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- Episode 1 -

 

Rossi’s moccasins thumped on the wood of the steps as she hurtled into the yard. More shouts came down the road from the west, “Incoming! Incoming!”

Her dad already had the shotgun in one hand and was tossing caltrops outside the fence with the other. Rossi dashed to the barn and grabbed a bundle of long spears with barbed heads, one of which she handed off to her mom. She could hear the workers behind them, running through the fields from the barracks, and she dropped the bundle of spears where they could grab them before following her mom to the fence.

“Can ya’ see it yet, Tess?” her dad said as he checked the handmade shells in his pocket with a worried look. 

Her mom stood up on the middle fence rail and shaded her eyes, looking down the road towards the shouts and sounds of shrieky snarling.

“Ease-us, Rome,” she hissed, stepping back off the fence, “It’s a man this time.”

Rossi gaped, her blood freezing. A man? she thought, Animals are bad enough! She couldn’t think straight for a second. They’d known it was inevitable. Hell, the plan was meant for humans, but…but to watch a man burn, even one of the tainted from Downtown…

Armed with spears, the workers rushed around her. They lined up along the fence, and the women, old men and boys kept their spears trained toward the west while the stronger men climbed or vaulted over to lift the spiked barricades off the fence into the middle of the road. Everything was angled to make it easiest to go one way: towards the shamans’ land.

It came in fits and starts, chased by the workers from Waterwheel Farm and Winndixie Farm down the road. It would run for a bit, then turn and shriek with rage, charging at someone. Rossi’s mom whimpered when Dan Charles shot it in the face. It yelped, head whipping back, and black goo splattered from its eyes. 

It ran again, but Rossi watched its movements. It didn’t stagger in pain, it just ran away, shocked, bleeding black slime, but not hurting.

It was running blind now. It's clothes were nasty, torn and frayed. Its feet were bare on the gravel road and looked like it had run through tar, but Rossi realized this too was its own black blood.

It came closer, and her dad leveled the shotgun as the two women raised their spears. The teeth in its grimace were rimmed in black. It swiped at its eyes with gray hands, but although the flow of black blood seemed to have slowed, it couldn’t clear its injured face.

“It’s coming right at us,” Rossi hissed.

“It’ll turn when it steps on those caltrops,” her dad said.

“It’s not gonna give a damn about caltrops!” She pushed herself up on the fence. “I can draw it off.”

“Rossi—!” Her mom reached, but she was already over the fence. Darting across the road, she ran a few yards up the shamans’ driveway, then turned just enough to look back, both aiming her spear and winding herself up for one of her sprints.

“Hey!” she barked over the other families cursing and shouting that she was crazy. “Hey ugly! Where d’ya think you’re going?”

The tainted man stopped a few yards from her parents. One black-rimmed eye opened and swiveled around to see Rossi.

“hhuurrrrr Who y’callin’ ugly, beet-head?” He bent into a crouch, somewhere between a runner and an animal ready to pounce. “Somebody musta thought yer head was a barn. Too bad they didn’t just stick the paint bucket over yer FACE!” The tainted man charged.

Rossi threw her spear, aiming and focusing her magical energy on his hips. She hit her target, then took off up the shamans’ driveway as the tainted man staggered and bellowed with rage

She paid attention to her legs and breathing. But she heard behind her the crack of a spear handle breaking.

Looking behind would only slow her down. She could hear his snarls and curses. He was already closer than she’d like.

Clearing the top of the hill, she saw Doc, already outside pedaling the cannon in its rig. Cali was just ahead of him spinning her bolas, but also with the man-catcher strapped to her back. They were yelling, Rossi assumed more gibberish about how crazy she was right now, or maybe egging her to run faster. She couldn’t tell for the blood pumping in her ears.

Rossi veered off the driveway, keeping her eyes on the ground around her. She had to find one of the snares or pits. There. It was awkward as she had to slow her momentum to time her steps so she just missed the wire loop. She stumbled, and she heard the tainted cackling behind her, but not in arm’s reach yet.

Seconds later, she heard the metallic zip of the trap and confused grunt of the tainted having his foot jerked out from under him. Rossi half-dived, half-fell, and the instant she was out of the way, Cali’s bolas whirled past. 

The tainted man roared, “Fuuuuck! You godsdamned, motherfucking cunts! Rrhaaaa!”

Rossi rolled out of the path of Doc’s cannon and scrambled up on hands and knees. Looking back, the tainted was standing, despite the gore all over his pants from where Rossi speared him. His arms were bound by the bolas. 

Workers and neighbors were catching up while Cali tried to get him in the ring of the man-catcher. The tainted was dodging, hopping on one leg with the snare pulled tight, trying to muscle out of the bolas to get at Cali, Rossi, anyone. He had both eyes open now, healed, and was whipping his head around, his matted hair flying. 

Once the tainted caught sight of Doc’s huge contraption, the inner bore glowing multiple colors of chemical fire and a barbed spike pointed at him, he tried to kick off the snare, or run the other way, but faced a wall of spears. The man-catcher snapped around his shoulders, several people now helping Cali hold him still, and he howled wordlessly.

A laser sight on the cannon lit a small red circle on the tainted man’s gut. Doc fired.

Rossi had forgotten to cover her ears for the blast, but far worse, she forgot to look away. The vision of the harpoon on the front of the shot piercing through his chest out his back was now permanently lodged in her memory. Rossi’s dad ran up to her, her mom close behind, and hugged her. She tucked her head to his chest, but couldn’t quite block the sounds of the man burning.

It only took about a minute. The fiery concoction Doc had made would kill tainted things as humanely as possible, which meant quickly, but also kill them completely. The man’s screams stopped as soon as he no longer had something to scream with, but Rossi was shaken to the core. A living being, animal or man, shouldn’t make noises like that.

Finally, she opened her eyes and looked around. She wasn’t the only one who’d looked away, but some had watched, frowns etched in their faces. 

He was smoldering now—she couldn’t bring herself to think of him as “it” anymore, even if all he’d said to her was a childish insult—the air choked with the fetor of discharged chemicals and charred flesh.

Doc pushed up his goggles, his voice low and dark, “Glad I didn’t put off making a new shot.”

“I hate to say it, love,” Cali crossed her arms, “you need to start making several at a time.”

He sighed. “More materials.”

Bob Luce growled, “Two Shadow-tainted in one month, and this one human. We’ve gotta call a moot. Tonight.”

Several of the others were nodding, but Rossi caught Doc and Cali exchanging tense, wide-eyed looks. 

As she tried to read them, Rossi’s dad turned to one of the younger boys. “Foster, you tell Jerry. We’ll get the message tree going.”

Foster took off running as they all shook hands or hugged. With a few calls of, “See you at the moot,” most turned back to their farms to prepare while a few headed toward the center of New Village, veering off to reach the neighboring farms they were assigned to notify. 

Looking over her shoulder, Rossi noticed Cali waved Doc on his way, but instead of going for the house, she slipped away into the shade of the barn.
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Rossi could feel the adrenaline crash as she bound up her camping bedroll. She glanced around her room for the third time, making sure she had what she wanted for an overnight in village center, maybe two if the moot ran long. That was likely, with the tainted menacing New Village more and more, trickling in from Downtown with no explanation of why or how they got like that. The villagers always had too many questions, and the answers were always just speculation. All her life, every monthly moot where “zombies” came up left everyone unsatisfied.

She glanced out the window. Most days she didn't look, partly because it was always there, but moreso that she didn't like to think about Downtown on a daily basis. She'd been able to see it since she got old enough to be allowed her own partitioned room, on the second floor facing west. Maybe twenty miles away, past the fields and the edge of the woods, beyond the towers of the power station, was a permanent fog bank. There were a few huge trees sticking out of the canopy, though their sparse branches were weirdly twisted, but most trees got lost in the haze. She had been told there were two or three tall buildings Downtown, but she'd never seen them, even on days when the rest of the world out her window was pristine azure skies. Every sunset from New Village had a blemish of low cloud that was Downtown.

Rossi shook herself, pulling her eyes from the eerie landscape and focusing on the day ahead of her.

At least she didn’t need to pack much for overnighting at the moot. A huge potluck would be brought, with the inn and store as backup if anything ran low. Rossi’s mom and the house workers were clattering around in the kitchen, throwing casseroles together out of whatever they’d been prepping for the farm’s supper, early squash, smoked sausage, goat cheese, and bread stuffing. Besides a toothbrush, there was nothing Rossi technically needed. Most people wouldn’t be bothering with a change of clothes, not for an emergency moot.

However, there were other things she had in mind. Everyone coming to the moot at village center also meant there’d be trading. Marketeering was normally just another job for Rossi, but she had something she’d been putting off. 

Ultimately, the project she had planned would take a while. But this morning, things had spiraled out of control. Time and life suddenly felt scarce. It wasn’t that she could’ve died, but having felt the breath of death on the back of her neck got her thinking, obsessing even. Her mom and dad had been here for the attack, but they were still healthy and spry. She paused in her shuffle around her room as Austin’s face flooded her mind again, lined and wise. Fences, traps and cannons couldn’t stop what was coming for him.

Slinging her bicycle saddlebags over her shoulder, she patted the front pocket of her overalls. Her little market logbook was there, an inch-thick block of kudzu paper and deer leather that logged a large portion of people’s livelihoods, including her own. Second, she patted her back pocket. That held her journal, thinner but longer, barely fitting even the large pocket. She had a pack of handmade crayons and charcoal sticks in yet another pocket. 

Heading downstairs, she got a glimpse of her mom comparing her kitchen-supervisory notes with the farm’s textiles supervisor Jeannine and nutritional coordinator Althea. As they talked, several house workers were strapping ceramic casserole dishes, wrapped in cheese cloths, into jute carrying nets. 

Rossi didn’t want to interrupt their planning. Pushing through the screen door, Rossi’s dad was outside, oiling the wheels of the hand cart. 

He was talking to Jim, sub-foreman to her dad’s position as agriculture and livestock foreman, “You know the drill, send everybody to the moot soon as the animals are tended to. Got a feelin’ this’ll be a long moot, so set things up to wait on us a couple days. I’ll ask this evenin’ if anybody wants to pick a proxy and come back. I’m assuming your lovely wife is handling your vote? Or did you want me to?”

“Hmph, you know my mind about Downtown well as she does. But nah, don’t worry about it, Rome. She’s already got my proxy.”

Rome nodded, “Should be plenty food the larder, but Althea said don’t hesitate to hit the root cellar if the pigs get hangry.” He stuck a thumb over his shoulder toward the old farm house as some house workers, Mary, Donna and Henry, came out with preserves and bread. They placed these in the cart, then shouldered packs of their own overnight gear and headed for the gate.

Jim shook his head. “Never like moots, ‘specially this time a’ year. Frost don’t wait two more days.”

Rome stood and dusted off his knees. “You say that every time of year. The frost is a good month or more away. We’ll catch up.” Returning the oil can to the shelves under the porch, he added, “If we don’t do something about the tainted soon, the frost may not worry us much longer.”

Jim rubbed his neck. “True.”

The conversation hung heavy with what wasn’t being said. Rossi tried to ignore it as she attached the saddlebags to her bicycle. When she looked up again, both men were looking out over the swath of fields they all called home.

“H-hey dad,” Rossi tried to clear the hitch in her throat. Her father’s face brightened as he turned to her. “I’m gonna grab some trade stuff and go on ahead.”

His face pinched again. Rossi thought back to an hour ago, crossing the road from the shamans’ driveway. Her parents had clung to her, awkwardly silent. She wanted to explain why she’d run out in front of the tainted, but she didn’t have a logical explanation. She’d just known the man wasn’t going to turn without some motivation.

But she had upset her parents. There was nothing to be done about it now, but her dad’s face spoke volumes. Despite being twenty, and having been raised by the whole village for fifteen of those years, Rossi was still Rome’s little girl.

But he seemed to take a mental step back, sucking in a breath. “Fine. We’ll be right behind you,” he said in a tone that was too deep and gruff. “Be careful,” he added, and this too was telling. Rossi went to New Village center at least once a week, often alone, and normally he wouldn’t bat an eyelash.

She suddenly dropped her bike and hugged him. “See you there. I love you!”

“I love you too, red-bird.” 

He had been calling her “red-bird” ever since she’d bought some henna off of a trader, finding it to be a particularly vivid shade for hair dye. She liked “red-bird” better than “blueberry,” which had resulted from the black dye she bought the previous year to replace her lemon-and-sun-bleached experiment. The black had faded to an odd indigo, and she’d cropped her hair short when the roots grew out enough. It wasn’t the first time she’d had what the older folks called a pixie cut.

Picking up her bike, she stood on the pedals and rolled to the barn, the rope tires bumping over the wagon ruts. She pulled out everything she’d either gotten from traders or goods she and the other workers at the farm had fashioned in their spare time
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