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- Episode 15 -

 

 

 

 

Rossi stumbled with the extra weight of her packs, but looking over her shoulder, saw Jerry dodge the roundhouse easily. But Jerry was surprised as Baron barreled in with a punch to Halberd’s face. The sturdy farmhand only staggered back a foot before whirling on the two of them in a rage.

Rossi froze, her mind floundering as she watched their organized expedition from their peaceful village descend into chaos.

Stina was next to enter the fight. Whereas Baron was using brute strength to punch, Stina bounced around the outside, trying to jab nerve centers at the back of Halberd’s head or knees. Jerry was actually trying to get his body in between Baron and Halberd. Halberd was having none of it. Although he was ignoring Stina for the most part—he wouldn’t have been able to reach her if he had turned on her as she kept darting away—he was swinging and kicking fast and hard.

Fiona was hovering near the fight. Rossi thought she must be like her, at a loss, looking for something she could do, something that would bring everybody to their senses, even if it was just a bucket of water to throw on them. She saw Bianca was running up the road now, her hand locked around Doc’s wrist.

Corvin circled the fight for a moment, then tried to dive in. However, he wasn’t going for a hit but tried to get his arm around Baron’s shoulders and pull him back. This only earned Corvin a punch in the face from Halberd and a hopefully accidental elbow in the gut from Baron.

Halberd stopped punching and tried to lunge his whole body into Baron and knock him down. At the same time, Jerry tried to grab Halberd by the arm and pull him back. Scrambling, Halberd snatched at one of Baron’s packs. There was a horrible ripping noise.

Wax paper bags burst out of Baron’s pack like they’d been blown by a blast of wind. Rossi realized that Baron had taken all of the dried “MRE” packs and stuffed them as tight as he could in one bag. There was so much pressure on the fabric that the seam burst when Jerry and Halberd’s combined force yanked on it. MRE bags scattered everywhere.

Fiona sprung into action, darting around picking up the MRE packs. Problem was, half of them were under the feet of the fighting men, and more were falling out of Baron’s bag as they went. Fiona jumped in and grabbed them as she could, stuffing them under her arm and pinning the stack of them to her chest, but she was having trouble finding an opening while not dropping them again. She also nearly got stepped on or kicked by Stina a few times, who yelled at her.

Corvin changed tack, throwing both arms around Stina’s middle and lifting her bodily away from the struggle. She immediately screamed and kicked.

Corvin barked in her ear, “Check your six!”

Rossi followed this direction too. Workers had dropped their tools and were headed this way. She shouted, “Baron! Stop! Jerry! Run! Everybody run now!” 

Fiona didn't even look around, just nodded and, clutching the last of the packs she was able to grab, took off after Bianca and Doc. Corvin and Stina were running now, although Stina was shouting at Baron over her shoulder.

Baron looked around at all the shouting, and this left an opening for Jerry to bring his elbow down on Halberd right in the back of the head, finally knocking him to the ground. He and Baron still had a grip on each other and Baron went down on one knee with the force.

Baron started to get up to run, but Rossi shouted, pointing, “Baron! Your pack! Close that hole!”

He looked, first over his shoulder and then under his arm, and finally at the food packs spilled all over the ground. He cursed. He then tried to grab a few of the trampled packs.

Jerry bellowed, “Leave it, boy! Run! Go, Rossi!”

She didn’t need Jerry’s command. She was already coiling herself into a sprint. With a burst of energy, she passed Stina. She was catching up to Corvin before she remembered that she had a lot farther to run, and she’d better not wear herself out. She was panicking. Everything had gone so wrong.
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They must have run for another half-mile. Rossi’s packs were bouncing against her, and she could feel where something solid inside had shifted and one corner of it was banging against her lower back with every step. It was just going to have to be like that for the rest of the day because there was no stopping to reorganize her pack.

They were well past the last of the farms and surrounded by trees when they all slowed to catch their breath. Jerry didn’t call a halt and kept walking, but then no one asked to stop either. Everyone understood that they’d lost more than just a portion of their food. There was no running back home for more supplies now, and if the villagers really wanted to, they might even catch up and try to stop them with an organized force.

Heck, Jerry’s already at risk of losing his position. If Halberd calls for it, he or Baron could be shunned for beating him up, or worse. She wasn’t sure Halberd could drum up a popular vote since he was the one who threw the first punch, but she had to admit, she wouldn’t be surprised. Hurt, insulted, embarrassed at her people’s behavior, but not surprised.

Ahead of her, Jerry had taken out a small pot of salve that he gingerly applied to his eyes, nose, neck and arms. He handed the salve off to Corvin, who also had a black eye forming. Baron, who had been lingering at the back of the group, jogged forward seeing this. However, Jerry shot him one look over his shoulder and Baron stopped, his shoulders slumping from their usual square to cartoonishly round.

He backed off and instead unslung his pack from under his arm, looking at the gaping hole.

Rossi went over, shifting her own packs and feeling the pockets. “I have a needle and thread here somewhere—”

Baron hissed through his teeth, “I can fix it myself,” turning his bag away as if she had been about to take it from him.

She gaped. “Okay? Just trying to help.”

“Yeah, well you suck at helping. You know I only stepped in because he pushed you. You’re the one who got him riled up.”

“Me? He was trying to stop all of us!”

“He’s right,” Stina stepped in between them. “You should have let Jerry handle it. That’s his job.”

Rossi stopped walking and stared. She was used to Stina’s sniping at her for every little thing, but this truly stung. 

Is that true? Did me attempting to convince Halberd actually push him over the edge?

She looked forward to where Jerry was still walking. He didn’t look behind, but he had his ear turned their way. He’d heard, and he turned his head away again, not contesting Stina and Baron’s claim. 

Rossi started walking again, but slower now. Fiona settled into pace beside her, still rearranging her packs while walking to try and stuff the MREs in various pockets. However, her strides were perfectly in line with Rossi’s, so she could tell she was listening if any best-friending was needed.

“Did you see this coming?” Rossi started, then immediately corrected, “Sorry, nevermind, don’t answer that. I know if you had, you would have said something.”

“Well,” Fiona muttered, shuffling MRE packs, “my spirits have been jittery, probably from Bianca, but Halberd was feeling pretty loud. I knew he was freaked out about the tainted. He had a lot of images of them in his mind doing scary things. I think maybe he wanted to attack something, even if it was just the poor, innocent fence. But then I don’t usually foresee why people do one thing over another, just there could be something if they act on how they feel.” She finally looked up at Rossi with a pout. “He didn’t feel any better when you told him he was really wrong.”

There was little to do now except walk. Rossi could feel the energy in the group, aware of being compelled out of the village to whatever awaited them Downtown. Jerry’s strides were not casual, not the easy walk for a day’s hunting or trading with the power station. They were on the march, not conserving energy. Even if that cost them fatigue later, the fight meant they didn’t have much choice.

The group spread out a bit, Jerry and Corvin at the front with Doc and Bianca not far behind them, Baron and Stina drifting to the back. However, Fiona didn’t stay beside Rossi. She kept wandering into the trees and back, following a butterfly or spotting edible mushrooms in the underbrush.

It was just normal Fiona behavior, but it left Rossi very aware of having no one to talk with. Corvin, who was too far away to start a conversation, attracted her attention a few times, but he wasn’t turning his head back to the others or speak to Jerry. Instead, he was gazing off into the trees, at peace now they were in the woods. He didn’t seem to notice her watching. 

She was also aware of the conversation behind her, if you could call Stina’s constant stream of comments to Baron a conversation. She tried to stare off into the trees and not listen, but Stina’s voice tended to carry. Every so often Rossi would hear her own name or Fiona or Bianca.

To try and calm her nerves, maybe get into that zen Corvin seemed to just step into, and distract herself from Stina, Rossi played with a little cantrip. One at a time, she folded her fingers down and tapped the top of them with her other hand, from first finger to littlest, first on one hand and then the other and back. As she did so, she hummed the Morning Song when tapping her left hand and counted odd numbers to thirteen when tapping her right. Gradually, she became more aware of her body, her heart rate too fast, her breathing, the tightness between her shoulders. 

As she hummed and counted and tapped on her fingers, she reached out with the non-physical part of herself to the trees, the earth, sensed the influence of the moon and sun. She let the lids of her eyes droop, and she let herself be aware of the auras of the rest of the party. Everyone was tense. She recognized Fiona was doing much the same thing she was, only Fiona chose to touch or acknowledge every single thing. And all fed energy to her, to Rossi, to Corvin, to anyone who was seeking that.

And then there was Bianca, her aura cool and dark and somehow heavy like a stone in the flow around her. Rossi lifted her eyelids and looked at Bianca again. It was like seeing two entirely different things, the tainted creature and the living girl. The idea nagged at her brain, and she gradually left off her finger-tapping and energy-pulling.

Rossi found herself watching Bianca and had to make herself stop staring. It wasn’t the pallor of her skin, the way she occasionally would flick her left hand like she wasn’t even aware of it, or even the way she walked, which struck Rossi as “artless” or “masculine”. No, what kept drawing her eye was the way Bianca interacted with Doc. He was scribbling in a notebook most of the time, staring into the sky, or biting the end of his graphite stick. Bianca would tap his arm, and he would look down at her with the warmest of smiles, and they would talk softly for a moment before he went back to scribbling.

She remembered Cali saying one time that the shamans probably would never have kids. There were enough babies in the village, some of whom they had taken quite a lot of time treating. Cali joked she didn’t have any more interest in having a baby than a barn cat, and they already had a few of those. Doc would chuckle and say something about having no time for that kind of thing anyway.

Rossi grinned to herself. The way he and Bianca looked at each other, it was clear to Rossi they were already a family more tightly bound than blood. Rossi had always thought herself and Fiona to be close with the shamans, but she couldn’t remember Doc looking at either of them like that.

“Oh. My. God and Goddess. Would you stoppit, Fiona?”

Rossi flinched and turned around. “What’s wrong, Stina?” she said calmly.

“I swear sometimes she needs a leash. We are on a mission, not going on a Sunday picnic! First off, it’s annoying. Second, all that rustling around in the brush after flowers or worms or whatever the freak she’s doing is going to attract predators.”

“I don’t think there’s much to worry about there. Your voice should scare them away again.” Rossi smiled, but then pursed her lips and turned her eyes up to one side. “Although, if there were any humans out there tracking us, they’d know exactly where we are—from a mile away. So it is kind of a trade off.”

Stina glared hard. “I was not talking that loud!”

“Um,” Baron winced, “actually, maybe you should keep it down a little, babe.”

She shot him a look like red-hot iron, but he smiled and shrugged sheepishly.

Stina whirled back on Rossi. “We’re not even a mile out of the village, and you’re already a liability. You did trigger that fight. And I can tell you exactly why.”

“Enlighten me.” Rossi sighed, knowing Stina was going to beat this horse for a while regardless.

“You wanted to be leader. You thought you were gonna be leader from the beginning of all this.”

Rossi stiffened, then made herself relax. "Okay, whatever, maybe a little. Or I thought Doc would be. But,” she held up one finger, “who leads is not important to me, unlike some people. Nothing is as important as the fact that we get there and do this."

"You’re ridiculous, calling for a vote!” Stina said, completely glossing over Rossi’s defense. “You know you could never beat Jerry. Even Fiona would only vote for you to be nice."

"We didn’t actually—"

"You can't run a tactical mission like one of your stupid plays. This is serious."

"Maybe if you took theater more seriously, you'd be a better actress."

Stina jerked back like she'd been slapped, her eyes widening and her jaw, and fists, clenching. 

A part of Rossi's brain watched this with fascination. She knew Stina hated acting because she was so bad people tended to laugh even in her dramatic scenes. That laughter must have hit Stina harder than Rossi thought.

"You shouldn't even be here. You don't know anything that could help with this mission. You're dead weight!"

"I do stuff other than the arts, like at the market, remember? Even Braeburn asks for me instead of Austin when he wants a good trade for his mom's ale."

"Oh yeah, cause the zombies are gonna need some ale. What could we trade them for? Maybe some nice human bones, and you can make us all necklaces out of teeth. Oh no wait, wait—" Stina cackled, "It's gonna cost them an arm and a leg! Right, Bianca?"

Bianca had already been cringing at the increasing volume of Stina's voice. Now, she shrank away, eyes wide and brow furrowed. Jerry caught this movement and looked over his shoulder at the others, frowning.

Rossi felt her ears burning like they were as red as her hair. After one more second of Stina's cackling, she strode toward the front to Jerry. Stina's cackling ceased, and her footsteps were right behind her.

"Jerry, I have an idea, if you don't mind."

"Shoot. Rarely hear a bad idea from you."

Stina snorted, but Rossi ignored her. "Let me carry more of the supplies, make myself useful. I'll take Corvin and Stina's packs when they scout ahead so they can travel lighter."

Jerry's smile spread. "I think you could handle that, sure. Stina, why don't you hand off your things and go ahead and move forward of us?"

Stina's eyes were narrowed as she slung a few packs off her shoulders, leaving only a belt of smaller pouches. She pointed a finger in Rossi's face, "If you mess with my stuff for a prank—"

"You know I don't do things like that."

Shoving the packs at Rossi, Stina snarled, "Finally, you're useful for something, mule," then shouldered past her.

Jerry added, “That is a lot of packs though. How about we have Bianca take Corvin’s packs? You can handle more weight, right girlie?”

“Kay.”

Corvin caught Rossi’s eye as he stepped off the road on the opposite side from Stina. He gave a little smile and a wave. She returned the wave. It was so cute she couldn’t help having a big grin across her face.

Rossi looked up again as Bianca was coming her way.

“Doc told me to come talk to you guys,” Bianca explained.

“Cool! Welcome!” Fiona replied brightly, throwing her arms in the air, then bouncing off again.

“Um…thanks?”

Smiling, Rossi tilted her head in Doc’s direction. “What’s he working on up there? Looks pretty intense.”

“Water stuff mostly, how to clean the canal water or collect rain. I told him it doesn’t rain as often Downtown as it does in the village, but he said that was strange. And then he said we should plan for it anyway. I already told him what I know, so he sent me to ‘hang out with the ladies’.” She ran her fingers through her hair, looking at the ground off to the side. “I mean, you guys aren’t bad or anything. Not that I didn’t want to.”

“I get it, don’t worry. You don’t know us.” Rossi nodded. “And hey, the two of us are a little weird, right?”

“Weird’s okay.”

Rossi grabbed Fiona as she flitted close to them again. "Hey, do take care, huh? Don't want you trying to pet a copperhead again, okay?"

Fiona lolled her head back, "I know, I know, sneks are skeerd of hoomins," before sauntering off to the side of the road again. “Imma go find some mushrooms and green onions to go with supper! Miss B can come with me if wants to she.” 

Bianca rubbed her bad arm, watching Fiona from the corner of her wide eyes. “Why is she talking to me like that?”

“Sometimes she rearranges her words to rhyme better.”

“No. I mean, I got that. I meant like...like I'm her friend.”

“Ah. She talks to everybody like that. Literally. She talks to trees like that.”

Bianca blinked. “Oh.”

“So," Rossi bobbed her head awkwardly, "you mentioned you didn't remember playing together as kids. I wanted to say it's okay. I'm strange that I have a vivid visual memory. I could paint you a picture of last year's apples." She rolled her eyes. "Not that anybody could tell if it was right, but anyway. I'm particularly good with faces. That's the only reason I remember you."

After a moment, Bianca said, "That's cool." 

"Sorry, I'm rambling." Rossi chuckled. "That fight with my neighbor...it ah...I don't like when people get upset. It makes me upset, and then I say things in kind of an intense way, and they get more upset...I'm just nervous. Feel free to interrupt me, or, y'know, remind me to take a breath."

Fiona popped back to Rossi's side and whispered loudly, "Take a breath!" then flitted away again.

Bianca nodded slowly as she watched Fiona bounding around. "I, um, remember a little of my mom and dad, but there's a lotta bad stuff in here that gets in the way, y'know." She tapped her temple.

Rossi raised her hands. "I completely understand that. It had to be insane growing up in Downtown."

"Sometimes. A lot of what I remember gets muddled together. I don't remember which things happened first or after. There's when I was little with mom and dad, when I was with the kids, and then I got tainted. Those’re the only, like, time-frames I know. I don't even remember how old I am. That was something Doc asked me when he realized I've lived longer than I look like."

"Oh, you’re the same age as me! I was twenty this summer by my mom's count."

Bianca stared forward. "Twenty years. That sounds like a long time. It's weird though."

"How so?"

"Like, I feel old. Worn-out kinda old, or not worn out like old shoes but...Tired like you've been carrying something heavy for a long time and you want to put it down, but you can't."

"Oooh," Rossi said softly, "I could see that." In fact, she could feel it in her chest. It was that same feeling whenever she thought about Downtown, always looming so close to home—only from what Bianca said, this was that feeling all the time, in the moment.

Bianca continued, "But that's not a twenty-years-old feeling…Not...well...I don't feel like a grown-up. That's what the kids used to call them." She tipped her chin up toward Doc and Jerry walking in front.

"Really? I've never felt that different from older people. Well, elders like my market mentor Austin, people who've lived longer than Jerry and remember before New Village was founded, before the Winn-Dixie and Waffle House were torn down. They're a little different in the way they think about things, the way they work with the shamans."

Bianca shook her head. "Being a grown-up is different from that. It's not just knowing things that came before, it's more knowing how to do things or having people treat you different."

"Okay, so compared to little kids that’re still learning how to plant seeds or hold a knife right?"

"Kinda, but the kids I lived with wouldn't let the younger kids do certain things, because only the mom and dad were supposed to know how. Stuff like, taking care of us when we got hurt, or figuring out how much food we had and going to get more.” 

"Huh, that's weird. Why would you not know how to take care of your own wounds? Every kid is taught that as soon as possible!"

"That's the thing. The parent kids said they were supposed to be the ones taking care of us, like we needed them or we'd just die." Bianca held out a hand. “So like, when I say bad words, Cali and Doc get all surprised and then laugh like it's cute or something.” Bianca wrinkled her nose. “The parent kids said we weren't allowed to cuss, and they were. That and they got nice things because they were the oldest, having their own room for just the two of them and staying up later. If we found a bottle of alcohol, they were the only ones allowed to have any. I don't know why they even wanted it. Mostly it was gross."

"Wow. That is...bizarre. If you don't teach kids things, they'll be helpless when they're older. That's just common sense!"

Bianca shrugged, "I always












































OPS/images/pexels-amfstacks-12291411CROPahead.jpeg





OPS/images/dinkus-eight-serge-taeymans.jpeg
e





OPS/images/clement-remond-oJwVbXx3tqA-unsplashGRAY.jpeg





OPS/images/chapter7-westernroad.jpeg
Chapter

RUAD






OPS/images/TITLEpageCol3.jpg
%

s

ion 3

t

C

oy,

Coll
2 Eb

isbc'le-'s oo,






OPS/images/cover.jpg
I

Collection 3:

Enter Downtown
Episodes 15-22

Rachel H. White





