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      It had been four days since her last meal. Dante crawled from the woods on trembling limbs and reached for the glossy asphalt. Hot vapor distorted the air above it, and the road seared her fingertips. The wild had shaped her, teaching that survival required the heart of a wolf. In this unclean world, you ate what you found or faced death.

      A bloated squirrel lay by the fog line. Its vacant eyes glaring as if she'd stolen its soul. The dry winter air had mummified its flesh, its fur. The stench made her gag, but at least the meat was maggot-free. Two days dead, by her guess. Better than her last meal.

      She pulled a log from the rain-slicked pile and tossed it into the pit. The flames roared crimson while soot floated skyward in shimmering particles. This was how it had to be done now, heat hot enough to disintegrate bone, to purify what was left. Like the flame that had taken Jack, leaving only ash and tears.

      The squirrel dissolved in her mouth like cinders. Everything turned to ash eventually, that's what SHC had taught her. She'd watched it happen, watched people burst into flames without warning, their bodies becoming human candles in seconds. Jack's eyes had found hers in that last moment, before the combustion took him too.

      Dante tried swallowing the squirrel in one bite but failed. She nibbled the bones clean, her teeth collecting every bit, even the marrow. The tiny bones slid down her throat painfully and silenced the hunger. The hunger never wandered far these days. It sank its teeth into her with every passing moment, poisoning her brain, rattling her gut. Sometimes she wondered if madness would claim her before starvation.

      Her hands had that purplish hue again. Not cancer, she'd pray for cancer, given the choice. These hands were combustible, like everything else now. "Devil's hands," she whispered, splaying her fingers toward the icy morning light. 

      The tremors started, right on schedule. She braced herself as vicious spasms racked her limbs. Her body crumbled under the weight of agony. She sank to her knees and choked out stringy foam and squirrel, the only substance left in her stomach. Without warning, she convulsed. Darkness scribbled in quick, as though God had smothered the sun. Her eyes rolled back. A black wave swept her away.

      When consciousness returned, the pit smoldered from neglect, faint embers whispering against nightfall. Everything dipped in a spidery haze as though she'd eaten poisonous mushrooms. Nothing mattered anymore. Nothing except the memory of Rory, which haunted her like the wolves that howled toward that ghostly moon every night.

      Death had guided her heart down this path, some ghostly, desolate wilderness that stretched endlessly, steeped in mist and skeletal remains. She hadn't known love until she met Rory. Now her world had rushed back to emptiness. Her heart scattered among the trees like ash molecules. From ash, more ash comes.

      She rose from the frozen earth and tossed another piece of wood into the pit. Pine sap hissed and popped like microwaving popcorn. Oh, how she salivated for buttery popcorn, for any reminder of the world before. But those memories burned too, like everything else in this combustible nightmare.

      Leaning against a boulder, she stared into the shadows, trying to decide what she missed more, Rory's beating heart or her eyes. Those eyes that had haunted her since the day everything went combustible. Time proved to be the cruelest punishment since SHC began. It took its time torturing those left behind, while everything else evaporated into fumes.

      The hunger crept along, each needle prick distinct, nanosecond by nanosecond. Thirst accelerated with ridiculous speed, as it had in the old world. Except the new world's thirst lacked the convenience of same-day delivery. Days stretched like pine sap. Seventy-two hours became the new twenty-four, melting together in a dizzy kaleidoscope of sun and stars, stars and sun. Time ceased to exist in this land of doll parts. Yet love's presence still devoured those endless hours at the speed of a fiery pit.

      She buried her face in the crook of her arm and sobbed. SHC had incinerated modern civilization right before her eyes, yet her thoughts circled only to Rory. She never felt hunger when Rory was at arm's length. Not that they'd eaten like royalty in this unforgiving land. Food was scant, life was scant, wildlife lethal and uncooperative. SHC had knocked humans to the bottom of the food pyramid, reduced them to mice stealing crumbs from an animal kingdom with no crumbs to spare.

      Every night before bed, their stomachs ached with the same painful rhythm. Still, Rory's heartbeat had shone light against the cold black. When she'd laid her head on Rory's chest, a delicious symphony purred in her ear. Their shared warmth, their solace, had made the hunger disappear. Rory's heartbeat fed her spirit like chocolate once had, like crème brûlée melting on her tongue and traveling straight to her soul. The sun had constantly glinted off Rory's face, even in total darkness. Rory was the sun. Rory is the sun.

      Dante dried her eyes with her sleeve and entered the shelter. They had built the hut with mud and evergreen and river rock—the way Jack taught her. Despite the countless pine boughs covering the roofline, rain still found its way in. She sat there for two more days, staring into the skeletal forest while torrential downpour beat the little hut to nothing. Her hair turned crunchy and helmet-like, tiny droplets freezing at the split ends to sparkle diamond-like in the dark.

      On the first day, sunlight had broken through gray clouds to illuminate the tree line, alternating between blinding and warming the earth. But the temperature plummeted on day two when a thick overcast swallowed the fire in the sky. Water flowed from every direction, pooling at the structure's base and flooding the floor. She didn't move. She sat there wearing vacancy, staring into the stretch, and an oversized flannel clinging to her skin, feet and bottom soaking in icy water.

      The harsh elements painted her skin bluish. She folded into herself for warmth and shuddered while her hemoglobin sought shelter elsewhere, branding her skin with an anemic glow. Frost billowed from her busted lips as she whispered into the dark: "Rory, Rory, Rory."

      This image haunted her: Rory floating downstream, battling rapids while Dante ran along the riverbank screaming "Wake up, wake up!" until the waterfall blocked her path and swallowed Rory into the raging river below. A jagged cliff had made the traverse impossible. Death waited at the bottom. She had to stop pursuing, at that great height, at the point of no return, she collapsed screaming Rory's name. Failure wore her to a nub. She was so exhausted from failing those she loved.

      She'd sat there for hours, expecting Rory's body to emerge from the angry, foamy river. It never did. Day turned to night, and Dante sobbed until her eyes melted into the black near the cliff. She refused to abandon Rory and promised to stay indefinitely. Not even death's fiery grip could sever their bond. In her mind, Rory would surface like a rubber duck. She'll float to the top. She must float to the top.

      Three days of rain cast a veil of mist over the land. The sun's rays pierced the tree canopy like a thousand pinpricks, barely illuminating the tiny encampment. Branches and pine needles from the hut topped the fog line, the pointed roof ascending like a hobbit hole, a beacon to any watching eyes.

      Marauders crept into camp while Dante woke from a dream. She shot up to find mud coating her face. Soil jammed inside her nose. Clay and pine coating her tongue and silt lodged between her teeth. She'd fallen asleep face-down in the earth that would eventually claim them all.

      She cleared the mud from her nose by blowing into her sleeve. A whistle cut through the fog. Twigs cracked near the hut, as boots thudded against earth like a herd approaching. Her hand found the knife at her hip, but it was too late. A dark figure yanked her from the shelter. Brute strength and biting hands overpowered her petite frame until she dangled in their grip.

      At first, the attacker's powerful grip bore male qualities. Workhorse hands, her father would have called them. They wrapped around her neck like a vise. The knife twirled from her grip, lost to the mud. The marauder pulled her close, inspecting her with menacing eyes. Dante drove her boot heel into their shin. A feminine howl barreled from behind their mask as the grip released.

      She stumbled groundward, losing all sense of direction. The thick fog blinded her from the knife's location. Before she could catch her breath, another intruder tackled her. This one was male. She felt it in the violent threat of his body pressing against hers as they wrestled in the mud.

      "I'll kill you!" Dante screamed. 

      He cackled and struck her face with something blunt. A fist, maybe. The rapid sequence blindsided her. He head-butted her straight in the nose. Blood exploded. The impact stunned her and sent her body limp. Twinkling stars scattered across her vision. Her head swelled as though ready to detonate. She clawed at his ski mask, but he head-butted her again. Another flash of light eclipsed everything. He pinned her hands and butted twice more for good measure. Stars. Light. Blur. Then darkness.

      Dante woke to a burning sensation eating her face. She adjusted her eyes but saw only a sliver of firelight in the distance. Her fingers traced the swollen landscape of her face. Top half dry, lower half soaked. Instinctively, she reached for the knife at her waist and discovered someone had removed her jeans.

      The invaders' laughter radiated through the dark. Their voices sharp but incomprehensible, celebratory, as though they were having the time of their lives. Those cackles chilled her blood. Her nearly-swollen-shut eyes throbbed as she squinted into the cold, suffocating darkness. Desperation clawed at her as she fumbled blindly for anything to use as a weapon. If only she could find her knife. If only she could see.

      Her fingers found a baseball-sized river rock, not round but oblong, formed to a sharp edge. She found her jeans strewn in the mud and pulled them on, clutching the rock like a talisman. Every motion sent sharp pain through her stomach. The slightest shift made her gasp for breath.

      Something toxic teased the air. A scent she hadn't found in a while. Her fingers bore the smell of turpentine. Her skin was now flammable.

      In the reach, she heard them lying in wait like hyenas ready for another feast. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she whimpered. Dante had known girls who survived sexual assault, back when the world was full of people. It hadn't ended well for her best friend Katy. She doubted it would end well for her either, here in this dead forest, in these lawless end days.

      But then she remembered Rory's words from that last day: "The fire inside us is stronger than anything the world can steal." She gripped the rock tighter, feeling its sharp edge against her palm. Maybe she was flammable now. Maybe that was exactly what they should fear.
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      Dante kept her knife ready as she approached the figure curled on the road ahead. The sun cast a cobweb pattern across the woman's skin, highlighting every ravage of deprivation. Her wiry hair hung in greasy tangles, and moth-eaten gauze barely covered her lower half. Atrophy had claimed every inch.

      "Water," the woman croaked through blackened teeth.

      Dante maintained her distance. "Are you alone?"

      "No one." The woman's voice carried smoke. "Just me."

      Dante unclipped her knife, keeping it trained on the woman. "I don't want to kill you, but I will."

      The woman's head slumped forward. "I escaped."

      "Show me your hands."

      "I can't." Creature-like fingers trembled as the woman raised her arms a few inches. "Water."

      After scanning the empty road, Dante slipped off her pack, never lowering her blade. She retrieved a bottle with her free hand. "Drink."

      The woman sat motionless, eyes glazed. Dante cursed under her breath and knelt beside her, knife still ready. She pressed the bottle to the woman's cracked lips. The sound of desperate swallowing filled the air with strange thuds as the water hit her stomach. Liquid dribbled down her chin.

      "More."

      Dante pulled out her last bottle, the plastic crinkling in the silence. "This is all I have." This time, the woman drank slower, as if savoring each precious drop.

      "Who did this to you?" Dante studied the marks on the woman's exposed skin.

      "Brother."

      The word sent ice through Dante's veins. Her eyes swept the tree line, heart hammering against her ribs. "Which direction did you come from?"

      The woman's head swayed as she tried to orient herself. "Somewhere over there."

      "How long have you been here?"

      "I don't know."

      Dante clipped the knife back to her belt and pulled out a granola bar. She unwrapped it carefully, the foil crackling too loud in the open air. "Try to eat something."

      The woman took small bites, but her stomach rebelled. She heaved, expelling water and partially digested food onto Dante's shirt. The vomit came thick and foul, followed by a belch that seemed to drain the last of her energy. Her eyes, filled with momentary hatred, rolled back as she slumped unconscious.

      Dante stood frozen, weighing her options. She and Rory had sworn never to play hero alone, it was a death wish. But looking at the woman's scarred body, seeing the evidence of torture etched into her flesh, Dante couldn't walk away. Human decency had become as rare as clean water, but she refused to let it die completely.

      She cleaned the woman as best she could, picking twigs from her matted hair and scraping dirt from beneath her fingernails. It wasn't much, but it was something. A small piece of dignity restored. As dusk approached, Dante lifted the woman, who weighed no more than a child, and carried her into the cover of the woods. The road wasn't safe at night. Nothing was safe at night anymore.

      Dante steadied the woman into a sitting position, offering another drink. Death lingered on her breath. "Slower this time."

      The woman grunted as she swallowed, her throat working like she'd swallowed acid. When she looked up, Dante saw her eyes clearly for the first time, solid ivory, no iris, no pupil. Just white, like polished bone. A chill ran through Dante's spine. How had this woman found her way to the road?

      "You need to eat something."

      "I'll try."

      Dante shared the last of her granola. "Take it slow." After the woman finished, Dante surveyed their dwindling supplies. "I need to find more water."

      The woman's hand shot out strongly. "Don't leave me."

      "I won't be long."

      "Wait."

      "Trust me."

      "Messenger of Light will get you."

      Dante paused. The name didn't frighten her as much as 'Brother' had, it sounded almost holy, like Joan of Arc. But that made it worse somehow. "I'll be careful."

      "She likes pretty girls like you."

      Those sightless eyes seemed to see straight through her. Dante didn't want to know the horrors behind the woman's scars, the human bite marks, the lashes across her back, the brand on her chest like cattle. It was a common story now, but that didn't make it less horrifying.

      "I'm lightning," Dante said, forcing confidence into her voice.

      The woman's twisted fingers clutched Dante's leg. "I don't want to die." Desperation glinted in those ivory lenses.

      "Rest now." Dante eased her back down.

      She waited until the woman's breathing steadied before venturing deeper into the forest. Jack had taught her to read the land, deer scat meant water nearby. The earth was packed and dry, leaving no tracks, but Dante pressed on, searching for signs of wildlife.

      Hours passed as she descended into a steep valley. The landscape changed, tall grass, wildflowers, the promising buzz of bees. A patch of wild strawberries caught her eye, white flowers dotting the ground beside them. Her father's voice echoed in her memory, teaching her which berries were safe, but she couldn't trust those memories anymore. The risk wasn't worth it. What would Rory do without her? What would become of the woman?

      The stream revealed itself eventually, sunlight dancing on its surface. Time was running out, she'd taken too long, and darkness was coming. Dante pulled out her water bottles and saucepan, falling into the familiar routine. Collect. Sterilize. Leave no trace. But today was different. The sun was already setting as she filled each container.

      The climb back proved treacherous. Water sloshed from the pan with every step, precious drops soaking into the thirsty earth. By the time she reached their hiding spot, barely a quarter remained.

      The woman lay exactly as Dante had left her, but something was wrong. Her gaze was fixed on the canopy above, jaw clenched, lips drawn tight. Dante knelt beside her. "Hey."

      No response. The woman's skin was cold to the touch. When Dante nudged her shoulder, a horrifying gurgle escaped, followed by an oddly sweet smell. Not decay, but something else, like tree sap. Those ivory eyes stared into nothing now, holding secrets Dante would never know.

      She covered the body with the thermal tarp, hands shaking. Then she settled against a nearby tree, positioning herself to watch both the corpse and the surrounding forest. Her muscles screamed from the valley climb, but sleep wasn't an option. Not with death so close. Not with those eyes seeming to watch her through the tarp.

      Her tongue took on the texture of gravel as thirst clawed at her throat. Two days without water—she'd given every drop to the frail woman. That's what Jack would have done. What Grace would have wanted.

      Dante's chest heaved with dry sobs, her tear ducts as barren as the land around her. Grace and the frail woman—two ghosts now, two weights pressing against her ribcage. She didn't have the strength to build a fire and couldn't even think about searching for kindling. The forest seemed to breathe around her, waiting.

      Darkness crept across the thermal tarp, not just shadowing the body but consuming it, as if night itself had developed an appetite for flesh. In this new world, even darkness fed on the living. Dante couldn't shake the image of Brother, of the Messenger of Light. One of them—maybe both—had killed the frail woman long before she'd collapsed on that road. She'd been walking dead, running on borrowed time and desperate hope.

      What haunted Dante most was the woman's voice—childlike beneath the rasp, innocent despite everything. How old had she been? Her body suggested seventy, but torture aged people differently now. Forty? Thirty? Twenty? The truth would remain buried with her, and maybe that was mercy. Sometimes mystery was kinder than knowledge. Sometimes fantasy was the only thing strong enough to carry you through one more day.
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      Dante tried to fasten her jeans, but the marauders had destroyed both the button loop and zipper hem. They'd made sure of that. Less chance of escape. Without the ability to secure her jeans, she was vulnerable, forced to fight for her life half-naked.

      She wrapped her flannel shirt around her hand, embedding that sharp rock into her palm, a makeshift weapon. Jack had taught her how to turn anything into a means of survival. "When the odds are against you, mijita, do whatever it takes to survive," he'd warned.

      Dried blood crusted around her eyelids, turning her world crusty and blurred. Her skin burned everywhere, as if scraped with razors. When Dante struggled to her feet, a paralyzing jolt erupted in her uterus and shot through her stomach. The pain sent her crashing into the mud. Warm liquid trickled down her leg as that familiar tangy, turpentine scent wafted up again.

      Slumped over, she focused on the men's voices. One name kept surfacing—Brother. They all called him that, over and over. The name sent ice through her veins as she remembered the frail woman.

      Terror rose in her chest. She forced down the pain, disconnecting from her body as she stood. Every muscle quaked. She gulped cool air, mouth wide, struggling to breathe. Her swollen eyes darted through the pitch-black while her heart thundered, threatening to knock her unconscious. Within seconds, she collapsed again.

      These men would overpower her easily. Fighting seemed impossible, escape even more so. Her pelvis exploded in agony with each tiny movement, the pain in her uterus crippling any hope of mobility.

      Yet despite her broken state, mud-covered and defeated, Dante let loose a blood-curdling scream. Horror struck her instantly, and she clapped a hand over her mouth, listening as the world's cold blackness swallowed her cry. What had she done?

      The world beyond the hut fell silent. Men hushed each other, their mutterings too low to understand. Dante shifted into survival mode, bracing for what would come. Time seemed to freeze. Gripping her primitive tomahawk, she forced herself upright. Lightning pain shot through her core as she stood, followed by a violent head rush that made the earth tilt beneath her feet.

      She threw out her arms for balance as heavy footsteps approached. Her ninety-pound frame stood no chance against these marauders, but she had to swing harder, harder than she'd ever swung anything. The woman who'd strangled her had shown no mercy, nor had the man who'd beaten her face to pulp.

      Despite her weakness, she held one advantage. Dante knew what awaited captured victims. Fight to the death now or live long enough to beg for it later. If they enslaved her, she'd age ten years for every year in captivity, just like the frail woman.

      Her head spun wildly, scrambling her thoughts. The hut's interior was darker than night itself, broken only by a distant fire pit's faint glint. A marauder stumbled inside. "What's all the fuss?" he asked, as if soothing a crying infant.

      Dante backpedaled, swinging her tomahawk wildly at the silhouette. She waited for the crack of impact, for any promising sound. But only the whoosh of her weapon cut through the air.

      "Don't make me get Brother." His voice remained calm, almost nurturing.

      "Go to hell, fuckface." Fear strangled her words.

      The man, an SHC creation designed for this new world, moved closer. "You got some fight in you. I'll enjoy this." She heard the sneer in his voice.

      Dante cocked her makeshift weapon and swung upward with all her strength, praying for a nose strike. Jack's words echoed: "Hit square in the nose, mijita. That'll land even the biggest man on his ass." He'd been right. She knew from experience how a nose hit could paralyze.

      The crack came instantly, rock meeting bone. The sharp point severed an artery, filling the hut with gurgling sounds. Something massive crashed into the mud.

      The man dropped to his knees, but Dante couldn't see it. She swung again, the angle awkward and vertical. The rock skipped across his skull with a wet whack, tearing the scalp from bone. He pitched forward onto her feet. Dante scrambled backward, screaming, certain he was reaching for her.

      Outside, a man mockingly echoed her scream. "Ahh, ahh." Laughter followed. Then more men joined in, twisting their voices into fake screams, mocking her terror.

      Tomahawk ready, she waited for her attacker's next move. She stood in the cold blackness, prepared to swing as the man twitched in the mud, gurgling his final breath.

      Soon he went still. The marauders continued their laughter in the distance, but Dante held her ground. She wouldn't abandon her safety bubble. Jack had drilled that into her: "Keep your safety bubble sound, mijita." For long minutes, she expected the man to rise, to attack again, but he remained motionless in the mud.
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      The marauders settled for the evening as their fire dwindled, popping and crackling in the frigid night air. Burned pine infected every morsel of the woods, its acrid smoke climbing toward distant starlight. Dante's feet, anchored in ice-cold mud, made her bones clatter. Her jaw ached from chattering teeth, her lower half both numb and searing with pain. Everything burned like Jack had burned. How could someone be numb and burn all at once? Then she thought, Jack knew.

      The dead man lay face-down in the icy mud. Despite his stillness, she needed time to gather courage before examining him. Her feet shuffled forward, tomahawk ready if he needed putting down again.

      He hadn't moved an inch. She sank to her knees in the mud and frisked him, noting the turpentine stench on his hands. The hunting knife strapped to his thigh took seconds to find. Those thighs were massive, thick as thirty-pound turkeys. He was easily six feet tall with a Hercules build, now face-down and motionless. When she checked for a pulse, her fingers slipped into the gaping hole in his neck. Dante pulled the knife from his sheath and set to work. The blade bewitched her. Cold steel slid through his existing wound until it hit bone. She cut white-deep, severing muscle, nerves, and cartilage in an upward slice, hacking her way to the occiput.

      Decapitation hadn't been the initial plan, but rage had other ideas—ideas her mind hadn't fully processed. Once she started slicing, her bloody hands took over. The blade split human tissue like paper.

      Sweat beaded on her brow as she worked. He was a bleeder, producing enough blood to fill a baby pool. The process proved easier than breaking down elk. Her father could process one in under thirty minutes, bowels and all. She was Jack's daughter, bearing the hands of a skilled hunter.

      Blood saturated beyond the knife and hands. She bathed in its warmth. The ice-cold mud transformed beneath its flow, everything turning slick between her fingers with the consistency of motor oil. Removing an enemy's head drained what little energy she had left.

      Despite the carnage, escape remained paramount. She needed to move fast and quiet before the others woke. Naked and blood-covered wouldn't work in the wilderness. Blood lured predators. Mountain lions prowled these woods. Still, she'd freeze to death before becoming prey, succumbing to hypothermia or blood loss before reaching safety.

      Her boots close by, thankfully intact, would help. She ran fingers along his clothing like reading braille. A long-sleeve flannel topped with a stiff canvas jacket would be enough. His cargo pants yielded treasure in one pocket, something that crinkled. Food.

      She touched the tip of her tongue to the bar. Salty. Chicken, maybe. Her battered nose made it hard to tell. She devoured it in two bites. Nothing had ever tasted so exquisite.

      The morsel hit her stomach and ignited ravenous hunger. That little square barely touched her starvation, but time pressed hard. She needed distance between herself and the marauders. Especially Brother.

      She peeled clothes from the corpse until his bare ass gleamed in the moonlight. Wrestling with dead weight felt like undressing a five-hundred-pound pig. The work inflamed her pelvis, pain radiating through her stomach and down her legs. A strange numbness settled in her feet. Something was ravaging her body. Something she had no time to diagnose.

      Dante donned his clothes, rolling sleeves and folding pant cuffs, tucking where possible but leaving most unsecured. She looped his leather belt around her waist multiple times, tying it in an awkward knot. She looked like a child playing dress-up.

      Survival demanded mobility. A full range of motion for kicking, clawing faces, hammer-punching Adam's apples. Whatever defense needed for eluding her captors. Jack's words echoed: "Remember mijita, eyes, nose, throat... then balls. Don't forget about the balls, that'll put them down." The clothes bound her like a straitjacket, but freezing to death wasn't an option.

      Before leaving the hut, she noticed his anatomical oddities. Her experience with the male anatomy was limited, but even she recognized his parts were backward. Dennis at Humble Traveler would have destroyed this fuckface with a crude punchline. Guilt and shame washed over her for finding humor here. It wasn't funny. Yet laughter perched in her throat, threatening to escape.

      Then a devious plan hatched. She'd send a message to the marauders, especially Brother. The knife made quick work. Dante gathered body parts and walked brazenly toward the fire pit. Her gut screamed to run, but she decorated the pit instead. She positioned his head and parts near the low fire, staging her message: This is what you get for hurting me. Jack would approve.

      She suppressed a cry while admiring her handiwork, an art installation in carnage. The fire cast orange flickers across her swollen face, dancing in her eyes.

      Evil smiled everywhere she looked. They'd trashed the camp. Food wrappers, empty tins, and used toilet paper littering the earth. A brighter plan emerged. All that rooted pain and anger boiled over. If I kill them here, there's no reason to run.

      She tucked away the pain, not for survival now, but for vengeance. For the frail woman. For people who came before. For people who would fall victim after. Dante decided there would be no after. Not for the marauders. No glee. No thrill of the hunt. Only cold blackness.

      Dante crept, paying each marauder a visit. Some stargazed in their sleep with silky jugulars exposed. Side-sleepers would die last. Their arrangement struck her as odd but beneficial. They didn't huddle together like Rory, and she had. They slept fearlessly, away from the fire, isolated from each other around camp.

      Killing the first marauder inside the hut had been effortless. The rock cut deep and clean. Now she needed more than luck. She positioned herself carefully, preparing for the kills. Dante knelt before each one, locking their heads between her thighs.

      The second kill was a young man, maybe still a teenager. Age was hard to gauge after the collapse. SHC had aged everyone badly, adding ten, sometimes twenty years to their appearance. This one was only bones devouring skin. His emaciated neck was delicate as glass.

      Dante sliced downward, but the cut ran shallow. Instead of killing him, it only startled him awake. He lay there a moment, staring at the stars, adjusting his eyes while blood pooled in the hollows of his bony neck.

      The delayed reaction vanished in an instant. When his eyes locked onto Dante, hell broke loose. He gripped her throat with impossible strength, lifting her inches off the ground and squeezing out every molecule of air. His grip spoke of decades spent snapping necks.

      His supernatural power defied logic. Dante gasped and flailed as he increased pressure. She rammed the knife into his Adam's apple, blood fountaining from the wound. He didn't flinch. He kept squeezing. Time stretched like taffy. Her world melting at its edges. What felt like forever lasted only seconds before he bled out. When consciousness returned, everything moved wrong. Too fast or too slow. Her second kill had been disastrous, but she'd learned, prepare to fight to the death. Five more to go.

      Each kill wrote its own story. Two marauders never woke, bleeding out peacefully as she plunged the knife deep into their throats, marking their passing with only occasional low-pitch gurgles. Some gasped, tried forming words as their life drained away. One refused to die, taking knife wound after knife wound until daybreak finally crept through the canopy to see his last breath. Seven fell to her blade.

      Her mission succeeded, yet Brother taunted her from somewhere in the evil darkness, beyond her reach. The body count meant nothing if Brother still lived. One marauder stood apart, well-groomed, with manicured nails and tailored clothes. He bore a haunting resemblance to Tom Baker, that movie star who'd been named sexiest man alive. His ensemble screamed pre-collapse, like he'd stepped through time.

      He fit the serial killer template perfectly—handsome, wholesome, innocent features. The classic recipe for charismatic cult leaders—the kind perverted enough to brainwash followers into hunting women and children during end times. She imagined he'd been born with the gift of gab, slick enough to navigate SHC's murky waters.

      But she couldn't be certain this movie star lookalike was Brother. He wore no name tag. She'd given everything she had and made peace with that. Still, the thought of Brother walking free haunted her.

      She sat surrounded by death while considering her next move. Psychotic laughter bubbled from her lips as she studied her installation slumped in the pit. Who knew body parts had such a short shelf life?

      Nothing lasted in end days. The corpse turned carbonated within an hour. She'd expected his severed parts to decay similarly, but instead they shriveled pathetically within minutes. The headless man's eyes had sunken, cast downward, as if ashamed. Her installation hadn't achieved the impact she'd hoped. Her laughter transformed into a wail.
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      She couldn't live among the dead much longer, despite the compulsion to stay for Rory. Fresh meat's stench had already swallowed the frigid air. She had no intention of giving the marauders a proper burial. The only luxury they deserved was becoming food for this ungodly land's creatures. Wolves and mountain lions would soon feast on organs and flesh, leaving the rest for the crawling things and fungi beneath the soil.

      More strange food bars and military rations lay scattered near the fire pit, along with aluminum canteens. She took those with shoulder straps, leaving the rest. Her backpack remained lost, but one marauder had carried a fine leather satchel. She hadn't seen hand-stitched leather since SHC. She took inventory and loaded what little she could carry.

      Unknown to her, Brother never slept with his group. The Lord's spirit, he claimed, guided him to safer sleeping spots in the deep woods. Superstition and paranoia ruled him. He often dwelled on the disciples' betrayal and Jesus's crucifixion. He trusted no one.

      The marauders' paltry loot puzzled her. They carried barely enough for an afternoon hike. How had they survived this far? The wild demanded foresight. Even experienced survivalists could die from a simple sprained ankle. You couldn't call "time out" anymore. Gone were the days of walking to 7-Eleven for water, Twizzlers, and gum. That world had died with everything else. No longer visible in life's rearview mirror.

      Daylight revealed the discharge oozing down her leg, blood mixed with stretchy slime. Maybe her period approached, reliable as always. 

      A week ago, she'd found a boarded-up pharmacy. The brick building stood small, two large windows flanking the main entrance. No emergency exits, no back door, no side windows, a fatal trap. That entrance was a coffin lid. Getting caught alone in any building meant death, assault, or worse, capture.

      Someone had winterized it. The nails, burrowed deep in plywood, showed pristine rust— a glorious sign in end days. No signs of tampering. Scavengers had passed it by, sharing her fear. She'd never enter alone, though she imagined it overflowed with supplies. She'd planned to tell Rory, and dreamed they'd raid it together someday soon.

      Scavenging meant survival but invited death. After SHC, she'd watched gangs murder couples, assault survivors. Single mothers and children stood no chance. They faced two outcomes: captured or killed. 

      They'd spent nights dreaming of finding pads and toilet paper. God, how they missed toilet paper. Toothpaste. Lip balm. But Rory had drifted lifelessly downriver before hearing about the pharmacy.

      The sun told her the pharmacy lay three days away. They'd adapted to dish sponges for periods. Not a new idea, but ancient, Rory had said. Women used sea sponges in ancient Greece. Rory had found a package in an abandoned trailer and tucked them in her backpack. The pack now lost.

      Something was gravely wrong inside her. The pharmacy might have antibiotics, gauze, anything to stop the bleeding. Dizziness clouded her thoughts. Just keep moving became her mantra. Putting distance between herself and camp took longer than expected. Her battered condition hadn't factored into her timeline. Three days could stretch to six, even nine. She couldn't dwell on that, it would break her resolve.

      Pain seared from stomach to legs. Arms and hands throbbed as if locked in downward dog for days. Murdering six people had consequences. Every muscle screamed, and hiking only taxed her thighs more.

      Jack had taught her to bleed elk properly. Time and patience made meat less gamey. She'd never eaten meat then, but his technique served her well bleeding marauders like elk. Three fights had turned savage, their heads bucking between her legs until her thighs burned and quivered.

      Sunlight sparkled through the trees, dappling the earth with a pink glow. She couldn't see water droplets glinting like diamonds on leaves but felt warmth radiating through the canopy. The forest smelled like a wet cat. She prayed that didn't mean mountain lions prowled nearby.

      Her senses failed her. Dry mud caked her left ear, digitalizing forest sounds into conch-shell acoustics. Bird chatter and climbing creatures faded beneath slow, undulating waves crashing in her head.

      A strange haze radiated, her vision smudged as if dipped in petroleum jelly. She stumbled over fallen timber and rough terrain, dragging her ravaged body onward. The world blurred, hazy light setting the forest ablaze. She measured time by the sun—Jack's teaching—but now light stung her eyes raw.

      Jack, a gifted outdoorsman, had taught her off-grid survival without phones or gadgets. She missed him in moments like these. Her loving father somehow still gave her strength from the great beyond when survival demanded it.

      The forest's richness, woodsy moss, wild mushrooms, swaying ferns, sticky pine sap, morning dew, wildflowers, escaped her fractured senses. Breathing through her gaping mouth like a wolf brought new challenges. Her mouth sat bone-dry. Tongue registering something like mildew. If mildew had a taste. Maybe she hallucinated it all. The marauders had ravaged every sense, or maybe the clay from earlier poisoned her mouth.

      The sun sailed west, bleeding purple and pink across a cloudy horizon as day yielded to night. Dante stumbled upon a treeless, grassy hill. Billions of stars pricked the black universe and cradled the clearing like an emerald. She couldn't appreciate its beauty. Her world remained blurry and fragmented.

      A deep crevice carved the hill's backside. Dante took shelter as wind howled across the landscape, battering stone by stone. The fissure stood immune, a barrier against the elements. She found a patch of silt among river stones and curled up in darkness, neither hot nor cold. Numbness claimed her, yet her teeth chattered as though locked in ice.

      Behind closed eyes, assault fragments played endlessly. She drifted in and out during the attack, remembering key details, men hovering above her, then vanishing.

      Strangely, these remembered faces differed from the men she'd beheaded. Nothing made sense. Those haunting faces had burned into memory forever. She was losing touch, and then a sinking realization hit, she'd counted over seven marauders. The woman marauder, Messenger of Light, where had they gone?

      Only distance mattered now. Usually, she'd count steps, twenty-five thousand per mile. On good days, she managed fifteen miles. Three days, maybe four if lucky, to cover that distance. Fifteen miles in four days moved slower than a snail. They'd catch her for certain.

      Camp remained too close. She stumbled through the woods like wounded prey, tripping endlessly, dragging tired feet, resting against trees to preserve precious energy. She'd made tracking easy. For all she knew, they closed in now. Maybe they weren't skilled trackers. Their poor planning suggested as much. Maybe they couldn't survive the wild at all.

      She pulled the knife from her satchel, clutching it to her chest. Trying to sit up proved impossible as pain paralyzed her body. She lacked strength to fight or flee. The killing urge had faded. "Let them come," she whimpered.

      What would Rory do? This was her first thought of Rory since the attack. "Rory," she croaked, gravel-voiced. Speaking the name brought tears. Dante called it repeatedly, as if her voice held power to resurrect.

      Her existence shut down. Heart hammering, sweat seeping from every pore, she panted desperately. Her chest heaved as her body temperature climbed to 104ºF—fatal hour. Her eyes grew heavy as worlds, and just as consciousness slipped, a masked figure in military fatigues snatched her. She slashed wildly, hitting nothing.

      The figure overpowered her, twisting her wrist until the blade hit dirt. She screamed in agony but had no strength left. Her body went limp in her captor's arms. Their eyes met briefly before darkness took her.

      The masked figure laid her down and grabbed a walkie-talkie. "I've got one. Gonna need help carrying her out," a woman's voice said.

      Static crackled against stone walls. A man's voice replied, "Copy. Is she alive?"

      "Affirmative. Barely. You were right about the bloody girl in the woods."

      Static popped. "I'm always right... What's your 20?"

      "Lookout point. Inside the chasm."

      "Copy, four clicks out."

      "Copy, hurry."

      "Can you stabilize her?"

      "On it," she said. "Jesus, she's covered in blood."

      "I told you. I'm on my way, out."

      The masked figure checked Dante's pulse. "You're burning up, girl." She stripped away blood soaked clothes, searching for wounds. Finding the source, the woman removed her mask and began emergency medical care, racing against time to save a stranger's life.
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