t believe things hadn’t worked out, but I went back and forth trying to convince myself it was for the best, that our codependency was unhealthy. I missed him so much it hurt. I just wanted to lie in bed listening to sad songs. Sometimes I’d pull up his number on my phone, finger hovering over the screen, because I wanted to hear his voice again. But I didn’t call him until after the outbreak, and he didn’t pick up. I listened to his voicemail greeting and cried until every muscle in my body ached.”

She let the silence linger so Brian could absorb what she’d said. Jonesy jumped off the bed in pursuit of some invisible bug.

“I’ll never know if I made the right decision.” Cecilia sniffed, eyes glinting, tightening her fingers into the sheets. “Living with regret is a struggle every day. And it’s not just limited to him: there are things I wish I’d said to my parents, to my brother, to my friends… And I never got the chance to.”

Brian leaned forward to embrace her. Her body trembled, but she didn’t break down. His shoulder muffled her shaky sighs until she withdrew and wiped her eyes dry with enviable strength and composure.

“At least you know where he is,” she said. “Not knowing is the worst part.”

Insects buzzed outside the window as the descending sun cast dim orange radiance onto everything in the room.

“You know the feeling you get when you’ve just had company over and you’ve gotten used to them being there?” Brian searched Cecilia’s patient gaze. “When they leave and there’s this emptiness and silence where they should be? I feel it all the time now.”

Cecilia flopped back on the bed and laced her fingers over the swell of her stomach. “I don’t know if I would’ve made it without Jacque and Marie. The connections we make in this world are everything; they provide more nourishment than food and water.”

Brian lay beside her and stared at the ceiling—the last time he’d stared at it, Louis’s head had been buried in his shoulder. Although Cecilia was lying next to him, he couldn’t bring himself to reach out and touch her. His stomach ached when he thought, I’ll never be that close to anyone again.

Instead, she reached for him. She curled her hand around his, but their fingers didn’t intertwine. “He might have done some horrible things, but at least he told you. It was a way for him to bare his soul to you, you know. I’m not trying to make excuses for him, but it shows whatever you had with him was real. So don’t beat yourself up over it.”

Brian wormed his hand out from hers and held it tight to his side, unable to bear the inferior substitution of her grip. “He killed my grandfather, Cecilia. He shot him in the dark, let me think a group of raiders did it. He said he was scared my grandfather would kill him, that he didn’t believe Louis’s story about why he killed his grandfather. I hate myself for thinking it, but he was probably right. My grandfather slit a woman’s throat right in front of me and slaughtered unarmed villagers in Vietnam to keep himself alive. But he was my grandfather, the man who protected me after I lost the rest of my family, and Louis kept it from me for months. He looked into my eyes and told me he loved me even though he knew he’d done these awful things.” Brian finally forced his stinging eyes to meet Cecilia’s. “How could he do that?”

Cecilia’s brow furrowed, and her pale lips parted, but she didn’t answer until an agonizing moment of silence passed. “Well, maybe he didn’t know he loved you when he did those things. And when he realized he did, he knew it was the right thing to tell you. He knew it would drive you away—probably the one thing he feared most—but he did it anyway because you don’t hide the truth from someone you love.”

This time Brian allowed the silence to linger.

“He did a good job of hiding it for a while, but he’s an intensely emotional person,” Cecilia said. “I think everything he did until that point was out of fear. We were all scared after what happened—most of us still are. I’m terrified to lose any of my friends. And you… Well, you were everything to him. And now he’s lost you. If he’s half as clever as I think he is, he’ll have learned something from this. And if he’s half as determined as I know he is, he won’t stay on that island for long.”

When Cecilia voiced the possibility Brian had been mulling over, his heart fluttered. The prospect of reuniting with Louis at some point both thrilled and intimidated him beyond measure.

“I have no doubt he’d be able to find you again,” Cecilia said. “He’d look here first. But do you want him to?”

Brian’s heavy eyelids fluttered, blocking the wooden ceiling beams he’d been studying. While he contemplated the answer to her question, the soothing void of sleep beckoned to him.

The bedsprings creaked as Cecilia leaned over and pressed a light kiss to Brian’s forehead. Her hair tickled his skin. The floral scent of shampoo reminded him of when his mother used to tuck him into bed after her baths.

By the time he arrived at the answer to Cecilia’s question, she’d left. He descended into the abyss with it lingering in his mind: Yes, I’d want to see him—because I can only be with my family in my dreams, and I don’t want to keep dreaming about him.

 

Out of habit, Brian checked his watch when he woke. His eyes widened as the significance of the date clicked in his groggy mind.

It’s my birthday.

He’d spent his last birthday with Nana, Poppa, and Rocky. It was hard for him to believe a year had passed since then, that a devastating pandemic had wiped out most of the population and all his relatives. That he’d encountered Louis, Eva, and all the others between then and now. The past year felt longer and more meaningful than the entirety of his life before it.

Brian turned and pulled the covers over him. The brilliance of the outside world beckoned to him, begging him to wake and greet the day, but he longed to linger in the world of memories and shadows.

I can’t stay here forever. Everything ends eventually: life, the universe, my time in this bed.

Brian threw the sheet off and sat, still dressed in his clothes from the day before. Cecilia had been too modest to undress him. D would’ve just torn everything off.

He stepped outside and puttered across the yard without a thought in his mind other than the need to use the outhouse. Everything seemed quiet—too quiet. He reached for the revolver in the waistband of his jeans.

Everyone’s probably in the Big House eating breakfast.

Inhaling, he flung the outhouse door open—but nothing jumped out at him, so he finished his business and crossed the lawn into the Big House.

The unusual silence and stillness of the building alarmed him. He kept his handgun in front of him as he pushed the dining room doors open. Dozens of figures popped up from under the table like whack-a-mole targets. He aimed his gun to the tune of a “Surprise!” which rapidly dwindled in enthusiasm.

“What the fuck?” He lowered it when he recognized their faces.

D jogged over to him, cringing as she put her hands on his tensed shoulders. “You okay? We thought you’d feel safe here!”

“I don’t feel safe anywhere!” He tucked the gun into his jeans and dragged his hands down his face. “Why am I being surprised?”

“It’s yo’ birthday, isn’t it? I thought the timin’ worked out, that the Good God got you back here right on time for you to celebrate it. And it was my job to make sure you had one worth celebratin’!”
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