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TRAVELLING THE WASTELAND doesn’t care how you arrive in it. It strips you down in the same way regardless — heat first, then thirst, then the slow unthreading of memory. Names go early. After that, reasons. By the fourth night, a man stops pretending he’s travelling through anything. He’s being absorbed. Footstep by footstep, the land works him down into grit and salt and bone.

I’d been out longer than I should’ve been. Long enough that my shadow had started to look like someone else’s problem. Long enough that I no longer measured time in hours or days, but in how often I swallowed and how little came back out. The sleigh I’d put together out of scraps, dragged behind me with the sound of a dying animal. Timber runners. Wire lashings. A bad idea made worse by persistence. Every rational thought said to cut it loose, take what I could carry, and keep moving. I didn’t. There were things on that sleigh I would not abandon. Not because they were useful — most of them weren’t — but because they proved I hadn’t always been this man. Tools. Papers that meant nothing anymore. Keepsakes whose only remaining value was weight. And wrapped deep at the centre, padded like a wound you refuse to look at, something fragile enough to demand protection.

Behind me, my new companion, who’d said his name was Timothy, erased our passing. Timothy asked me my name once. No one had asked me that in my living memory, so I had no answer. But he moved with the patience of someone who didn’t believe in luck. Each step landed soft. Each heel scuffed backward, smoothing the sand, dissolving our existence as neatly as a tide of flowing water. If anyone came looking, they would find nothing but weather that had added nothing to the landscape for eons.

I had one mission. Accompany Timothy back to his camp. Fix his clan’s generators. Look for trade. Then get out. I had things with me I thought might fetch a good price. But keep as much as I can. 
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