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​Chapter 1: The Wasteland

​
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The world had ended with the sick hush of a store going out of business. Shelves picked clean. Windows dusty, cracked, papered over with desperate signs. SALE—50% OFF—EVERYTHING MUST GO.

Alice’s store had long since closed its doors, but she slept behind the ruined cosmetics counter, between cardboard standees bleached of all familiar faces, under the gritted twilight that leaked through the buckled roof. Above her, pink insulation fluttered in the draft, a slaughtered cloud gutted and hung for the crows. Every aisle was barricaded, scavenged, and reordered to serve only her own survival: fallen mannequins heaped against display doors, stacks of expired diapers layered for insulation, children’s shoes shingled as if for an absurdist’s roof.

She woke to the cold grit of glass on her tongue. Not a dream—her mouth was open, pressed against the jagged lip of an old perfume tester, saliva pooling under her chin. For a moment, she considered this could be blood. For a moment, she hoped it was. She flexed her jaw until the ache faded, then straightened with a careful roll of the spine. Her sleeping area—her nave—was cordoned with overturned display cases. The barricade was as much altar as it was defense. Beside her head, the rusted lantern, filled with scavenged candle ends, cast its pathetic yellow flare, enough to coax the shadows into motion.

She counted the shadows before rising. Three: herself, the rag-mop scarecrow that had come with the place, and something limbless wriggling on the far side of the jewelry counter. Nothing new. She marked it off in her head and rolled up, blinking the cold from her eyelids. She’d slept in her boots, as always, because to take them off was to invite the memory of vulnerability, of what it felt like to wake to naked feet on shattered glass, lungs gone hoarse from a night sprint. She never forgot.

The morning ritual began with inventory. She reached beneath the ruined glass and extracted the two remaining cans of beans, dented and label-less, and set them on the shelf. She could have closed her eyes and known the number—she always did—but the ritual was the point, the touch, the seeing. She lined them with the others, the empties, tin soldiers in neat formation along the shelf’s warped edge. Forty-seven. A prime number. She let herself smirk.

She shook the water flask and listened to the tremor. Maybe a day’s worth, maybe less, depending on thirst and weather and how much she’d sweat after dawn. She glanced at the jagged clock face, a cracked Timex with no hands, and guessed the hour by the tilt of the sun’s first finger through the cracks above: still pre-dawn, but not for long. She set the flask at the foot of her bedroll and rolled her neck until it popped, spine by vertebrae, loose and ready.

Her jacket waited for her, slung over the bent arm of a once-gleaming clothing rack. The leather was ancient, a relic of the old world, but she’d patched it so often it was less animal than quilt—scraps of denim, plasticized logo patches, even a square of some child’s blanket stitched to the collar. She shrugged into it, pulling the lapels up high against the chill, the familiar weight like an embrace. She reached for the machete, edge still sharp enough to take a finger off, and slid it into the sheath on her back, then hoisted the crossbow by its tape-bound grip.

Nothing left but the map. It lay spread on the floor, weighted at each corner with a spent crossbow bolt, a scatter of black lines tracing the necrotic sprawl of Greyford. She had marked every scavenged house, every ruined gas station, every nest and corpse and warning sign. Crossed out, annotated, ringed in red grease pencil. Only one place left unmarked—a blank space on the eastern edge, an island of nothing in a sea of crossed-out everything. She paused over it, tongue poked out in thought, then ran her thumb over the blank. It did not smudge. No erasure here.

She folded the map along its ancient creases, the paper soft as skin, and slid it inside her jacket, next to her ribs, next to the muscle that knew fear better than any heart. She stared at the sleeping area for a long moment, counted the tins again. Forty-seven, the number thick on her tongue, talisman and curse.

She stepped over the scarecrow and nudged the wriggling thing with her boot. It squished but did not move. She wondered if it was alive, wondered if it would ever be, then let the thought fall away.

Alice left the nave and entered the church of the dead world.

Her footfalls were measured, soft as the pads of a stalking cat, every step rehearsed in her mind a hundred times. The air was syrupy with rot, the sweet-sick tang of spoiled detergent and perfume bottles cracked open in looting. She kept her crossbow at her hip and her left hand grazing the edge of shelving, marking her passage. Past the toy section—wrecked, the shelves toothless and gnawed. Past the pharmacy window, where the ghosts of old security stickers still glittered under layers of dust.

At the main exit she stopped and listened. Not for voices—there were none left—but for the low music of shuffling, the drag of a bare foot or a wet hand along concrete. Sometimes it came as a chorus, a near-human moan; sometimes as a single groan, stretched across ten minutes and echoed from the parking lot. Now, only silence.

She slipped between the shattered doors, the cold hit her teeth first, a knife from the underworld. The parking lot, glazed with a thin skin of frost, was empty but for two burnt-out vehicles and the memorials: bouquets of dead plastic flowers, teddy bears soaked with rain, letters in child’s handwriting pleading for someone to return. Alice picked her way between them, careful not to step on the remnants of hope. She could not remember the last time she’d seen a child, alive or otherwise.

The sky was the color of bruised peaches, the kind that rot before you can eat them. She moved toward the street, gaze flitting from shadow to shadow, breath ghosting in front of her in jagged puffs. In the distance, a dog barked, high and mournful, then stopped.

She followed the map in her head, every intersection and dead end burned into her retinas from a hundred nights of tracing, of planning, of deferring the eastern edge. She ran her fingers over the machete’s handle and let her mind go blank, ritual once again overtaking reason. Step, pause, listen. Step, pause, breathe.

At the edge of the lot, she looked back once, only once, and saw the silhouette of her store, empty and silhouetted by the first oily light. Forty-seven. She could survive another day. The number told her so.

Alice entered the skeleton streets of Greyford, leaving the last safe aisle behind.

​

The map had described Greyford as an endless sprawl, block after block of modular houses and cloned playgrounds, each microcosm distinguished only by the specific shade of rot in its siding. In the half-light before sunrise, every distinction bled into a common bruise. Alice drifted the ghosted streets, path mapped more by intuition than plan, always two steps ahead of whatever might be hunting, four steps ahead of her own exhaustion.

She kept her left hand in the pocket of her patched jacket, fingertips curled around the map, a paper talisman of where not to go. The right held the crossbow, unstrung for stealth. Her steps were soft, measured, the kind of movement that belonged to the night shift and the unwanted child—heard, but never seen.

She cut through the carcass of a carport, its roof collapsed under the weight of three winters’ ice, then dropped low and skirted a front lawn. The grass was dead, overgrown with a brown fur of seedheads, everything wild and reclaiming. A child’s plastic slide lay on its side, ribs snapped, the yellow gone to an anemic white. On the porch, a swing swayed in the non-existent breeze, thumping soft against the siding. A movement, or a trick of memory, or perhaps both. She moved on.

Each window was a black eye, half of them missing the glass, the others bandaged with plywood. She navigated by memory—here, a speedbump gouged by a pickup’s fleeing axle, there, a utility pole hollowed by fire and still standing out of spite. She made for the main drag, always pausing before each street crossing to take in the air, the weather, the unseen calculus of threat. The houses grew closer together as she moved east, the avenue funneling her toward the commercial district, the skeletons of businesses once too proud to close.

She stopped at the intersection of Haven and Memorial. Ahead, the traffic light swung by a single cable, red-eye always lit, eternally accusing. The houses to the left were flattened—someone’s controlled fire, now just cinders and the nail-pocked bones of framing. On the right, a row of hedges had grown wild enough to block the sidewalk, green gone riotous and shadowed.

The pharmacy was ahead. Alice’s route was chosen to avoid it, had always been chosen to avoid it, but this time she cut straight toward it, the shortcut all the more dangerous because it was so obvious. Her hand tightened on the crossbow grip. She counted her heartbeats. Fourteen, then a stop, then three more.

She made it to the side wall, pressing herself flat against red brick gone slick with dew and mildew. She edged forward, listening. To the left, behind her, a can rattled—a single, hollow note—and then the distinctive drag of feet. Her breath hooked in her throat.

Down the main road, seven of them. Not a horde, not today, but a cluster. Heads askew, each face a parody of sleepwalking, arms bobbing as if testing the air. They kept to the center of the road, following some ancient commuter pattern burned into muscle. Alice didn’t run. Running was for when you wanted to be heard.

Instead, she dropped into the drainage ditch, landing in a two-inch film of water, her knees barking on concrete but her arms ready, crossbow held close against her ribs. The chill traveled up her jeans, an old friend. She pressed herself against the embankment, the mud-slicked wall gritty with algae and the residue of many failed escapes. Above, the street was silent except for the faintest patter: rain? no, footfalls.

She focused on the echo. Seven of them. They were slow, lazy with the morning cold, but their steps synchronized at random, a stuttered metronome. Alice held her breath. The only thing she could smell was rot—the omnipresent, sticky sweetness that lived at the back of the sinuses, inescapable as gravity. Under it, something sharper, the ammonia tang of standing water.

The cold seeped in, erasing everything below the knees. She did not shiver. She pictured the surface of the road, the way the walkers’ toes would drag the curb, snag on the weeds. She pictured herself as a smear on the concrete, a stain, unworthy of notice.

The sound reached its loudest—right above—and then began to fade. The shuffle receded, replaced by the click of a single plastic wheel turning. Someone had scavenged a shopping cart, and now it rolled, guided by the aimless arm of the dead.

And in that moment, a flash memory, spliced in by the stink: the hospice room, window propped with a Bible, her mother’s breath rattling. Alice had been eleven, wrists too thin, hair shorn for lice. Her mother’s arm wrapped in a towel, black line of infection visible even through the white. The nurse had said, “You need to go now, sweetheart,” but Alice had stayed. Her mother had bitten her own wrist to keep from screaming. It was not the pain, but the sound that lingered—cartilage cracking, jawbone grinding like ice underfoot. For years, Alice had pretended not to understand. Now, she understood everything, and it never stopped.

Above, the steps faded entirely. She kept still for a count of two hundred, then lifted her chin and checked the road. Clear. Nothing but the grey morning and the distant buzz of flies.

She climbed out, legs gone numb and heavy. The mud sucked at her boots, refusing to let go until the third try. She kept to the shadow line along the building, made her way toward the pharmacy, and did not look back.

​

The pharmacy had never been her favorite. Even when she was young—eight, maybe nine, and allowed to walk the aisles with a dollar clutched in her palm—she’d felt watched, eyes everywhere, the ceiling’s black domes always tilting their glass gaze to follow her. Now, every dome was shattered, hanging in spiderwebs of reflective dust, and the only watchers were the rows of empty pill bottles lining the shelves like teeth.

She entered through the hole where the plate glass had collapsed inward, boots careful on the glitter of old safety glass. The light inside was uncertain, half-drowned in the blue shadow of the street, the rest filtered through dust so thick it might as well have been smoke. Alice waited in the entry for three full breaths, eyes gone wide, waiting for movement or the scuttle of a rat or the hush of a barely-living throat. Nothing. The space was hollowed, hollowing.

She stepped inside and took stock. The aisles were unlit, the shelves pillaged to the bone. Every carton, every bottle, every ounce of edible matter was gone—except for a smear of brown, probably a box of something expired and fermenting at the base of the baby food section. She moved past it with the disgust of memory, not curiosity.

In the back, the dispensary’s bulletproof window was shattered—no bullets, just thrown brick, the point made. She ducked beneath the hanging acrylic and found the back room much as she’d expected: collapsed metal shelving, floor thick with half-opened cases of nothing, the cheap plastic of pill organizers littered like so many beetle shells. She worked methodically. Check the low places, the gaps behind shelving, the spots someone desperate would have gone to die. Here, a dead raccoon, skin wrinkled around the skull. There, a rat’s nest made from shredded insurance forms. She found her prize under a heavy metal rack, the top shelf still precarious, threatening to pancake her if she got careless.

Alice wedged the pipe in, leaned her weight, and heard the shelf creak but not collapse. She wormed her hand into the gap and pulled: a can of beans, red and rusted at the edges, and a plastic bottle labeled with water purification instructions in Spanish. The seal was intact. She pocketed both, not bothering to savor the luck. There was no room for luck here, only repetition, entropy, and the rarest kind of patience.

On her way out, she almost missed the mirror. It was mounted on a support column, fractured so that three versions of her face stared back, each warped at the cheek or the jaw. She froze, unprepared. The hair was cropped uneven, short and jagged, the color somewhere between oil slick and dust. Her eyes were brown, but not in any way that could be called soft. It was the jaw that shocked her: the angle of it, the way it belonged to someone older, someone with less face left to lose. She saw herself as if from a great distance, then wiped the mirror with the sleeve of her jacket, smearing it more, and moved on.

The walk back was slower, not from caution but from the weight in her pocket, the bean can cold against her thigh. She kept to the alleys, always expecting the return of the seven from before, but the streets stayed clean. A single crow followed her, skipping from rooftop to rooftop, occasionally calling out with the certainty of someone keeping inventory.

Back at the department store, the world had not changed. Her barricade was as she’d left it. The lantern was still burning, more melted than before. Alice slipped through the mannequins and back to her nave, sat cross-legged and uncapped the can with the end of her machete. She ate in silence, the beans metallic and grainy, the taste only a faint memory of what food once was. She let each bite sit in her mouth a moment, chewing with mechanical precision. She finished the can in three minutes, then scraped the inside with her finger, not wanting to waste a single starch molecule.

She set the empty beside the others. Forty-eight.

The night settled heavy over Greyford. In the far reaches of the store, something groaned, distant and noncommittal. The ceiling creaked, the insulation overhead giving up one last tuft to drift lazily into her lap. Alice ignored it.

She unrolled the map, weighted the corners with the crossbow bolts, and took out her charcoal pencil. The city was almost entirely redacted, a topography of survival mapped in a hundred tiny tragedies. She stared at the last blank, the only district unmarked, untried, her own private terra incognita. Her hand trembled—barely—and she drew a careful circle around it, dark and absolute.

She waited for the dread to come, the old instinct. But what filled her was something quieter, not relief but a kind of clarity. The circle was made. Tomorrow, she would go. Or she wouldn’t. Either way, it was better than the long delay.

The lantern flickered, then went out. Alice kept her eyes open in the dark, waiting for sleep or for something that would not let her sleep.

She was not sure which she preferred.
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​Chapter 2: The Attack

​

[image: ]


The Rust Quarter had once been a border between the living and the city’s slow, metallic death. Now it was only a museum of corrosion, preserved under a film of acid dew and the posthumous kindness of grey cloud cover. Alice entered at dawn, moving down an alley so narrow the chain-link fences threatened to unzip her jacket as she passed. Her breath condensed in the wet air and trailed her in soft pulses, marking every hesitation, every heartbeat she could not suppress. She walked like a rumor—half-real, self-erasing, only loosely tethered to the world.

Her hand hovered over the crossbow’s grip but never closed, not until she cleared each choke point and saw the next segment of alley clear. The Rust Quarter’s arteries were nothing like the planned sameness of Greyford’s residential grid. These streets were haphazard, mapped by the whims of long-dead engineers, alleys converging in clusters that resembled impact cracks more than city planning. Factories loomed behind barbed wire, their roofs buckled and their brickwork tumor-laced with old repairs. Windows stared her down with sockets blasted clear by riots or wind or nothing at all. The only signs of new life came from the opportunistic green—moss and kudzu fingers, plastic grass surging up between chips of blacktop.

She took all this in with the brief, ambivalent appreciation of a condemned woman considering the flowers outside her cell. Then she pressed on, footsteps silent in boots rubbed raw of tread. She stopped at the alley’s mouth and scanned the length of the street before her. This was one of the wider stretches: four lanes divided by a choked meridian, parking meters all clipped at their stems, a single bus on its side, the glass a bloodstain of orange and blue from the stripped seat-covers and pillaged electronics.

Alice counted movement before she counted forms. It was a trick she’d learned in the winter, watching flocks of starlings reassemble in the sunset: look for the pattern, not the parts. At first it was two or three, then she registered the full number, and her jaw set so hard she tasted old blood in her molars.

A column of dead—thirty, no, more—spilled from a collapsed building two blocks up. They moved as one body, surging forward, then halting in uncertainty, then stumbling again, arms dangling or rictus-clenched. But as she watched, Alice noticed a second tempo inside the mass: a scatter of units moving out of step with the rest. They snapped their heads to the side at sharp angles, mouths opening wider, torsos twisting without the usual lag or limpness. She counted: one, two, then another three near the lead, and by the time she’d finished she had marked nine of them, each pulsing with something a beat faster, a hunger more precise.

She pulled the map from her pocket and unfolded it, just enough to check the line she’d drawn last night. The circle—her destination—lay beyond this avenue, on the far side of the factory blocks. She was already behind schedule, but there was no option of circling back. She scanned the buildings for higher ground, an overpass, even a mailbox to mount for one more second of observation. Nothing. Every horizontal surface was a trap, and every window a dead end.

Alice lowered the map and tested the weight of the crossbow. She checked the bolt—loaded and tight, but not drawn—and allowed herself a moment to remember the last time she’d fired it. The memory flickered, raw and without a face. She shook it off, then backed up and merged into the crosscut alley she’d scoped two nights prior. The horde hadn’t noticed her yet, but the ones with the fast twitch might, at any second. She moved, and her shadow moved beside her.

She kept to the alleyways, angling east, away from her own bolthole. The ground here was wet with a chemical run-off she could not identify. Alice breathed shallow and did not let her boots splash. Two alleys in, she heard the first scream, a wet yelping sound from the dead, and she knew she had been marked, not by sight or scent but by a sense the living no longer possessed. She ran. Not a sprint—never a sprint, not until it was death or freedom—but a lean-forward, hands-open run that used every nerve and every sense. She vaulted a chain-link fence at the boundary between alley and loading dock, then ducked under a semi’s rusted trailer, pulling herself forward by her forearms. A hand grazed the bumper behind her, then the groan of a body too swollen for movement filled the gap.

She emerged into a lot where every car had already been stripped or torched, glass replaced with shards and wires with crows. Alice aimed for the parking structure rising on the block’s far side, its exposed rebar and canted deck like a cathedral built to worship collapse. She heard the chase behind her, now divided into two: the bulk of the dead, plodding and stubborn, and the nine, slicing around obstacles with almost animal cleverness. It was as if their joints had been greased with something new.

She hit the base of the parking garage and found the stairs she had mapped months ago—intact, at least for the first two flights. She took them three at a time, skipping every loose tread, listening for the echo of pursuit. At the second landing, a bird’s nest made from dental floss and a sodden shoe sat in a puddle of droppings, and she nearly tripped before catching herself on the rail. She continued upward, breath burning in her chest, hair matted to her skull from the fine, electric rain.

At the top, the third level was half open to the sky, most of the exterior wall sheared off by whatever event had ended the cars below. She crawled under the sloped remains of concrete and rolled to a pocket between two cars—a hatchback with the doors still locked, and an SUV so full of dirt she couldn’t tell what color it had once been. From here, she had a line of sight down the ramps, over the edge to the streets below, and across to the distant bulk of her circled destination. The dead were entering the structure now, their footsteps distinct even in the wind. The slow ones were first, clogging the entry like sand in a bottle, and then the nine. Alice watched as one of them—shorter, stubbier in the neck—crouched low and sniffed the concrete, as if the trail were hot, as if there was more animal left in it than human.

She chambered a bolt and waited. Not for the shot, but for the chance to see—up close—what had changed.

The air smelled of powder and burnt insulation. The sky was a single, seamless bruise overhead. She tracked the nine as they split from the rest, searching the levels in a deliberate, patterned sweep. They checked every corner, poked heads under every rusted hood. They were not fast, not in the way of predators, but they were tireless and focused. The sight triggered something cold in Alice: an old, undigested terror, like the memory of a dog that once bit her and never let go.

She did not move. Not even a twitch. She let her heartbeat fall in with the rhythm of the dead below, matching their pulse with her own until the world slowed and shrank to a pinpoint. In the past, this stillness had saved her more times than she cared to count.

The nine reached the second level, and one of them looked up, directly at her position. The face was familiar in its ruin—an adult male, early thirties, skin gone to clay, eyes ringed with the same black rot as all the rest—but the mouth worked open in a way she had never seen, shaping a noise that started as a moan, then stopped, as if waiting for her to respond.

She did not. She waited. She was a fossil under glass, untouchable, inevitable.

For a long minute, nothing happened. Then the nine turned, moving together, and filtered back down toward the exit. Alice let out her breath in a thin hiss and felt the world resume its color and shape. She crawled backward, inching deeper into her sheltered pocket, and kept the crossbow aimed at the slot where light filtered in.

She waited, still as death, for the next move.

​

Alice didn’t move. Not even to scratch the sweat from her ribs or to blink away the sting in her left eye. Stillness was the discipline of prey—one learned early, or one did not last. The hollow she’d chosen, between two ancient cars and under the shroud of crumbled concrete, was barely enough for her frame, but after two hours her body had sunk into its confines, marrow matched to the rebar mesh and the tireless chill. Time passed at the crawl of an oil leak.

Below, the horde made a ceremony of failure. The slow ones—most of the mob—ambled up and down the ramps, a shuffling carnival of neglect. They bumped off car frames and each other, some falling and refusing to rise for minutes at a time, arms splayed at odd angles. Their sounds reached her as a vibration, a kind of weeping static, punctuated by the rattle of loose glass and the sobbing of a metal frame giving way. They kept at it with all the patience of earthworms. If Alice let herself drift, she could almost believe she’d become one of them, frozen above while her body wandered in the spiral below.

But it was the nine that gnawed at her.

They didn’t linger with the herd. Instead, they stalked the structure in a branching pattern—one, then two more, then the next wave, each taking a different route, as if running a grid. She watched the way their heads snapped toward every noise: a pebble rolling, a pigeon flapping, the hiss of water dripping from the ceiling. They tracked sound like it was a conversation meant for them alone. If she so much as exhaled, three faces would pivot toward her position, noses wrinkled in the same curious disbelief a child might show at a trick with coins.

Alice measured their search method against the rules she knew. Old dead: random, hungry, persistent, dumb. These—she needed a new lexicon. She squinted, tracking the stubbier one from earlier as it climbed the next ramp, then stopped directly below her. It lifted its head, eyes seeking up through the concrete, not with animal panic but a watchfulness. She pressed the back of her neck into the cold slab and barely dared to breathe.

That’s when she saw it. Not in the eyes, not the mouth or the weirdly tensed hands, but at the base of its skull. Just beneath the greyed, bruise-pebbled skin: a faint, electric blue. It pulsed with each tilt of the head. She blinked once, then again, thinking she’d caught a reflection off the cold morning sun, but it stayed, cycling on and off in a slow, measured rhythm. The thing stood below her for a full minute, chin twitching like a relay switch, then moved on, leaving a residue of light on Alice’s retinas.

The blue was not a color found in any living thing she had known. It was a switchboard light, a status indicator. A fuck-you from the universe.

She didn’t risk her notepad—too risky a movement—but in her head she charted every circuit, every pattern, every instance of the blue flare. She counted nine, and the count stayed nine, no matter how the group ebbed or merged. She watched them converge, heads huddled together like whispering boys in the back of an empty class, then fan out again, as if on a plan.

The hour wore on. The slow ones fatigued first, as if the rising sun drained the little purpose they had. They clustered at the lower entrance and milled there, heads lowered, waiting for some command that would never come. The nine herded the stragglers with a kind of boredom, then left as a pack, their steps nearly synchronized, blue pulses winking in near unison.

Only when she could no longer hear the stamp of feet or the drag of ruined flesh did Alice risk movement. She flexed her fingers, every joint crackling. She eased the crossbow into her lap, checked the bolt, then took a slow, deep drag of air that felt like inhaling from a freezer. A laugh threatened at her lips, but she refused it. Laughter had no use here.

She let herself listen to the emptiness for a full half-hour more. Then, in practiced silence, she shimmied out of her hollow, keeping to the deep shadows. The air was fresher up here, but only in the sense of not being filled with the direct vapor of decay. She risked a look over the edge. The ground was clear, but the tracks the dead left—scuffs, droplets, unnameable smears—were visible for the length of a city block.

She took the stairs down, testing each landing for noise. At the first floor, she paused again, slow-counting to twenty. No sign of the nine. She stepped into the open, blinked to adjust to the color shift, and crossed the lot in the direction of the map’s circle, the bulge in her pocket now a constant comfort.

She hit the chain-link fence on the garage’s eastern edge and stopped, gripping the metal with both hands. It was still taut and undisturbed, a frontier of deliberate intent. Beyond, a warehouse so massive it ate up the horizon: four stories, brick in the lower levels, then stacked sheets of rusted metal. The windows had been gone for years, replaced with the dark eyes of rats and the wild scribble of pigeon wings. The only splash of color was the graffiti sprayed across the second-story wall, each letter more brutal than the last:

DO NOT DIG HERE.

She read it twice, then a third time, parsing the message for threat, for warning, for code. The paint had run, turned the D’s and T’s into red rivers. The message was not for the dead, but for her. Or for someone who might be her, some day.

She stood at the fence so long her arms went numb, and in her mind she played the blue light at the base of those skulls over and over. A beacon, a leash, a lighthouse built for the lost.

Alice wiped her hands on her jeans, left a smear of orange on her thigh, and looked up at the factory one last time. Then she turned and retraced her steps, picking through the aftermath in the garage, ignoring the puddled footprints, the dry skin caked onto steering wheels and concrete. At the edge of the block she paused, looked up at the sky—now a pale, dirty linen—and took the long route home. Not running. But not slow, either.

​

She made it back before curfew. Not the old curfew, not the one that buzzed through speakers or screamed from a phone—this one was dictated by light alone. The sun died in the west with no protest. By the time Alice let herself in through the service door, the sky was already down to its marrow.

She took inventory by memory. No breaches. The mannequins were unmoved, the display cases still heaped in the barricade pattern she’d designed months back. She ignored the wriggling thing by the jewelry counter; tonight it was neither threat nor companion.

She walked the perimeter twice, boots whispering on the grit, then sat cross-legged behind the counter and counted her breath until the trembling in her hands matched the aftershocks in her knees. Forty-eight cans, two less after today’s haul, one more because sometimes the math was a lie she told herself to get through the slow nights. She took out the can, peeled the lid with the corner of her machete, and let the beans slide into her palm. Cold and slick, metallic, each mouthful a rehearsal for the kind of hunger she’d once feared but now
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