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When the disease had run its course in the fall of Zero Year we acted like a war had ended. The dead were buried in mass graves. World leaders declared a day of mourning. We met in public parks, singing hymns and holding hands. Those of us left alive were grieving and battered. We had survived a cataclysm of unknown proportions. And then, fools that we were, we tried to return to normal.
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Wisp felt a tide of worry rush over the people in the vegetable field. The concern he felt had an edge of fear to it. He detoured to the field out of curiosity and because he could sense Nick’s presence. It was just after dawn on a drizzly, overcast morning when most of the people at High Meadow were still asleep. He’d been on his way to the cafeteria to catch a quick breakfast before all those quiet minds woke making it too uncomfortable to stay in the building. Barely a week of living here, and he knew he’d gotten too complacent around these amicable people.

He cut through the tidy rows of vegetables, in what had once been a ball field, toward a group of people hunched in the chilly rain. Since it was such a gentle sprinkle, they hadn’t set up the storm sheeting over the crops. Nick, Lottie, Harlan and old man Larson stood around the blackened tangle of vines that had once been a tomato plant. Harlan shook his head. Despite being nearly blind, Harlan was proving to be surprisingly capable. Lottie, head of the Growing Committee, looked like she was ready to cry. Her sense of loss was so strong, Wisp wondered if this could be about more than losing a plant.

“What kind of blight?” Nick asked the group in general. He acknowledged Wisp with a glance, his green eyes clouded with concern. 

“Must be late blight, don’t ya see,” Larson said in a countrified drawl. “Early blight comes first. Be already dead iff’n it were early blight.” 

Wisp looked around for the grandson that always tagged along after the old man, but he might be with the chickens, as that was the main chore for both of them.

“But they were fine yesterday,” Lottie said. A solid woman, she had tanned skin and frizzing gray hair cut short. There were notes of frustration about her that were tangled with helplessness and tainted with fear.

“Naw. They had the start of it. A couple yeller leaves. Spreads on the wind, ya know.”

“No,” Harlan shook his head. “No, it’s in the dirt.” He stamped his foot in emphasis.

“But the wind blows it up,” Larson countered, windmilling his arm in explanation. Harlan gave a shrug of tentative agreement. The two old men seemed sure of the information they were imparting.

Wisp looked down the twenty foot row of staked tomatoes. The first two plants in the row were dead. Their vines black, spotty fruit, the color of muddy water, hung like half-deflated sacks. The next plant had more than a few yellow leaves spattered with black spots.

“What causes it?” Nick asked. He pushed a few stray locks of damp hair off his forehead. 

Wisp sensed a layer of resignation holding back a low lying anger in him. This morning Nick looked unkempt. He needed a shave, and his short brown hair looked like it hadn’t seen a comb in a few days. That was unlike him. There must be more to his sour mood than the dead vegetables.

Larson raised bony shoulders in a plea of ignorance. “Always had blight here abouts. My meemaw used to spray hers with milk.”

Harlan bobbed his head in vigorous agreement. “Right. Mine did, too.”

“But we didn’t have any last year,” Lottie said in a mournful tone.

“First year luck,” Harlan said.

Larson snorted a laugh. “Eh yup, that’s it.”

“What does that mean?” Nick groused. His irritation hit a tipping point, cascading into anger. 

Larson took a step back, watching Nick with a careful eye. Lottie turned an impatient scowl on him.

“First year of a garden is always the best,” Harlan explained. “Bugs and diseases haven’t found it yet.”

“But this isn’t our first year,” Lottie countered. She folded her arms and took a solid stance as if to physically bar the disease.

Larson raised his hands palm up in a sympathetic gesture. “So you a got a couple free years.”

Lottie nudged the first plant with the toe of her shoe. Three rotten tomatoes fell, bursting open to spread dark slime over the ground. “What do we do about it?”

“Rip ‘em out,” Larson said. “Burn ‘em.”

Nick turned to Lottie. “Can you handle that?”

Lottie squared her shoulders and set her jaw. “Of course.” Her frustration bumped up into indignation. “We’ll take them out down to...” She walked along the row to a plant that remained uniformly green. “...about here. Can we plant something else?”

“Nothin’ in the nightshade family. They’re all susceptible.”

Lottie recited all the nightshades she knew, “Tomatoes, potatoes...”

“Peppers, eggplant,” Larson peered up at her with a sly look. “Tobacco, um, husk cherry.”

“We’re not growing any tobacco,” she said with a finality that sounded like the response to a very old argument. “Maybe I can put a couple of pole bean plants in here.”

Feeling a resolution of the agitation, Wisp headed towards the school building, knowing Nick would catch up. He had the feeling that Nick wanted a few last words of reassurance from Lottie. Their hopes for self-sufficiency rested on her success with the crops. 

Wisp looked across the converted school’s campus. He admired the plan of how the sports fields had been reused for food crops. Despite Lottie’s alarm, the rest of the plots seemed untouched by the blight. Shiny green foliage filled bed after bed with lettuces, mustard greens, the red-veined leaves of beets, frilly spikes of carrot greens. Cucumbers and beans clambered up trellises. A damp breeze rattled through shaking drops from leaves and kicking up the scent of wet earth. Despite the arrival of the disease, the fields had a healthy smell.

Nick came up beside him, his pant legs soggy to the knee. They walked side by side past the other vegetable beds. “Neither Larson nor Harlan seemed surprised or worried,” Wisp offered.

“It might be normal, but it’s another problem to deal with. Something we didn’t know about yesterday. And the solution is milk, another thing we can’t get our hands on.”

“You could ask Creamery,” Wisp said. He almost sent a tendril of thought toward the dairy, but it was too far to feel anything useful.

“That’s a long ride for supplies we won’t be consuming,” Nick grumbled. “If they have enough to share. Or want to share.”

Wisp didn’t call Nick on his half-truth. Creamery had been more than willing to barter their cheese when Nick was there. “How badly do you want or need the tomatoes?”

Nick stopped, looking back toward where Lottie was shooing her consultants on their way. “I don’t know. I hope Tillie’s on top of this, because I have no idea how important they are to the food supply. What if we do lose them all?”

“I think the Growers Committee can deal with it,” Wisp said. “If the disease is indigenous to the area, they need to develop methods to counter it.”

“I guess. Do you think Kyle could come up with something?”

Wisp bit back his initial denial realizing he couldn’t say if his brother would be interested in the project or not. Kyle and Ruth were spending most of their time looking at the impact the virus and vaccines had had on human DNA. That might seem like more important work, but protecting the food supply could trump it. “It’s possible he might know how to fabricate a fungicide.”

“I’ll ask him.” Nick’s mood lightened, but he continued to stand in the light rain, staring over the vegetable field. His gaze moved to the road up to Barberry Cove. 

In the wistfulness of Nick’s emotions, Wisp could almost feel the memory forming of the day that the superstorm hit, and they found all the children out on the road. “You are unsettled.” 

“I want to get out of here,” Nick grumbled. “We promised the Barberry Cove kids that we’d look for their parents. It’s been a week and no new information. We got a name for the man we found with the gut wound−Glen. He’s still in a coma. We may never get any information out of him. If he even saw anything. His kids are toddlers, can’t give us anything more.”

“It’s one parent found,” Wisp said. He felt the need to move, also. He’d made a promise to the children. And maybe it was time for him to be back on his own.

“Right,” Nick muttered. “The unconscious father of two kids barely old enough to feed themselves. That’s not making me feel any better.”

“I have no commitments,” Wisp said. “I can leave today.” Saying that gave him an odd touch of disappointment.

“I’ll tell Angus we need to go,” Nick said. A calmness settled over Nick once he made the decision. He started toward the building again.

A spike of fear shrilled across Wisp’s senses. “Trouble.”

“What?” 

The glass doors to the school clanged open as Lily burst through them. From the slight height of the terrace, she scanned the fields before bolting down the three steps towards them. Nick jogged over to meet her, Wisp on his heels.

“Nick, Nick, Nick!” Lily hollered as she ran. “Angus is hurt!”
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In the rush to return to normalcy, people found themselves in jobs they had no aptitude for. Janitors were promoted to executives and file clerks found themselves as managers. It was ludicrous, but we played along with the charade in hopes of finding our way back to the world we wanted. That winter was a time of scrambling and failures. The people who were most capable were struggling to stabilize the systems most needed: utilities, security, food distribution, unseen work that felt like abandonment to the average citizen as grocery stores were looted and neighborhoods burned unabated.
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Nick raced into the building, all thoughts of plants and blight jettisoned. Angus was the beating heart of this settlement. If anything happened to him, it could all unravel. At a time like this, with so many things in flux, they needed his gentle guiding hand. Nick trotted down the hall toward the infirmary where a crowd had started forming. Nick shouldered his way through.

Martin, the head of the Watch, positioned himself in the doorway, stolidly blocking the entrance. Brawny arms folded, a scowl on his weather beaten face, he kept the residents at bay just by staring them down. He gave Nick a tight nod, stepping aside to let him enter.

The curtains were closed around the first bay. Old Dr. Jameson stood with his back to the room, a veiny hand holding the curtain open just enough for him to peek through. His white hair was tousled, and he had a white coat on over pajamas. He turned as Nick approached. “Not life threatening,” he said.

Nick let out the breath he’d been holding. “What happened?”

“Stumbled on the stairs.”

“How bad?”

“Possible break. Ruth is examining him.”

Nick’s anger kicked in again. She was too new here. An interloper. “Why her?” he demanded.

Jameson’s hazel eyes held a sheepishness, tainted with sadness. “I was asleep. She got here first.”

Nick peered into the curtained area. Angus looked a little more disheveled than usual. His shaggy white hair veered in all directions. His face was paler than usual. He held a cold pack on his forehead with another propped against his other elbow. Ruth stood over him with a sonic wand. She looked up, caught Nick’s eye and pointed to Angus’s hip. “Broken,” she mouthed.

Tillie erupted into the infirmary, shoving people out of her path. Her gray eyes, sharp as glass, sought Nick first.

“Broken hip,” Nick said.

Tillie’s eyes widened. Nick knew what she was thinking—the same thing he was. A fall and a break like this could often be a precursor to a quick and irreversible decline. She rushed past Nick, through the curtains. “What have you done, you silly old goat?” The gentle lilt to Tillie’s voice didn’t quite hide her terror. 

When no answer came, Nick joined her at the bedside. Angus opened his eyes looking disoriented making Nick’s heart sink with despair. Tillie took Angus’s hand.

“Angus?” her voice had a tremor in it now.

Nick bit back his curses. They needed Angus at the top of his game. They couldn’t afford to have him muddled or confused. He looked away, watching Ruth putter with the machines. Who could take his place? No one here had the breadth of thought or the depth of insight.

“It was a cat,” Angus grumbled. He shifted on the bed and sucked in a breath. “Ow.”

“A cat?” Tillie looked to Nick. “There aren’t any cats anymore. Are there?”

Nick thought about lying, but knew better. “I haven’t seen any.” He didn’t want to think about that statement. All the cats had died in Year Five, the cat flu.

“I swear it was a cat. I came down the steps to the storm tunnel to meet with Martin. Something he wanted to show me, and I stepped on the damn thing.” He scowled at the people bunched around his bed. “Squealed like a cat,” he insisted. “Shot off down the corridor. It looked like one of those orange tabbies.”

Nick’s fear eased hearing Angus sound more like himself. He wondered if Wisp could sense something as small as a cat. He’d been able to find Harlan’s horses that had gotten trapped down by the river. 

“Did I hear him?” Martin peeked in through the curtain. “Scared the life out of us, Angus.”

“Me, too!” Angus grunted. “What’s the bad news?” he asked scowling at Ruth.

“Bruises, contusions, sprained elbow, minor concussion and a broken hip,” she ran down the damage for them.

“Broken?” Angus looked surprised. “Are you sure? It hurts, but not like a break should.”

Ruth waved the sonic wand at him. “The machines don’t lie.”

“Huh.”

“Bed rest for the next five days. When the swelling comes down, we’ll reevaluate then.”

As Angus began arguing with Ruth and Tillie over his restrictions, Martin signaled to Nick, indicating the far corner of the room.

“He sounds okay,” Nick said as he joined Martin.

“Only fell about five steps. Could have been worse. I want him to have a shadow.”

“No argument from me. What about William?” Nick remembered how desperately Lily’s brother had wanted to join in the fight against the raiders. The boy needed a job to distract him from the torture he’d endured at the hands of Rutledge’s mercenaries.

“Exactly who I was thinking of.” Martin nodded distractedly as if plotting things out in his head. “If I get everybody upstairs, you think Wisp can find that animal?”

“Did you see a cat?”

“I was right inside the door waiting for him. I heard a weird sound before he tumbled. I got over to him by the time he hit the ground. Didn’t see any animal, cause I had all eyes on him.”

“So he really did step on something,” Nick said trying to hide his relief. Angus wouldn’t lie out of embarrassment, which only left a hallucination. And he didn’t want to think what might have Angus hallucinating. 

“I’m afraid it might be a rat. We gotta find it, get rid of it and then figure out how it got in.”

Nick agreed. “I’ll speak to Wisp.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3   

[image: ]





Winter of Year One was a desperate time. The government put all its focus on the disease and possible vaccine. They pulled scientists from every field and institution to work on it. The private sector downsized and reorganized issuing platitudes to their shareholders. The economy teetered precariously. Military personnel were recalled from other countries. The President issued an emergency order allowing the use of them here at home. They were loaned to the National Guard to be used as first responders. And cities burned without enough firefighters, looting became common and mail service collapsed.
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Tillie sat in her office, papers spread across the desk, carefully staring at nothing. She’d been in the back storage lockers doing inventory when William ran in with the news that Angus had fallen. It had taken him precious minutes to find her. Even Nick had preceded her to Angus’s bedside, and he’d been out in the fields. Her hands were still trembling. But Angus would be all right. A break was serious but not life threatening. He was grouchy and demanding and the worst patient on the planet. She sucked in an unsteady breath and blew it out slowly. Angus was fine.

She gazed back down at the papers but couldn’t focus. She and Angus had discussed the protocol should one of them become unable to do their duties, a euphemism for succumbing to the flu. They had never considered a different death, an accident, how ridiculous that would be. But Angus was often preoccupied. He had probably been reading something as he went down the stairs. Not paying proper attention. She wanted to give him a good scolding, but Ruth had given him a sedative to make him rest. She knew that death was around the corner for all of them, but she hadn’t considered what it would feel like to be the one left behind.

“Tillie?”

A soft knock brought her out of her musings. She knew without looking that it would be Wisp. She didn’t doubt that he could sense that she wasn’t mentally present. She went out into the hallway. Wisp, a slight smile warming his face, had a box in his arms.

“More foragings?” she asked. He brought in all sorts of things from the woods. She was always grateful for his gifts of mushrooms, wild onions and nuts.

Without a word he knelt, setting the box gently on the floor. His long white braid slipped over one shoulder. “Angus’s cats.”

“Kittens!” Tillie squeaked. She couldn’t stop herself from reaching for the soft fluff balls. There were three pudgy tabbies and a pure white runt. Two tabbies were gray and black, but the third was orange with a white belly. She stroked a finger through soft fur. “Where’s their mother?”

“Gone. Fox got her, I think, from the bite marks. She came back to the kittens, but she’d been hurt too badly. Dead at least a day. The little ones were wandering. Looking for food.”

“Then we need to give them some food,” Tillie returned her kitten. Wisp picked up the box and followed her into the kitchen. Tillie dug out the scraps from last night’s rabbit stew. If they were hungry enough, they wouldn’t mind the herbs and onions. She tore the meat into shreds and placed them in a dish. “Think they’re old enough for this?”

“I saw small bones in the nest, birds, rodents,” Wisp reported. “The mother ate there, probably sharing.”

Tillie put the dish in the box. All four kittens went to sniff it. “I didn’t think there were any cats left.”

“There are always more feral cats than people realize,” Wisp said. “Their numbers were decimated by the cat flu, but they weren’t completely eradicated.”

“Thank you,” Tillie said. Purring emanated from the box, punctuated by tiny growls as each kitten tried to gobble all the meat.

Wisp bowed his head respectfully, turned on his heel and departed.

She lingered, watching the kittens eat. Then she filled a bowl with water for them, wishing she had a little cream to spare. Her family had always had cats, so she knew they would most likely be climbing out of the box by the end of the day. She needed to get them acclimated to people fast, or they would vanish into the woods as soon as they got loose.

Sara, one of the regular kitchen crew arrived to start work on lunch. “What’ve you got, Tillie?”

“Come see,” Tillie said.

“Aww.” Sara ran a gentle finger down the back of the orange tabby. Then she gave Tillie a worried look. “Four more mouths to feed.”
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We thought we were ready for flu season in Year Three. People stockpiled food preparing to stay put until the disease ran its course. The National Guard deployed to hospitals, and triage centers were set up before a single person fell ill. The general feeling was that we had prepared adequately for the coming disaster. Rumors had been started about the disease losing its virulence. Year One we lost half the people of Zero Year, we foolishly assured ourselves that the death rate would decline again.
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Tillie went onto the front terrace where she could see out over the fields. The setting sun threw a few long bars of light through the thick blanket of clouds. An unseasonably cool breeze raised goose bumps along her arms. A harbinger of winter. She knew they weren’t ready, but if the weather cooperated, they should have plenty of time to bring in enough food to get them through.

The door behind her clanged opened. She recognized his footsteps as he came up beside her. 

“Problem?” Martin asked.

“Where are they?”

“Who?”

“The refugees. We put out the flyers. People should be arriving.” Tillie turned her gaze to the long driveway.

“Just because we invited them doesn’t mean they want to come.”

“Were we too vague?” Tillie asked. They had wrestled with the wording. If they said they had food to share, it would only invite trouble. Couldn’t sound too eager or too friendly. They wanted people to know that High Meadow was a safe place, but they didn’t want to open themselves to attack.

“The men are still posting them. Too soon to know.”

At Angus’s urging, Martin had sent a team of men out, in one of the newly acquired black vans, to post flyers at the closed train stations. They were also to keep eyes out for open stations and extra supplies.

“Any word from Creamery?”

Martin grunted a negative.

“Should we worry?”

Martin huffed out an ambiguous chuckled. “You will always worry, Tillie. Should you worry about the men? Not yet. I’ll let you know.”

“Very well,” she said with resignation. Martin had no answers for her, but he didn’t have any new problems either. She should be content with that.

“Have you named the kittens yet?”

A smile tugged at Tillie’s mouth. She had forgotten what a blessing pets could be, especially babies. The children were delighted by the kittens. They were a lovely distraction while the adults worried themselves over the harder things, like surviving the winter. Several names had come up immediately, and it had almost come to blows over who won. “Pumpkin for the orange one. I suggested Marmalade, but none of the children knew what that was.” Tillie bit her lip, forcing down the ever-hovering grief for her lost world. “Um, then Stripy, Shadow and Snowball.”

“How unique,” Martin mumbled.

“There was quite a brawl,” she said with a chuckle. “I almost called you in for back up.”

“If that’s the worst danger in a day, I’d be happy with it.”

The words struck Tillie silent. Martin hadn’t meant to be cruel, but he had reminded her of how precarious things were in this world. They could be attacked by raiders at any time. A storm could destroy the crops or kill the chickens. Every normal day was a gift, and they shouldn’t look beyond the present. Life was difficult when you forced yourself to drink in short sips, but she didn’t have the luxury of only living for today. She had to plan their winter with no solid numbers. Regardless of her lists and preparations, refugees would arrive when they would. She couldn’t make them come any sooner.

“You’re shivering. Looks like a storm coming in.” 

Martin put a warm hand on her shoulder making her realize how chilled she’d gotten. “We had no warning. I hope that means that it won’t be a bad one.”

Martin raised his eyes to the sullen gray sky. Darker clouds sat on the horizon. “Won’t be here for awhile.”

Tillie heard Harlan calling to the horses in the new pasture. They came when he whistled like obedient dogs. “They must know they need shelter at night,” she said aloud.

“The horses? They’re smart. They know where they’re safe.”

“Chickens and horses and now cats,” Tillie said hoping Martin didn’t hear the longing in her voice. “It’s almost like the world is sorting itself out, finally.”

“Don’t.” Martin said in a harsh voice. 

Tillie turned, finding a dark look on his face, his brown eyes narrow with anger. “What?”

“Don’t fall into that trap. Nothing will ever be normal again. The minute you let your guard down, we’ll all be dead.” He turned abruptly, marching into the building.

She looked back to the sky, seeking a glimpse of the fading light, but it had all gone.
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There was a time of great shifting. The government estimated that we’d lost 40% of the population in Zero Year. In a matter of days, the country’s population had been cut by close to half. People were promoted to replace those lost. Companies downsized. We prepared to go on with what we had, but the losses hadn’t been uniform. Some towns were devastated while others lost only a few. An entire police station went empty while the fire house next door only lost five men. Neighborhoods were empty, or half-populated or full, with no apparent pattern.
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Ted walked down the rows of sleeping children counting heads. Seventeen tonight. They’d picked up two more somewhere along the way. Nixie caught his eye, from the other end of the room. He reluctantly headed over to her. She was going to give him bad news. That was her job. Barely more than a child herself, at fifteen, she was stronger than her slender frame suggested. Long black hair fell in a mass of tangled ringlets down her back. Her brown eyes were sharp and watchful. Ted thought that she would have been considered a beauty, but for the scar that ran down her face from brow to chin. It sliced through her nose and both lips, forcing them askew. It had been a raw new wound when he’d found her abandoned and dying five years ago.

“We need more Stew-goo for tomorrow if we’re staying here,” she whispered.

Ted saw a few small heads move among the blanket-covered lumps. He gestured for Nixie to step out of the room into the hallway. He valued Nixie’s skill at scouting out a safe place for the night. Possibly a church at one point, this building had been used many times by different groups, each leaving their mark on it. They settled the children in the basement, resting on their journey. Ted shut the door to the big common room, joining Nixie in the drafty hallway. A storm rumbled above them. They were safe and dry for the moment.

“I checked the train station. Another one closed,” he reported in a low voice. While Nixie had wrangled the children, Ted had done a quick sweep of the area. No houses or shops still intact for foraging in the vicinity. They had passed near a train station earlier in the day. He counted on them for Stew-goo and Crunch. This was the second one that he found with the entrance barred.

Nixie looked away, but he saw the anger simmering in her eyes. “They want us dead.”

“I don’t know why all the stations are closed,” Ted said, choosing his words with care. “But I don’t think they even know about us.”

“They know we’re out here, and they hate us,” she said with a gesture toward the room where the children slept.

“No. You are the next generation. You are precious.” Ted restrained himself from reaching out to her. Nixie didn’t like to be touched, although sometimes, when she was fearful, she would let him hold her hand. He waited for her anger to abate.

She walked away. He didn’t try to stop her. She had more than physical scars to heal. Toad passed her in the hall. Another lost child, Toad was a puzzle. He came and went as he pleased, often disappearing for days at a time. Sometimes he scouted, and sometimes he foraged, but eventually he always came back. Ted wasn’t sure how old Toad might be, his broad shoulders and height said he might be a man, but his behavior, and lack of a beard, suggested a youth. Although, if he was a biobot, none of that would necessarily hold true. Ted scratched at his own thick beard. Biologically, he was only fifteen years old, yet he’d been designed and awakened as an adult. His brother Tau had very different genes and never needed to shave. Ted wondered if the designers planned it, or maybe it was a side effect of other combinations, like his white hair and pale turquoise eyes.

Toad lumbered over, his worn shoes squelching.

“What have you seen?” Ted asked. Simple questions were a necessity when dealing with the boy. Toad was soaking wet, yet didn’t acknowledge his sodden clothes and dripping hair. Ted wondered if it was the only time that Toad had anything like a bath. He was a bit more feral than most of Ted’s charges. His brown eyes had a wild glint to them, and his long chestnut brown hair  always needed a comb. 

“Road’s clear to the river, but the bridge fell down.” Toad stared down the hall to where Nixie had gone.

“Then we’ll need to find another bridge.”

Toad shrugged, slabs of muscle shifted under his clinging shirt. His eyes tracked in constant scrutiny of his surroundings. 

Ted wondered what dangers he had fled to make him so hyperaware, but that was a puzzle for another day. “Have you heard of any other bridges?” Ted asked.

“Bridges,” Toad repeated. 

At a glance, he was easy to underestimate. His flat face and wary eyes made him look like a simple savage. Ted knew that a lot more went on in his head. He never shared his thoughts, but his actions spoke of a clever mind. Because he spoke in short bursts of information, Ted had never had a chance to determine whether Toad was a sociopath or just burdened with a troubled past. He hoped for the latter, because Toad was taller and stronger and would surely win any physical confrontation with Ted.

“Will you look for another bridge? Or a way across the river?”

“Raining, now.”

“Not now. It’s dark out. In the morning?”

Toad shrugged again, avoiding Ted’s eyes.

“Nixie will give you food,” Ted said, releasing him. Toad trotted down the hallway toward where they’d stored their baggage. It got lighter every day. If they didn’t find an open train station to restock their supplies, they were going to be in trouble.

Ted sighed. This wasn’t what he’d been designed for. Certainly not what he was good at, but someone must take care of the abandoned children. The fact that it had come down to him, a biobot without a keeper, worried him. He didn’t know who took the adults, but children came to him on a regular basis now.

His journey had started years ago, but he hadn’t been gathering the children then. The settlement where he’d been living had been attacked. That time it had been raiders. Ted ran into the woods with a handful of people. They scattered with no plan, escaping by running and hiding. The raiders took the supplies and burned what they couldn’t steal. The next settlement Ted went to, he asked them if they had a plan. They laughed at him. Ted moved on. He didn’t want to be in a situation like that again. He’d been moving northward, trying to find a safe place to live when he finally found Missawaug. 

A village with farms on the periphery, it worked for awhile. He and Nixie had a small cottage with a big garden. But that year the dust storms got worse, and summer was brutally hot. The wells started failing. Missawaug had barely been hanging on when the men with guns came through the village. They took everyone over the age of fifteen, leaving just the young behind. Ted had taken Nixie to hide when he’d seen the guns. He wasn’t trained to fight. After they left, he’d gotten ready to move on. Then the children started arriving. He’d left there with nine. And today, he had seventeen. He knew they needed to find a safe place to winter but doubted any settlement would be willing to take in so many hungry mouths.

Nixie stomped back down the hallway, disturbing him out of his musings. “I gave Toad the last of the Stew-goo.”

“What do we have for tomorrow?” Ted asked, feeling weary from more than just the long day’s walk. This responsibility pressed on him.

“Maybe enough Crunch if we use up the rest of the dried apples.” 

“Good plan. You should sleep.”

Nixie scowled at him. “Toad is all wet. I told him to get dry clothes, but he won’t. He went off somewhere.”

Ted hadn’t figured out the relationship between Nixie and Toad. He didn’t think that Toad was capable of any intimacy, but he might feel territorial. Nixie considered herself in charge of all the children. Ted was pretty sure that Toad was older than Nixie, but that didn’t stop her from giving him orders. Sometimes he listened to her, but he was mostly unpredictable.

The door to the big room opened partway and a small blonde head peeked out. “Unka Ted?”

“Yes, Missy?”

“Is this the Good Place?” she asked. 

“No sweetheart. We’re not there, yet.” It was the same answer Ted gave all the children. Somewhere along the journey the children had become convinced that he was headed for a specific destination. Sadly, he had no idea where he could find a safe place for all of them, and yet he would still strive to find it.

“So we have to walk some more tomorrow?”

“Yes.” They were going to have to do some foraging along the way or the children would go hungry tomorrow night.
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Year One saw another cut in the population. Estimates put it at 20%. A lower death rate, but there were so fewer to deal with it. Like a horrible nightmare returning to haunt us, when summer came, bodies lay in the streets by hospitals and clinics. The very beginning of the diaspora started that year. People packed up their remaining family members and fled. That may have inadvertently increased the spread of the disease.
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Pulling his cart, Ted led the slow march of children down the service road to the water. Toad had told him about a footbridge three miles upriver. Ted couldn’t plan when Toad would be around, but he always gave good information. The steep incline of the road made the two-wheeled cart press hard against his back. The lack of supplies made the cart lighter, but his spirits a good deal heavier.

Since the start of their journey, in the gray of the rain-misted morning, there had been at least two children shadowing them from the woods. As the road cut down through rock toward the water, they would have to come out of hiding. This was how it happened. Lost children drawn by the sound of young voices would follow in the hopes of food and safety. Every night the numbers changed. Some arrived, some wandered off, not happy with the plan of walking for days to find the final Good Place. He couldn’t blame the ones that left, but he did worry about them.

At the bottom of the incline, the road came to a t-stop. At the left corner, a deliberate stack of stones caught his eye. Ted had taught Nixie how to blaze a trail that he could follow with the children. She had become an excellent scout. He turned left. The cart bumped over mud and gravel that had washed down the road over the years. Road maintenance was one of many services abandoned in the decade since the virus was released. 

A few of the boys ran over to the bank to toss stones into the river. Ted bit his lip to keep from crying a warning. If the children had lasted long enough to find him, they were smart enough to not fall into the water.

The river meandered with crumbling factories and young woods alternating along the banks. The service road was overgrown in a few places, but otherwise worked for the cart. Behind him the children followed in an untidy snarl. When he looked back, they grinned at him, their eyes colored like the flowers in the field: orange, purple, gold and red. These were the children of the new world, born after Zero Year and marked by the virus.

“Unka, need a ride!” 

Ted stopped. Three of the smallest hopped into the cart, settling among the bedding, water jugs and meager supplies. “Ready?”

“Hands and feet in!” all three chanted in unison. Their small voices almost like a choir, lifted his spirits and made the burdens lighter.

“Off we go,” he announced, tugging the cart into motion again. An old man, blind and sick, had given him the cart when he could no longer use it. He handed over two frightened boys at the same time. Ted left the old man as comfortable as possible, water and food within arm’s reach, but doubted he’d live more than a day. The cart had been almost magically engineered, followed at a feather’s touch and rarely jostled the cargo. The boys stayed with him for most of a month before they lost interest and sought shelter on their own. He wished them well.

“Unka Ted.” Sootie scampered up to walk along side him, her short legs working hard. Ted wondered where the children got the energy for all their jostling and playing that they did as they walked.

“Yes, dear one?”

“Will we have a good dinner tonight?” Sootie turned her big dark eyes on him.

She asked the same question every day. Ted could usually answer in the affirmative, but tonight he wasn’t sure. They’d finished off the Crunch for breakfast with the last of the dried apples that he’d foraged from an abandoned farm. Lunch had been an odd jumble of the tail ends of the stores. They all needed a good meal tonight.

“I am hoping that we will,” he said.

“But you don’t know.”

“Waiting to see what Nixie turns up.”

“Not Toad?”

“Can’t always know what Toad will do.”

“That’s true, Unka Ted,” Sootie said with sudden seriousness. Her lavender eyes contrasted with her dark skin in a very attractive way. She was a fairly new arrival, joining them about three weeks ago. Her stick-thin limbs said she had been on her own too long. But she kept her hair tidy and herself cleaner than some of the others, telling Ted that she’d had a caring adult in her life recently.

“Toad does what he can,” Ted added. He didn’t want the children to think he didn’t trust Toad. But truthfully, he didn’t understand the boy or what his motivations might be.

Another careful stack of stones by the side of the road caught his attention. “Where’s Willboy?” Ted called out. Many of the children had named themselves, shedding bad memories with the family names they’d left behind. Ted only asked for consistency.

The boy in question scramble up. “Here! Here!”

Ted pointed to the rocks. “What does that tell us?”

Willboy cocked his head. “Two rocks and two rocks means campsite ahead.” He turned a grinning face to Ted.

“Good work.” Ted gave him a nod of approval. “But what else do you see?”

“The weed!” Three little voices called out from the pack that came up to watch.

“What does the weed between the rocks mean?”

“FOOD!” It sounded like every child had called out. Ted was glad they were learning the trail markers, but it was a delight to know that Nixie had found them some dinner.
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The flu of Year Two started with pigs. It hit them hard leaving farms with pens full of carcasses. Farmers died too, and many facilities were abandoned by those unable to deal with the losses, human and otherwise. 
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Nick brought his dinner tray down to the infirmary to eat with Angus, surprised to find Martin and Wisp already there. ”Having a meeting without me?” His voice sounded harsher than he’d intended, but his frustration level was skyrocketing. He wanted to be on the road, gathering information to find the missing people and figure out who was sending out the pressgangs.

“No, Nicky, they are just keeping an old man company,” Angus said with a welcoming air. The usual clutter of papers and tablets covered his bed. A side table held an empty plate and glass. He was glad to see Angus had a good appetite.

Martin had pulled in a table, setting it athwart the foot of the bed. He and Wisp sat there with their dinners. Wisp’s rain-damp hair fell loose down his back like the white mane on a palomino. Nick thought that was a good way to think of the biobot—powerful but useful, graceful, with a touch of the wild. Nick pulled up a chair next to him, forcing a bland smile for Angus. “What’s the latest?”

“On me?” Angus asked. “Looks like more of a crack than a break. Swelling came down faster than expected. Ruth is intrigued. I am delighted if it gets me back to normal any sooner.”

“Good news,” Nick said neutrally. He wasn’t sure if Angus was embroidering the truth. He looked over to Martin. “Any news?”

“Sort of. Got word back that High Meadow and Clarkeston stations are still shut down. White Bluff station doesn’t have the steel grates on the entrance like the other two, but they do have internal security doors. They got access to the food stores, but there’s no access to the cubbies in the storm shelter. Anybody looking for a dry spot can sleep in the lobby, but that’s it. The men brought back a van full of train food. Left some flyers. 

“The ether banks?” Angus asked.

“Disabled.”

Angus absently tapped a finger on the tablet he held. “Don’t like the sound of that. Why would they leave the food but disable communication?”

“Perhaps different people did it,” Wisp offered.

Nick had noticed Wisp spending more time in the building. He hoped that meant the biobot was getting used to all the people because they had gotten used to him pretty fast.

Angus raised a hand, palm up, in uncertainty. “Anything’s possible, isn’t it. And that is the basis of all our problems. We have no definitive data.”

“I can go get some,” Nick grumbled.

“I know you want to get out there Nicky, but we have to be smart about this,” Angus said, nodding his head appeasingly. “Finding the Barberry Cove children’s parents is still at the top of my list, but we have so very little information. Why were they taken? Who did it? Where are they being held?” He huffed out a great sigh. “Until Glenn wakes, or we know a little bit more, I don’t want to waste your talents.”

“And Wisp,” Nick said.

“I’ve got men asking questions,” Martin said. “They’ll be to Haver Falls in a couple days and on to Ashton. We’ll check the whole of the Continental Line.”

“Doesn’t go all the way to the coast anymore,” Nick said.

“How come?” Martin asked.

“Sinkholes. Took out a station west of Tulsa. Deactivated a chunk of the line, couple years back.”

“Took some highway, too,” Wisp added. “Hard to get through the new badlands without going nearly to Canada.”

“Okay,” Martin said. “So we go north or south and keep asking questions.”

“They were southwest,” Wisp said. “Last time I checked.”

Nick knew Wisp wanted answers as badly as he did. “Wisp can track them,” he said pointedly.

“We had this discussion already,” Angus said, his blue eyes pinning Nick. “It’s a long journey with too many unknowns on the other end. Your trip to the vaccine lab could have ended very differently. We started without forethought.” He raised a hand to stall Nick’s protest. “Despite your training with the FBI, we encountered unforeseen complications. I’ve learned my lesson. We need more information before we can make an effective plan.”

Wisp pushed his empty plate away. Nick wondered if he would volunteer to go on his own. His skills for intelligence gathering were superb, and even though Angus wouldn’t use that word, that was what they needed right now.

“My brother is worried,” Wisp said.

“Kyle?” Nick asked. Since he and Ruth had arrived, they had kept to themselves. They were always in the lab or their quarters working. They seemed much more comfortable in the lab than in the public areas of High Meadow. Tillie had even arranged for someone to bring them food, so they could keep working on understanding how the virus and the so-called vaccines were interacting.

“No, another brother, Theta.”

“He’s the linguist?” Angus asked.

“Yes.”

“That’s not a skill that’s a whole lot of help these days,” Martin grumbled.

“He is moving slowly, probably walking. He has been concerned for some time, but I have felt...stronger emotion lately.”

“When’s the last time you visited?” Angus asked.

Wisp looked away. Nick wondered if he looked out to where Theta was or back into his memories. The life of a biobot could not be an easy one. Especially now when most of them were out on their own with no keeper to run interference for them.

“I don’t visit Theta,” Wisp said in a flat voice.

“That doesn’t sound good,” Martin said.

Wisp twitched a shoulder in unspoken disquiet. “I would go to his aid if he needed me.”

Nick thought he phrased it oddly, but it didn’t clarify why he hadn’t visited this brother. Although according to official records, Wisp was dead, so he’d been staying below the radar for the past ten years. Considering what Nick had seen of Wisp’s skills, he knew he could travel anywhere without being noticed.

“How would you know when he needed help?” Martin asked. 

Wisp tapped his temple. “I feel him. If his concern gets worse, I will go look for him.”

Angus blinked at that, but Martin looked away. Nick knew they were all feeling the same thing. Wisp wasn’t one of them. He may be here and be helping them, but he had not put himself under Angus’s purview. If he left, would he come back? Was this Wisp’s way of reminding them that he had no master, even one as benign as Angus? Nick wondered what he felt from them right now. Angus looked affronted, but Martin looked angry. His own feelings were somewhere in the middle. He wanted Wisp to stay.

After a long minute of stunned silence, Angus spoke in a casual tone that belied the stir of emotions in the room. “Would you bring him here?”

Wisp tipped his head in thought. “I don’t know what Theta needs. If he needed a place like this, I would bring him here.”

That made Nick more uneasy. What could a linguist need? A library? He saw his concerns echoed in Martin’s scowl. 

“And if he didn’t?” Angus probed.
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