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I wake up soaked, in a puddle of murky, dirty smelling water, and groan.

"Damn."

The pipes that carry water from the nearby spring have developed another leak. Right above my cot.

Sitting up, I rub my damp arms and shiver. Being cold and wet takes my mind places I'd rather not recall. A slap across the face, a trickling of blood from my lip, and my father's words. "You aren't to go out there alone again!" He grabbed me by the shoulders, rough enough to bruise back then.

I touch my arms now, rubbing them like I can still feel the ache of his fingertips pressing into my flesh. Shaking off the unwanted memory, I stand and glance up to examine the corroded, barely working pipeline running along the ceiling. The pipe is trickling out a tiny stream of water. Valuable, precious water. Not much from a glance, but over time, it'll add up.

I fumble around in my toolbag for a wrench, tightening the bolts along the pipe and feeling along it until I find the pinprick hole. Once I've got a rubber coupling around the area, and the leak ceases, I let out sigh of relief.

It's a good thing that worked. I have nothing else left to patch holes with. I'm going to need to go rummaging for scraps soon.

Dad doesn't like it when I venture as far as the city ruins. That's what it might take, though. Aside from the nearby forest, there's nothing but rocks and dirt around our small, partially underground shelter. Most everything between here and the ravaged city is leveled and has been for as long as I can remember.

Demons saw to that a long time ago.

I peel my damp clothes from my body, hanging them up to dry out, then wash my face in the basin of water by cot. The only other shirt I own is dingier than this one and with a few more holes. All of my things have holes in them someplace or another, so it doesn't bother me.

After I finish dressing, I walk out of my small sleeping space and into the common area I share with my father and my sister.

Merce smiles at me from the short, round table on the floor. "Morning, bro." 

She has our dad's brown eyes, and the same reddish-brown skin, with wild curls of brown hair. We don't look like siblings, probably because we don't share a mother. My mother is the only one Merce has ever known. She was still young when my mother—and subsequently I—came into the picture.

I have my mother's silver-white hair, and my eyes are a bright green, same as hers, while my complexion turned out more of a tawny, golden brown.

"Hey." I plop down on one of the dusty cushions across from her and she pushes a chipped plate my way. There's only a miniscule piece of jerky and a boiled potato on it.

I don't complain, because I know we had a bad turn out on our crops this year. There was a drought and our water spring nearly dried up. Late summer brought extra rains, fortunately replenishing our water supply. Too late to save the crops, though.

I bite into the tough, gamey jerky. "We need to go salvaging. I'd like to go to the city."

"Rom...you know Dad won't like that."

"I know. But he'll get over it. And you'll be with me. We need more supplies to repair the pipes. I woke up in a puddle."

"Ew."

"Yeah, you're tellin' me. This place is falling apart."

Merce stares down at the table, eyes darkening. "Well, we'd better fix it then."

"We could find somewhere else. I don't see why—" I cut myself off when my father steps in. His eyes narrow and I know he heard me.

He takes his place at the table and ladles some water into a cup, sipping slowly before speaking. "I thought I made it clear there is to be no talk of moving."

"Dad—"

"We're staying here."

"But—"

"But nothing, Romulus!"

I slam my fists on the table and rise. "Whatever."

"Rom..." Merce warns, meeting my gaze.

I turn away from her pitying eyes and drag my hands through my choppy, silver hair. "Talk to him about my plans. I'll meet you outside."

I hear Merce curse me for leaving her to explain to our dad as I make my exit. She hates when I do that. Dad listens to her, though.

He hates everything I say and do. He hates me.

I know he must, with how hard he is on me and the way he always glares at me. He hates looking at me, because I look like Mom. I'm just a painful reminder that she's not here, that she left and hasn't come back.

That she might never make it back.

Grabbing my bow and bag from my room, I stomp off to wait outside, staring at the early morning sun casting its rays over the flat, dusty horizon. Despite my efforts to will my thoughts not to, they stay fixated on my mother.

When I was young, I was naive.

I couldn't stand the way Dad acted, the way he always looked after Mom left. I thought that maybe, if I could bring her back, that he wouldn't be sad anymore, that he wouldn't yell at me for no reason or burst into anguished tears.

Instead, I'd gone looking for Mom, gotten lost, and gotten a slap across the face for being so audacious, thinking I could find her all by myself.

Now, he doesn't even like me leaving for supplies. Every time I mention the notion of leaving, he gets angry and we argue.

I swear the only reason Dad stays here is because he thinks she's coming back. What if she isn't, though? 

I think of the puddle again and sink down to the ground. Chills go down my arms, and I rub them vigorously. I don't want to say I hate my dad, because I don't. Not really. I just wish he wasn't so angry all the time.

I wish we could leave, find Mom, and be a whole family again.

Light footsteps signal my sister's approach.

"Well, he wasn't happy, but he agreed. I told him we'd be gone two days tops."

"Hopefully we'll find something worth it this time. Damn raiders have been bad lately."

The second I'm on my feet, Merce gets up in my face. "You owe me one for convincing him."

"Yeah, yeah." I shove her away playfully.

"I mean it! I'm your big sister so you've gotta listen to me!" She sounds angry but she's smiling.

"Right. Are you ready?"

"Yeah. Let's go, bro!"

We start the long trek north on foot. In the distance to the west, I can see the forest where we get our spring water and hunt, a mass of pines and spruce that surrounds a clearing. The long walk over the mostly flat area is the worst, the most nerve-wracking part of the journey to the city ruins. Until we reach the mountains, we are completely exposed to the dangers of the skies.

"I wish you and Dad would get along better," Merce says as we walk.

I let out a heavy breath. "Well, I wish he'd realize that we can't stay there waiting for Mom to come back."

"Why leave?"

"We barely get by. Besides, what if Mom needs help, and that's why she hasn't come back?"

"This again?" Merce lets out an exasperated sigh. "I don't think she's coming back, Rom."

"If I could just go look—"

"You know we need you at home, Rom." Merce steps in front of me and grabs my shoulders, staring me right in the eyes.

We're still out in the open, but she doesn't seem to care.

"I know it's hard. But you can't keep focusing on the what-ifs. All that matters are the here and now. You, Dad, and me. We've gotta look out for each other. You chasing after some pipe dream will only lead to disappointment, or worse. Remember when you were younger?"

"Of course, I do." I shrug out of her grasp. "I don't need you to remind me."

I'm thinking about it enough from waking up in a puddle. Even so, how can I forget? I still have nightmares about running away to find Mom as a kid.

I know Merce is only trying to help by convincing me I'm needed here and can't drop everything to go look for Mom, but it stings. I'm cooped up here, and I can't be myself around anyone except for Mom. If I knew why she hadn't come back, maybe I could focus on the here and now more. As things are, it's hard. I know it's not a good idea, but I still wish I could try again now that I'm older.

I had no
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