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“She sees, coming up a second time,

Earth from the ocean, eternally green; 

the waterfalls plunge, an eagle soars above them,

over the mountain hunting fish.”

-Vǫluspá, Verse 56, Larrington Translation








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




6:03 AM, June 24, 2186

All men are doomed to die, their monuments and sins damned with them.

An age had passed since the wars of the twenty-first century. Once a festering corpse tainted by pollution and covered in darkness, the Earth had been reborn. After over a century, pioneer species like grass grew again, filling the desolate dust bowls and wastelands with green tides. Mutants from labs, zoos, and mutagenic bombs dominated the new world in place of the long-extinct species of old.

From the ruins came new nations. Some bickered, others peacefully lorded over the Wastes. Despite its disadvantages, electricity replaced Ignium, one of the major pollutants of the old world. Most nations focused on a brighter future, while cults akin to the pagans of ancient ages took root in wasteland villages and cities.

The mistakes of the old world were never forgotten. Those who led the world to its downfall had their deeds condemned and their names buried in hatred. In time, folklore and myth claimed their names, placing them alongside divine evils like Lucifer and Kronos. 




* * *

Simon sat alone in the mess hall. He felt familiar with the place, blinking in realization while he looked around. He was on the Arcadis. Everything looked the same. Chairs and round tables were everywhere, a Tasking Station stood by the mess hall entrance, and a row of Vending Stations lined a wall where he used to get food. 

Something felt odd. There were no Peacekeepers or Workers in the mess hall. Alone, Simon looked out into space. Earth. The planet absorbed most of the view. It was a hulking, beige sphere with desert continents and smoggy skies. Space junk orbited around it, imprisoning the planet. 

The Arcadis, one of many great Ark stations, orbited above the pollution and space debris. It moved at twenty-thousand miles per hour, monitoring the planet’s climate and pollutant levels. 

Simon squinted out the window. Everything felt wrong. The pollution haze was thick, even though he knew it had faded significantly in recent years. He looked back into the hall, finding someone sitting across the table from him.

“Thaddeus?” Simon asked.

“Hey, Simon, are you going to the Thrash Games tonight?” Thaddeus asked.

Simon couldn’t make out his face or features, but he knew it was Thaddeus. Simon blinked slowly, jaw hanging. Thaddeus was dead, yet here he was.

“Uh, maybe? There’s one today?” Simon asked.

“Yeah. The best teams are competing tonight. Heard they might serve alcohol.” 

Simon blinked in confusion. “The Leaders never let us drink alcohol. Wait, the Leaders are gone? I thought they stopped the revolution?”

“What do you mean?” Thaddeus asked.

“I thought they killed you. You’re dead.” Simon pointed at him.

“Are you okay? I’m right here, Simon. You’ve been working too much with chemicals.”

“This is wrong. You’re not alive. Is this even the Arcadis?” Simon asked.

“Of course, where else would we be? It’s the only place with the Thrash Games. Are you going?” Thaddeus asked.

“Yeah, come on! It’ll be fun,” said a familiar voice.

Simon’s face flushed red. Albert. He sounded as excited as he usually did about the Thrash Games, though his tone had a sinister hint this time.

“Albert? You’re here too?” Simon snapped.

“Yeah! We always eat together. Are you okay?” Albert asked.

“You betrayed us to the Leaders. You betrayed me!” Simon said.

Albert shook his head and pointed at Simon. “I didn’t. I did what I needed to, and you did not trust me. You had to go with your little Defiants group and ruin everything. We could’ve been more. Just imagine what the Leaders could have done for us if you had earned their favor and been obedient!”

“We were slaves! They would’ve shot us out into space eventually!” Simon shouted, and smacked the table.

“Guys! Guys, shut up! They’re watching us,” Thaddeus said, gesturing downward with his hands.

At the entrance of the hall, dozens of Peacekeepers gazed back. White armor covered them, their faces obscured by dark visors. Impatiently, they grasped tesla batons in their hands and faced the table. 

“How are you still alive?” Simon asked Thaddeus.

“Guys, let’s stop arguing. We’re gonna ruin the mood for the game tonight,” Thaddeus said.

“You’re right. Who are you betting on today, Thaddeus?” Albert asked.

Simon looked between them in shock. Just as he was about to speak up in anger, a robotic voice echoed through the mess wall.

“All Workers report to the Tasking Stations for your assignments.”

It was Genetrix, the Ark station’s AI. Every table in the mess hall was now occupied by random Workers whose faces he couldn’t make out. As soon as the voice of Genetrix faded, they stood. Instead of filing to the Tasking Stations, the whole mess hall charged toward the wall of Peacekeepers.

Simon went with them. They swept through the batons, tackling and piling on them. They easily beat the Peacekeepers. As they crashed into the hall, Simon found himself at the Development Sector of the Arcadis, far from the mess hall.

His surroundings melted from the Workers attacking downed Peacekeepers to being gunned down by the same men in white. Simon fell back in terror, running from the death surrounding him. 

A voice yelled, “Simon! This way!” 

Simon ran to the voice, stumbling through an airlock and into one of the engine bays of the Ark station. It was smaller than he recalled. The room was composed of a sealed airlock, computers on one wall, pipes and wires on the opposite wall, and a vast Ignium generator opposite the airlock. The Ignium generator turned slowly, pushing energy into space to stabilize the station along with nine other Ignium jet engines.

A brown-haired man stood in front of the computer, his fingers gently tapping one of the many keyboards.

“Where am I?” Simon asked.

“Don’t you recognize it, Simon?” 

Simon squinted at the man. “Thomas! Is that you?”

Thomas looked back and smiled. “Glad you still recognize another Defiant in hiding, Simon.”

“Thomas! It’s good to see you. Do you know where we are? What’s going on?” 

“You really don’t recognize it? We’re in one of the engine rooms of the Arcadis.” Thomas gestured to the Ignium generator near them.

“What happened to the Defiants? What happened to the revolution?” Simon asked.

“Well, you were there, right?” 

“I was. I got sent to Earth. We lost. They shot most of us, right? Thaddeus died.”

Thomas shook his head. “We didn’t stop fighting. And how could you have gone to Earth? You’re right here.”

“You’re right, I just… I was there.”

“Look at that.” Thomas pointed to the Ignium generator.

The Ignium generator warbled softly. It was a quiet, snoring beast, only making thousands of horsepower where it could create hundreds of thousands. 

“What about it?” Simon asked.

“Isn’t it amazing? You know all about it, Simon. It can take this station off the Earth by itself and run for centuries, if not millennia. The Ignium going through it redefined our species. A new state of matter. It’s like plasma, water, and electricity, yet better than all three combined.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Simon asked.

“Think about it! What can you do with so much power? The amount of energy in this generator is like a small star!” 

Simon looked between the generator and Thomas. “You can use it as a weapon?”

“There you go! You can use it as a weapon, like the nuclear bombs of old. Nothing compared to these, though. These were what the Defiants missed, what you and I missed. One code error in these computers and all the generators will simply become unbalanced and overloaded,” Thomas said, typing on the computers.

“That’d destroy the Arcadis or cause it to crash to Earth! Don’t do it. Everything we fought for will go to waste!”

“Not if you reroute all the power correctly. Let’s say, to a few generators, and determine the load they endure,” Thomas said.

“Don’t do it, Thomas. There are other ways we can defeat the Leaders.”

Thomas snorted. “It’s too late. Now we can sit back and enjoy the destruction.”

Simon looked in horror while the computer screens flashed blue and shut off. Thomas backed away as the Ignium generators sped up, the room vibrating as a loud whirring filled it. A deafening pop made Simon cover his ears. The generator’s inner mechanisms spun out of control, breaking, melting, and flying apart.

An explosion made his vision white. One second, he was on the Arcadis. The next second, he was in space, floating down to Earth. He watched the Arcadis explode from a distance before turning to the polluted planet below. Drifting, he steadily came closer and closer to Earth.

He sped up, floating faster until he felt like a rocket piercing the atmosphere. He screamed and crashed through the pollution haze, rocketing toward the sandy Earth below him before hitting the ground.

Simon woke up.

“Gah!” he shouted, tearing his blankets off.

His heart thundered. Simon checked his body. He had not crashed down to Earth. It was just a dream. 

Surrounding him was his room in the basement of Anna’s home, filled with farm tools, weapons, crates, and all of his belongings. He panted heavily, wiping the sweat from his face, and waited for his heart to slow.

Simon paced until he grew tired again and fell back onto the bed, vividly walking through the dream as if he had really been there. It felt natural, yet it wasn’t. 

It really was just a dream.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




1:46 PM, June 24, 2187

Simon gripped his spear tightly, looking down at the flowing water. He watched for movement, waiting for something to pop out of the rocks, or garbage, underneath the water’s surface. So far, nothing. He kept moving back and forth, going where the water flowed from a drainage pipe under a road and down where it curved and ran faster. At the bend, it pooled into a shallow pond. He had gotten more success here than anywhere else along the creek, though today seemed to prove otherwise.

A fish swam out of an old can. Simon quietly gasped. It was sickly and twisted with gnarled fins that weakly pushed it along. An enormous eye with a white cataract comprised most of its head, while a honeycomb of multiple, smaller eyes took up its left side among its gray, sickly scales. Though the fish was a feeble, mutated creature with pale tumors all over its gray body, it didn’t seem disturbed by its deformities. It was at peace with its existence and content with life among creek rocks and garbage.

Simon raised the pronged spear made of rusty metal strips and an old pole. He lurched the spear down. It pierced the water, completely missing the fish and planting itself in the creek bed. The fish disappeared, leaving Simon to step into the water and pull at the weapon with a frustrated groan.

The spear came loose without warning, causing him to stumble and fall onto the creek side. A laugh came from the road above the drainage pipe.

Simon looked up to see Rose. Dressed head to toe in hide clothing with metal plates as armor, she was a wastelander. Her clothes were decorated with bones, feathers, and beads. A huge backpack with a skull hanging from it was on her back. Her wrinkled, tanned, and scarred face was curled into an amused expression. In one hand, she held a crossbow, sunlight gleaming off a bayonet at the end.

She rarely let anyone call her Rose, hardly allowing Simon to. Instead, she went by her first name.

“Hey, Anna,” Simon said as he stood.

“Figured you’d be down here trying your luck with the fish. They treating you nice?” Anna asked.

Simon sighed and shrugged. “Not really. Not a lot of fish out today.”

“I reckon it’s the moon or maybe the Ahari. Come on, neighbors said there’s a beast to hunt near the local mills,” Anna said, gesturing for him to follow her.

“The Ahari? Are they even real? I still think they’re just made up,” Simon asked.

Simon stepped out of the water, splashing the creek side and going through the grass separating the sandy wasteland from the creek. He grabbed a backpack resting against an old road sign and joined Anna.

“‘bout as real as the ground you’re standing on, as I’ve told you, Spaceman,” Anna said.

“How can you know something is there when you can’t even see it?” Simon insisted.

“Can’t you feel it?” Anna asked.

“Feel what? It’s just water. It feels wet,” Simon said.

Anna shook her head. “You spacemen from up and yonder really are a different lick of stock.”

“Oh, how many people from space do you know?”

“You, and that’s plenty,” Anna told him.

“I just don’t understand. How do you know the Ahari are real?”

Anna raised her hands and looked at the sky. “You feel them, and you can see where they live.”

“It feels wet. That’s all I am saying.”

“You’ll learn.”

“It’s been two years since I came to Earth.”

“Two years ain’t nothing. You’ll learn.”

The sun pierced the faint pollution haze. Recently, the sky had turned into a light blue color, a color not seen by any living human in the past 200 years.

Dotting the wasteland were small plants, sparsely rising out of the sand in place of garbage. The trash from the old world slowly disappeared as time went on, though occasionally, Simon could see jugs and plastic junk sticking out of the sand.

In the distance were ranches and farms, each a far-off neighbor to one another. Most of these properties had buildings dug into the ground, so only their roofs stuck out. Around them were fields of new-world crops, most of which were low-growing, durable plants. Some people had small herds of new-world animals. Shepherds watched over their animals grazing on pioneer plants: weeds, fungi, and lichen.

The pair walked past a farm, waving at a man riding past on a wooden wagon pulled by two Scab Boars. The beasts were the size of cars. Both were hairless and had growths all over their bodies, ranging from tumors to extra body parts. Pulling the wagon, they let out “orf” sounds from respiratory holes in their chests.

Simon found these new-world animals fascinating, especially since most had what wastelanders called “iron lungs.” He knew little about “iron lungs” beyond that the new-world animals had their digestive and respiratory systems separate, allowing for natural filters in their trachea to breathe polluted air.

“What kind of animal are we going to hunt?” Simon asked.

“Nothing too big. Local folk told me it’s probably a big ol’ Prongrat,” Anna said.

“Prongrat? Never seen that before,” Simon said.

“It’s like a rat, except it usually scampers about on its back legs. Its snout is long and thin, good for stealing grain or digging up food in the ground.”

“How big is it?” Simon asked.

Anna leaned down and held her hand above her knee. “‘bout yay high, big as a toddler. Nothing too bad. Just shoot it if ya see it.”

“How come I’ve never seen a Prongrat before?”

They stopped at a crossroads, took a right past a half-buried metal silo, and went past a cart parked beside a gate.

“Because we ain’t farmers. Ain’t nothing growing no more on the ranch, and the dogs kept most things off my land when something grew. Prongrats like to steal from storage, usually during the summer when they’re trying to get nice and fat for winter. I tell people they should get dogs, no one listens. They always say guns will work.”

“And then they ask for our help?”

“It’s good pay when trade is down. Idiots make money. It’s the only fun thing to do around here since the war, anyway. I’m fixin’ to make some soup tonight if we catch it.”

“Oh yeah, I like getting paid. Still weird that you guys use gas-mask filters for money, even a century after the old world fell,” Simon said.

“They ain’t made no more, and folk used to use them, so ain’t a lot left. Ain’t no need for masks now, so at least they’re not going up in value. Mostly rich folk like water barons and herd lords have a lot, and they pay down the ladder. Sure, people might switch to something else entirely. Until then, we keep making money. Maybe we get you some land sometime?” Anna suggested.

“Land? Like a house and stuff?” Simon asked.

“Yeah, something like that. New Uruk would be willing to give you something. I’ll put the good word in. You have to build your own house, though.”

Simon sighed. “I don’t know. I’m sure you can help me get one. It’s a big responsibility, and I don’t know what I really wanna do yet.”

Anna frowned. “Well, what do you want to do? I know it’s been bothering you lately. I can tell something else has been bothering you today too. What is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“I think you could do it. You’ve become mighty tough over the last two years here on Earth. Ain’t nothing the wasteland throws at you that you can’t throw back. Unless it knocks you on your ass.”

“Well, that’s the thing. I had a dream last night about the Arcadis. It was weird… I blew it up! Some of my friends were alive in the dream. I just feel as though something’s happened to it, but I don’t know what.”

Simon paused and looked over a barren field on the horizon. “I feel like I should go out there somewhere. I should go explore and learn about the planet. I wasn’t born here. I don’t know anything about it, so why should I stay in one spot? If my friends were here, they’d want to see it all. I wanna see the ocean. I wanna see mountains. I’ve only seen pictures of those things.”

Anna pursed her lips. “Well, that’s a mighty large undertaking. I did say you’ve got what it takes to deal with the wasteland, but going out all alone? I reckon anywhere beyond civilization might chew you up, no offense.”

“That’s the thing… I want you to come with me.”

Anna paused. “Simon, I got a ranch to take care of. I can’t just leave my land for anyone to just pick at.”

“It’s a thought. I don’t think I’m ready to go just yet.”

The pair stepped onto a small wooden bridge. The bridge took them over a wetland separating a shallow dip in the land, holding them inches above hundreds of muddy puddles and watery holes.

“Don’t fall in now. I’m not fixin’ to pull you out of one of these holes,” Anna said.

Simon cautiously followed Anna. A slippery layer of muck covered the bridge, making it even more unsettling when the old scrap moved and creaked under their weight.

“Don’t worry, I’m not looking to drown today,” Simon said.

Inching over the bridge, he remembered the warnings and stories Anna had told him of wetlands like these. Wetlands were still, dormant killers. Many of their puddles were surprisingly deep, and the mud that covered areas like this one was thick, capable of trapping shoes and arms. Skeletons and carcasses reached out of the muck. Each body had perished from exhaustion, trapped in the unrelenting mud. Most were animals caught in puddles and mud, left for mutant birds to feast on.

At the opposite end, they passed a set of poles marking the entrance to the wetland. Each stick had multi-colored cloth flapping, the largest decorated with an animal skull.

Next, they entered a crossroads and turned left, following a slope past a series of buried farmhouses.

A farmer carrying a small sickle passed them. “Ahari bless,” the man said in passing.

“Ahari bless,” Anna replied.

Simon nodded at the man. They walked along the road’s curves and twists until they reached the local windmill. The base of it was a long, rectangular building made from clay with nine vertical metal turbines protruding from the top. A clay wall separated each turbine, which helped divide air through the turbines. He had seen this strange wall of turbines in the local area many times but never had visited them up close.

The windmill was a complex yet primitive wonder. Despite being made of clay and scrap, the entire structure helped power the local villages and process food.

A woman met them outside. Simon didn’t know her, though he had previously helped her with a few harvests. Like most, she dressed in animal-hide clothes decorated with bones, shells, feathers, and rocks. Plant residue had stained her clothes, and small fragments of plant matter rested in the seams. Her face was wrinkled and tanned from exposure to pollutants and sunlight.

“Ahari bless,” Anna said as they walked up to the woman.

“Ahari bless, Anna,” she replied.

“Trouble with a Prongrat, I heard?” Anna asked.

“Yeah, has me tied up tighter than an angler’s knot. Harvest is coming, and I can’t have it larking about eating everything. Anything I try seems to fail. Critter gets away from every trap. Now half the people helping with the harvest been scared off, saying that the Gordya is angry.”

Anna shrugged. “I’m sure it can’t do anything about the Prongrat. It’s just bad luck. As long as you’ve made peace with the Gordya, my partner and I will take care of the Prongrat.”

Simon stood in silent confusion, lost on what a “Gordya” was.

The woman nodded. “Yes, gave what it wanted, but the Prongrat still comes.”

“Any idea where it went recently?” Anna asked.

“Somewhere down the split, out past the wetland. It tipped over one of my jars of potted meat, ran off when I chased after it. I followed its muddy footprints past the wetlands but lost it near that old cabin. You know, the old-world one that leans?”

“I reckon it’s around there. We’ll handle it. Go home, get yourself right. We’ll come back when we got Prongrat for stew tonight,” Anna said.

The woman nodded in a respectful half-bow. “Luck favor you, Anna. You’re doing the whole village a favor.”

“Ahari bless, be safe now,” Anna said.

“Ahari bless, you too,” the woman said before departing from the mill.

Simon watched the woman leave before turning to Anna. “What’s a Gordya again?”

“It’s an Ahara that lives in buildings and takes care of them. I got one on the ranch, remember? They usually live in barns and stuff. Come on, let’s go find this Prongrat.”

“They do what?” Simon asked in disbelief.

“Come on, Simon.”

Anna led them inside the rectangular building holding up the turbines, going through a creaking metal door into the gloom. Simon’s eyes adjusted to the darkness. Machines filled the structure with barrels, shelves, and bags. Three of the turbines connected to millstones that rolled continuously, the scraping sound of stone grinding filling the building. Six of the turbines connected to electrical generators, each humming quietly. The last three turbines went into the ground, pumping water into reservoirs near one end of the building. A layer of flour and sand coated the floor, pieces of straw dotting the surrounding ground.

Fetishes and strange objects hung from hooks and machines inside, many made of bones, bells, scraps, and rocks tied together with strings. In one corner of the building stood a small statue on the floor. The idol was made from clay and had candles, beads, and baubles with a jar placed around it.

Anna approached the altar and knelt. She grabbed the jar, joggled it, put it down, and continued to search the building. Simon stood near a millstone.

“Simon,” Anna said.

“Huh?” Simon looked up at Anna.

She pointed at a collection of jars and directly at a broken one blocking a hole leading outside.

“Varmint’s dug its way in here. Must’ve been using these jars to hide the hole.”

“It probably left some tracks out back.” Simon pointed out.

“If it went out past the wetland, then it definitely left some tracks. We just need to figure out where it went to and get there first.”

“Wait, what is this?” Simon asked, pointing at the idol on the ground.

“It’s an offering to the Gordya.”

“Is that statue the Gordya?”

“No, it’s not the statue itself. It holes up in there, like a house. Think of it like an anchor to a spot. We give offerings, which pass onto the Gordya through the anchor,” Anna explained.

Simon looked at the idol, slowly blinking before he shook his head. “All right then, let’s just go hunt down the Prongrat.”

Anna chuckled. “You spacemen sure are numb,” she said while she led them outside.

“What do you mean, numb?” Simon asked as they went around the windmills.

They approached the hole in the wall on the opposite side. Anna knelt beside the hole and examined the ground before following a faint trail of paw prints.

She glanced up from the tracks. “What I mean is that you don’t feel like people from Earth do. It’s like you don’t have any gut sense. Understanding the Ahari seems to pass right over your head.”

“Well, it’s different where I came from. It’s all metal. The only thing that is alive other than people are plants in the greenhouses.”

“I reckon you were raised believing that everything had to be explained, that there were formulas or laws describing everything. If it couldn’t, it wasn’t real, huh?”

“Well, yeah, that’s reasonable. How can I know the Ahari are even real? Is there evidence?”

Anna shook her head. “Better to leave that sort of stuff well enough alone. You’ll understand, come time. Knowing your fancy laws and math don’t amount to a hill of anything out here.”

“Well, what does?”

“What you can do and how many brain cells you got. Come on. I think I figured out the critter’s trail. Bunch of scuffed-up sand going out toward the wetland.” Anna gestured to the ground.

Was Anna subtly giving him advice or insulting him for being stupid? Simon tried to make out the trail. He had previously learned animal tracking from Anna and used the new skill, but couldn’t determine what she was pointing at. Even though he couldn’t see it, Simon trusted her.

The trail went down the sandy hill from the windmill, through a fence, and onto a cultivated property. Anna followed it, carrying on through fields of mixed crops. All sorts of plants grew here. Some were purple, some green, and a few were even blue. Many resembled old-world cabbages or had flowering stalks, while a few rose in tall stalks like wheat. They avoided stepping on the crops, following the trail away from them and toward the wetland near the windmill.

“Do I need a gun for this?” Simon asked.

“Nah, I reckon that there fishing spear will do fine if I miss my shot. I rarely miss, so don’t get your panties in a twist, Spaceman.”

“Whatever you say.”

The land dipped into the wetland, a muddy stain that had carved out a dent in the ground. To the left, the bridge gently swayed in the distance, warnings of colored flags and skulls posted on both sides. Anna went right, avoiding the muddy border of the deathly scar.

In the mud, Simon could see that the Prongrat had jumped around like a kangaroo on its hind legs, each footprint appearing in pairs a few feet apart. The wetland disappeared. They found an old wooden cabin. Most of it had fallen apart. The northern wall had collapsed entirely, the roof was gone, and the remaining three walls leaned to one side. A mound of sand sat inside the building, the earth slowly devouring the structure.

Anna slowed. Her head moved side to side like a hound. It was as if she could smell the Prongrat or hear it breathe a mile away, or at least Simon believed she could. She raised her crossbow when they entered the broken threshold of the structure. Simon raised his spear in nervous anticipation.

Nothing. Not a peep or a stir in the sand. Apart from some little pile of bones and a collection of animal prints, the structure was empty.

Anna circled the mound of sand in the center, checking to see if a burrow was inside it, “Well, I reckon the lil’ critter ain’t here. Look around, might find a fresh trail.”

Simon paced around the building with a frown. “How do I make out what’s fresh?”

“Find ones like the ones we just followed. They’re deep. Sand ain’t washed over them yet.”

Simon’s brow wrinkled as his lips pursed. The difference between one print and the next seemed indecipherable.

“Here!” Anna waved him over, pointing to two separate trails of footprints. “Look, like I said, one on the left is deeper. Goes out toward the old highway, I think.”

Simon knelt and examined the two sets of tracks, sinking his finger into each and blinking in realization. “Oh, I see… Well, let’s chase after it then.”

Anna led them away from the sinking cabin, following the twisting trail over the weed-covered dunes. Simon paced after Anna, gaze darting back and forth between the ground and the horizon as he tried to spot the Prongrat. The trail turned when they came across the remnants of an old-world road.

Like the cabin, the ground had started swallowing the black pavement. Time had split it into chunks and covered each piece with a web of cracks. Weeds grew between the separations. A sign stood by the road, rusted with a bit taken off the top. The green paint had all but peeled away, though someone had recently written the directions to the city of New Uruk and the local village on it.

The trail twisted and circled the road, passing the shells of century-old cars so rusted out that the wind could break their brittle frames. Simon couldn’t help but stare. He had seen pictures of cars before but had never seen one in person that wasn’t an empty shell. What did the metal skeletons look like before they had been stripped and decomposed?

His focus drifted briefly until a metallic rattle sounded in the distance. Anna stopped, Simon almost tripping into her.

“What?” he blurted out.

Anna swatted at him. “Shh!”

Simon squinted over her shoulder when Anna pointed her crossbow toward the remnants of an old bus. A pileup of car shells stacked against the bus made it lean over the edge of the broken old-world road. The metallic rattle sounded again. Simon’s breath halted with an excited gasp, squeezing his spear in anticipation.

Anna approached the bus. She went to the back, where a giant hole revealed the inside. Her footsteps became ghost-like, completely silent compared to Simon’s inexperienced oafishness.

She stopped abruptly as they stood in front of the gaping hole. Inside the bus was sand, along with a substantial dark pile that ominously sat at the driver’s end of the bus.

“Simon… this ain’t the Prongrat,” Anna whispered.

Simon looked between her and the bus, blinking and shaking his head. “What?”

“Back away.”

The pair stepped backward slowly. The pile stirred. Simon gasped, caught his boot in a deep hole in the road, and fell with a thud. The mass flinched at the sound and crashed out of the bus into broad daylight with a shallow groan. Completely hairless, it resembled a truck-sized rat covered in tumors, occasional giant bristles, and dark pigment markings. Its mouth had two enormous tusks, scabs covering its face and forming around two dark eyes that sat deeply in its skull. It stood only a few inches off the ground, propelling itself forward on giant, clawed paws that sent the half-ton monstrosity onward like a semi-truck.

The creature charged Anna with a deep, barrel-like groan. A loud twang sounded as she shot a bolt into its side. The beast flinched away and swung its log-like tail at her. She flew off her feet, tumbling to the sand with a groan. Simon stood with his spear, a horrified gasp escaping his lips when the giant turned to him.

Again, it charged. Simon raised his spear. As its snout met his chest and launched him, he planted the weapon in its shoulder with all his might. He flew over the creature. The sky rolled past his vision.

“Rose!” he shouted.

He landed on top of the bus, crashed through the rusted roof, and into the creature’s den. Simon laid in the sand, grabbing his chest. He tried to inhale, only wheezing as agony filled him. He couldn’t move or breathe, only squirm. Anna screamed at the beast outside. A thunderous roar echoed. Anna’s shouts followed, a deep growl resonating through the ground before the creature’s heaving footsteps faded.

“Simon!”

Anna ran inside and propped Simon up on her lap. He gasped, hands rolling up her clothing in panic.

“Yer fine, Spaceman! Just got the wind knocked out of ye by that big ol’ clomper! Just breathe, get your breath!”

Air came back to Simon after a minute. His grip softened in relief while he gasped. “That thing made me fly… What was that?”

“I don’t know, big ol’ varmint. Probably would’ve crushed us something good had you not stuck it. I scared it off, but your spear is gone, sorry to say.”

Simon let out a shuddering exhale. “Not gonna keep me up tonight. What about the Prongrat?”

“I reckon that big thing got it. Trail led toward the bus, so it probably was lunch. Let’s head on back to the ranch and nuss you right up.”

Simon groaned loudly and grabbed his chest in pain when Anna stood him up. He leaned on her, carefully walking out of the bus while looking down at the sand where the scuffle had happened.

“How’s that for a trail?” he asked.

“Mighty fine trail. How do you feel?”

“I think I just bruised like… everything. A day in bed might fix it. Let’s just go home.”

“Well, varmint didn’t break yer spirit, at least.”

“Maybe my spleen, though.”

“Don’t start whining now. Wait till we get to the ranch, at least.”

Simon chuckled and groaned, holding his sides in pain. They followed the highway. After passing cars and occasional highway signs, they found a post marked by a blue flag, turning right toward the local village. A dirt road sprouted from the old black asphalt. Hundreds of feet, hooves, paws, and wagon wheels had carved out the route, conforming to the land in twists and turns. The path rose to a hill overlooking a sandy plain. Ahead was the local village center, composed of a few half-buried buildings, market stalls, and a large shrine in the middle. To the right were the windmills. Occasionally dotting the horizon were farms. Fields of crops dotted the landscape between the sandy, weed-covered expanses dominated by herds that grazed on lichen and dry plants.

“Did you and London ever meet something that big?” Simon asked.

Anna chuckled. “I don’t recall anything with him. Had a big ol’ mutant in a barn few years before you dropped out the sky. Scared it something mighty when we all tried to kill it, near about took down the barn. Damn near sent one of us to the grave. Had food for weeks once we killed it though, reckon a month of full bellies from it.”

“What kind of mutant?”

“I don’t know. Maybe something from the old world, like them folks that got caught up in them mutagenic bombs. I reckon it wasn’t no animal from no lab or nothing.”

“Human? So, you ate human flesh?”

“Wasn’t human anymore. You’re lucky you fell down to Earth at this time and not a few decades ago. You’d’ve made a fine meal for someone hungry.”

Simon grunted in disgust.

Anna grinned. “Been a long time since we’ve been that hungry, don’t you worry. That was a different time.”

“Yeah, it’s just… How could someone do that?”

“People can do a lot of horrible things, Simon. Trust me.”

People waved at the pair as they passed through the village. Stalls and half-buried buildings dominated the village center, filled with busy people. There were many shops and even a bar, a popular place for meetings and festivals. Some people knelt in prayer at the village altar and gave offerings to a clay statue that watched over the village and faced New Uruk. Fetishes, bones, animal bits, bowls, candles, and stones were piled against the statue’s feet.

The statue represented a spirit that protected the village and provided good harvests. What ignorant superstition. Anna passed it and gave a short, informal bow. A visiting priest sat beside the statue, covered in hide robes, his face obscured. He hummed quietly, rocking back and forth in meditation with his hands interlocked in front of his chest.

“Does he do that all day?” Simon whispered to Anna.

“Who does what?”

“That guy by the statue in the robes. I’ve only seen him by that statue all day.”

“He’s a Unahari, a priest. Ahari bless him. He’s from New Uruk. It’s his job to care for that there statue and make sure we’re on good terms with the Ahari. Now shut yer mouth, Spaceman, don’t want no one hearing you say something stupid ‘bout him.”

“I won’t! I won’t. Does he have a name?”

“Not sure. Some of them give up their names in order to find their true selves.”

“True self?”

“Like who he truly is, without the names or labels that people give you. Your identity that isn’t given to you by everyone else. It’s why he never speaks to anyone.”

Simon glanced back at the man while they left the village square. Bizarre. The idea of a true self sounded ridiculous. His face wrinkled when he tried to wrap his head around it. He was who he was–Simon. So how could anyone be any different? He shook his head and threw the absurd thought from his mind.

They passed the local smithy. Anna waved at the blacksmith working a piece of metal on an anvil, who smiled and waved back. Soon, the village fell behind the dunes as they went toward the ranch.

“Did you call me Rose back there when you went flying?” Anna asked.

Simon nodded. “Yeah, sorry.”

“You’re fine. That was just London’s name for me. Been a while since I’ve heard it.”

“You don’t like it when people use that name, right?”

“Most people. Some can use it, if they know me. I guess you get the pass, spaceman.”

Simon smiled. “Well, I’m glad you trust me.”

“Yeah, yeah, don’t push it.”

“Right, sorry.”

Anna stopped in the middle of the road. “Do you feel that?”

Simon looked around. “Feel what?”

“Wind stopped. Something’s not right.”

“What’s not right? What is it?”

A bright flash appeared in the sky.

For a moment, it was small, then exploded into a massive sun-like flare. The sky erupted into colors of orange and blinding white light, as if a star were crashing down to earth. Simon shielded his eyes while the orb burned the sky and blotted it with light. It arced over the clouds, descending almost as quickly as it appeared, and faded into the distance. The sky returned to its smoggy-blue color. A huge smokey trail stayed behind, slowly fading.

A tremendous boom thundered across the wasteland. A shockwave came with the bang, running through Simon’s chest and knocking him back slightly. The pair stood in shock, Simon’s mouth agape.

“What in all hell was that?” Anna whispered.

It was as if the world was still. No animals cried out, nothing moved, not even the wind stirred. The boom had stunned everything.

“Anna?”

Anna looked at Simon. “What?”

“I think that was the Arcadis.”
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4:27 PM, June 24, 2187

The cart creaked as it rolled over the rocky road. Anna sat hunched over in the driver’s seat while her massive Scab Boar, Slubber, easily pulled the cart forward. Wrapped in a blanket, Simon sat cross-legged in the wagon tub, watching the road behind them.

The sky was blue and slightly hazy. Simon could see the sky burn whenever he closed his eyes, his memories returning him to his dream. He placed a hand on his chest, reminiscing about the thunderous boom that followed the light.

“You okay back there, Spaceman?”

“I keep thinking about the Arcadis and that dream. I was there with someone who fought with me in the Revolution. Thomas. He did something to the Ignium generators on the ship and blew it up.”

“Well, I don’t know nothing about no Ignium generators, but I’ll tell you right now, maybe you had a vision. Dreams are more than you think.”

“More than I think? It’s just a dream.”

Anna sighed and shook her head. “Numb Spaceman. Who told you that?”

Simon’s face flushed a light hue of red. “Well, what are dreams then?”

“They’re a lot of things. I know a few, but I reckon there’s more to them than I’ll ever know. Some dreams come from the Ahari communicating with you, some come from your mind, and some are nonsense. Maybe it came from Thomas? Who knows?”

“It came… from Thomas?”

“Maybe, you never know.”

The superstitions of the wasteland frustrated Simon. He could never sense what people felt, see what they saw, or even prove anything they claimed. Simon fixated on the horizon and grumbled.

Anna looked back and tapped his head. “Don’t be in a twist. Just ’cause you ain’t got no gut sense don’t mean nothing. You’ll learn.”

Simon sighed. “I know. It just doesn’t make sense.”

“I understand. It’s just new to you. We’ll see what the council says. I reckon a heap of nonsense.”

“They’re gonna speak about the caravans going west?” Simon asked.

“I done heard something about that in the village. You know how important the caravans are, settling new lands and that sort of mess.”

Simon shifted and laid down, gripping his sides as the cart’s rocking made his sore muscles tense. “Maybe I should join the caravans going out west? Explore the world?”

“That’s a thought. Any particular reason for picking caravan life?”

“Well, think about it. I could explore the world and see what’s left out there. I could learn and maybe find my own land.”

“Reckon you can make it, Spaceman?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Frontier life ain’t for everyone. Lots of things to gobble you up.”

“Bah! I could make it. I just have to learn.”

“Ain’t that much room for learning out there, trust me.”

“Well, I’ll think about it.”

“Well, you don’t have to decide today. Lots of caravans going out west over the next year.”

They approached New Uruk. Fields of weeds and distant farmhouses slowly became fields of green, with clusters of houses sprouting up among them. Herds of new-world mutant animals grazed the pastures. They basked in the sun, only momentarily glancing at the passing wagon.

Crops grew everywhere. Simon was baffled by the work put into making farms akin to a wild ecosystem rather than fields of singular crop types. In the fields were tall plants, short plants, flowering plants, and more growing in unorganized coexistence as if in the wild. The ancient method of endless single-plant fields bathed in chemicals had been abandoned. It wasn’t needed. A near extinction of insects and diseases that affected old-world plants had led to a cleaner, more natural way of agriculture. Towering windmills loomed over the area, their vertical panes turning slowly with the wind. Irrigation systems covered the bio-diverse pastures like spiderwebs, drawing water pumped up by windmills. No chemicals, no sprays, no poison, no unnatural rows, and no destructive plowing. Occasionally, mutant birds flew over the fields, landing to peck at the crops.

Simon leaned against the wagon’s side and gazed at the fields. The buildings became more clustered when they approached the city’s border, the terrain soon shifting from areas of green to refurbished ruins from the old world. Concrete structures rose around them. Most were old warehouses, factories, or shopping malls. In place of old parking lots were market squares, greenhouses, and vast piles of crates full of merchant goods. Wagons pulled by Scab Boars were everywhere, causing traffic that slowed Anna and Simon down. The further they went into the city, the more industrial and urban life became. People lived in old-world buildings turned into apartments. City blocks were places to shop and trade; many old ruins had become belt shops, power plants, butcher shops, bakeries, and other businesses.

Panic filled the air. The omen of a burning sky had shut down the city for the day, closing everything. Most traffic stemmed from people going to different squares to wait for council news. Others simply went home.

Anna grumbled, “Darn traffic. I miss when the roads were clear. I can’t stand all these crowds in the city, reason why I never come here.”

“Clear road means less people, less business, right?”

“Ah, business was plenty fine without these fools blockin’ the roads. Y’all move it!”

They approached a gigantic metal gate looming between the city buildings. Two towers almost twice as tall as the gate imposingly guarded its corners. In each tower were dozens of guards. They sat and watched out the windows or patrolled along balconies that circled the scrap-and-metal constructs. Walls shot out from both sides of the towers, wrapping around the inner city. More guards walked along these walls, gazing down at the traffic jam below.

Angry shouts came from the wagon drivers while the traffic jam slowly sorted itself out. The wagons inched until the arguing drivers moved, and the traffic flowed like a river once again.

People walked past the traffic jam. The city folks dressed in light clothing, reflecting their easier, urban lives. The farmers from outside the city wore more layers of clothing, were dirtier, and wore jewelry reflecting their religious beliefs. Bones, feathers, and rusted metal objects from the old world adorned the farmers, making them stand out from the city people. Though some in the city were religious, few were as superstitious as the country folk.

The population had boomed during peacetime, causing congestion in the city and local communities that grew into a third category of people: frontier folk. Many frontier folks were wanderers who came from other parts of the wasteland or were given land out west by the New Uruk government. They were rugged people covered in hide clothing. They often wore hoods or masks and carried around guns or tools. Some were lucky to own wagons. They had their entire homes packed up on wagons, ready to go out to the western frontier.

Electricity dominated. Light poles dotted the city blocks, along with wires hanging high among the buildings. Giant machines hugged the sides of apartment buildings and factories, pumping hot or cold air inside. Industrial shops, mainly belt shops, were driven entirely by electricity. The industry of New Uruk baffled Simon. Electricity continued to be a mystery to him since his whole life had revolved around Ignium. His most recent venture into investigating electricity led to him getting shocked and giving up in frustration. The lights and wires continued to be a mystery, though he felt as though he was getting closer to understanding.

Eventually, the crowded city blocks opened into the remains of a giant parking lot. Hundreds gathered in the lot and squeezed themselves toward the center, where a man stood on a raised platform. He waited, eyeing the crowd.

Anna moved the cart to an outer portion of the lot, joining other wagoners while they parked. Soon, there was standing room only in the lot. Murmurs filled the air. After a few minutes, a woman parted her way through the crowd. She gave the man on the platform a piece of paper and disappeared back into the crowd.

The man raised a loudspeaker to his mouth.

“Citizens of New Uruk! Word has arrived from the council! The Five, elected by y’all, the People, have come together to discuss the meaning of the sky fire! Some of y’all fear it is an omen against the settlement of the west! Rest assured, the caravans will continue! Some fear for the crops! Gut sense will tell y’all that all will be fine and dandy! We have spoken to the wisest Unahari! Offer to the Ahari, keep peace with the land, and y’all will be fed!”

Some of the crowd cheered, and some jeered.

“The Ahari want to end the caravans!”

“We’re gonna starve!”

“Nonsense!”

People shouted and argued, only stopped by the booming voice of the man on the platform.

“People! People! Calm down, y’all! The council will investigate the matter further but has found no reason to stop anything! Return to y’all’s homes and carry on!”

The crowd burst into more arguments while the man tried to calm them.

Anna grabbed the reins and whipped them, causing Slubber to heave forward with a loud “orf!” The crowd parted when the wagon passed. They left the square and entered an empty street, driving out toward the countryside again.

“That was a whole stinkin’ pile of shit,” Anna said.

“What are they all freaking out about? It’s just something crashing from space.”

“Lots of them are afraid that little sky fire means the Ahari are unhappy. They’re superstitious, unlike you. You’re just naive.”

“Hey!”

“Caravans mean a lot to the people here, more space here in the city and more trade with people leaving for the west.”

Simon shrunk down against the wagon’s corner and rubbed his face. “It has to be the Arcadis. I just know it is.”

Anna glanced back at him. “Sure as the sun shines?”

“Yes, it might’ve survived even. We should go find it! I need to know if anyone survived. I need to know what happened.”

“Simon, I’ll put it as bluntly as a brick. Even if anyone survives, how are they gonna make it? Sure enough, you barely made it before I found you. And where did it crash? Some things are better if they leave you wondering.”

“I need to make peace with it. I need to make peace with my home. Why don’t we both go and find it? It must’ve crashed out west. We can join the caravans. You always talk about the good ol’ days and how many adventures you used to have before the ranch.”

“Now watch it, Spaceman. Make me sound like I sit on my ass all day doing nothing,” Anna grumbled.

“It’s true. Ask the neighbors to take care of it. Think about it. We can go out there, explore the world that I never had, and maybe we might be able to come back.”

“So, you figure we oughta just leave the ranch, go looking for your space friends, and hope to survive going there and back? Just so you can get a gander at the rest of the world?”

Simon shrugged. “I mean, what else are we gonna do? Just sit and kill pests all day, every day?”

“I ain’t gonna say I like your point, but it does make me sound boring. Heck, even my friends from the war wonder why I never leave the ranch. Maybe it’s time.”

“Hey, I’ll admit. I’m selfish. I don’t really want to go and find the Arcadis all alone.”

“Yeah, you’re a Spaceman. Probably will get lost without your fancy space tools to navigate.”

Simon chuckled.

They journeyed out of New Uruk and into the green fields until the pastures became distant ranches full of livestock. They went around the village. Soon, Anna’s home came into view. An old fence surrounded the property, dead trees rising along it. In the middle was a house, a barn, and a small shed. Barren fields surrounded the ranch.

Slubber pulled the cart onto the property and past the barren fields. Nothing had grown since the last season. They had tried everything to get the plowed fields to grow, ranging from manure fertilizer to rituals to appease the Ahari. The robot that once plowed, weeded, and harvested the fields sat inside the barn ahead, rusting away with nothing to do. It was like a shadow loomed over the ranch. Anna’s dogs and a flock of mutant poultry had passed from sickness. The only animal that hadn’t gotten sick was Slubber. The gloom on the ranch had deepened the shadows, covered everything in a sickening stillness, and weakened their spirits.

Anna sighed when they pulled into the barn. She sat silently for a minute while Simon got out of the wagon and began removing equipment from Slubber.

“You okay?” Simon asked.

“I’m fine. Just miss when this place was my pride and joy. Wasn’t nothing in the wasteland that could heap up to this place, best ranch there was. Now ain’t nothing sprouting in the fields and no animals living here. Just quiet all damn day. Wish we knew why.”

Anna stepped off the wagon and helped Simon, releasing Slubber. The beast let out a grateful “orf,” giving Anna a gentle nudge before wandering into the fields.




“Well, it still is the best ranch, but… Maybe it’s time for a vacation? Can ask Liam up the road if he can take care of the place while we’re gone.”

“I’ll think about it. Liam’s a whole heap of nothing useful, but I think Devin might be up to it. Don’t matter. I ain’t decided on anything but dinner right now. Come on, Spaceman. We’re having stew.”

Simon smiled. “Better let me chop the vegetables this time.”

“I ain’t putting your thumb back on if you cut it off then.”

“Hey! I’m not that clumsy.”
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9:34 AM, June 27, 2187

Simon sat on the ground at the edge of a field, legs resting in a small ditch. He nuzzled his fingers into the dirt beside him and gazed into space. All he saw was fire. Images of the Arcadis exploding flashed in his mind, followed by its descent to Earth, and its arrival heralded by a burning sky. For once, he actually understood an Earth superstition. The dream must’ve been prophetic. Anna always spoke about gut sense, which he now finally understood. He felt it inside. The sky burning must’ve been the Arcadis.

“Simon!” Anna shouted.

Simon gasped quietly, looking behind him.

Anna waved at him from the barn with Slubber reined in one hand. “What are you larking around about? Come help!”

He ran to her and entered the barn, helping Anna lead Slubber to the wagon. The beast calmly stood while the pair attached him to the cart. Simon petted Slubber’s snout while they finished.

“Are we leaving?” Simon asked.

“Well, what do you reckon?”

“Yeah, but where are we going?”

Anna walked out of the barn, returning with a massive bundle of supplies, putting it in the back of the wagon. “Well, I figure it’s about time I get off my ass. I done spoke with the neighbors, and they agreed to keep the pests out. We’re gonna go on that venture you been nagging about.”

Simon’s eyes widened, a huge smile forming. “Really? We’re gonna go find the Arcadis?”

“Yes, yes, calm down. I don’t want no headache before we even start.”

“Yes! Let me go grab my stuff.”

“Hurry along, don’t forget nothin’!”

Simon bolted inside the dreary, fortified house. He ran into the basement where they slept and ransacked his belongings like a crazed looter. After ten minutes of running around, he returned. His arms were overloaded with three enormous bundles of supplies, he carried a backpack on his back, and his pipe rifle haphazardly stacked above it all. Anna grinned, watching him clumsily stumble out of the door and toward the wagon, a loud thud echoing throughout the barn when he dropped all he carried into the wagon bed.

“That’s everything!” he said.

Anna rested over the wagon’s side. “When I said don’t forget nothin’, I didn’t mean the whole house.”

“There’s plenty of space! This is everything I need.”

“Well, that’s fine and dandy. I packed what I need. I’m gonna go give an offering to the Gordya and lock up the house. Pull the wagon ‘round to the front.”

Anna walked to the house while Simon hopped onto the wagon’s bench seat, carefully grabbing the reins. Even though it wasn’t his first time, he was nervous. Simon was never sure whether he was driving well or bothering Slubber, even though Anna reassured Simon that he was fine and sometimes too gentle. Unlike her, he simply refused to swear at the beast.

“Let’s go, Slubber! Up! Up!”

Slubber orfed and remained still.

“Come on, beast! Giddyap!”

Simon whipped the reins a few times before the over-sized ham with legs heaved forward. Pulling and tugging at the reins, he steered Slubber to the front driveway of the ranch and halted.

“Whoa! Whoa! Halt, big boy!”

Slubber orfed again and kicked the ground, his coiled tail flicking when he stopped. Simon sat and looked back at the house. Anna locked the house, closed the barn, and disappeared to the shed before coming up the driveway and taking her place in the driver’s seat. Once the reins were in her hands, Simon went to the back of the wagon and sat down with his rifle.

Anna looked back. “All righty, offerin’ made. Let’s haul some ass! Giddyap, Slubber!”

The beast heaved forward. Simon watched the ranch fade behind dunes and hills as they went in the opposite direction of New Uruk and the local village.

“You think the ranch will be okay?” Simon asked.

“Bah, it’ll be fine. I had to leave a few times to travel and left it for months. Always stayed standing. Not like it’s producing anything. Damn barren fields.”

“Maybe when we come back, the fields will be able to grow something?”

“Hah, you’re funny, Spaceman. What if we don’t come back?”

“Well, it won’t be our problem, huh?”

Anna pursed her lips before nodding. “That’s a fact.”

Simon looked up at the blue sky as they started their journey, staring at the faint layer of smog. He trusted Anna, even though he had no idea how they would find the Arcadis. The hope that someone had survived the crash lingered in his mind. In this alien world, he wanted to see someone, or something, familiar.

“I wonder how long it’ll take to find the Arcadis?” Simon asked.

“Months, I reckon.”

“Months?”

“Months, Spaceman. There’s a lot more Earth than you think from looking through them fancy space windows of yours. Gonna take us a few weeks to leave New Uruk’s territory. We’re gonna head in the general direction it fell according to the sun. Not like I know where it exactly landed. We’re gonna have to cross the Territories, and if we’re unlucky, we’ll have to cross the Divide.”

“What are the Territories? And what’s the Divide?”

“Territories is exactly what they sound like. They’re a bunch of, like, states or whatever, big areas of land ruled by New Uruk colonies. Lots of resources coming from them nowadays. The Divide is a mountain range. Some used to call it the Rocky Mountains. Stupid name. It’s what the new caravans are all fussin’ about. They wanna go settle down that way or cross it.”

“Oh, I know the Rocky Mountains. California is on the other side.”

“Yeah, I don’t get why people wanna go there. Sounds like a hellhole to me. Plus, plenty of land on this side of the Divide. Ain’t no one wanting to go east, and there’s a whole sea over there, ripe for fishing.”

“Maybe people just wanna explore?”

“And find land that’s probably already occupied and start another war. Fought three damn wars for land already.”

“Wow, three wars?”

“Yep. Lots of fucking trenches, lots of fucking death, and lots of grief, just so people can complain that there’s not enough land. Look around! See anyone?”

“No?”

“Exactly. Damn near blew off every body part for that fact.”

“Well, if it makes you feel better, I’m grateful for what you did.”

Anna chuckled. “Thanks, Spaceman.”

The wagon rocked and creaked, wooden wheels rolling over rocks and holes in the dirt road. How long would it last? How many paths were there, how far out did they go, and did the wild Territories even have roads?

A few hours passed. The sun crawled across the faintly smoggy sky. Occasional conversation dulled the mind-numbingly annoying sound of the wagon creaking and the boredom of having absolutely nothing to do.

“You think we have enough to eat?” Simon asked.

“No.”

“No? Why didn’t we pack more?”

“We got enough for a month or two. Then we have to hunt. If I packed more on it, it would either go bad or make Slubber tired. I ain’t walking the whole way, so gotta take care of the big beast and not make it too hard on him.”

“You’re right. Well, at least we know a thing or two about hunting.”

“Or flying, in your case, Mr. Prongrat hunter.”

“Hey, wasn’t my fault. You’re the expert.”

“That right? Guess you lose wings when you become an expert.”

Anna laughed as Simon frowned.

Another few hours passed. The wasteland was empty and sandy for the most part, with the occasional pioneer plants reaching toward the sun from the broken, cracked earth.

“Hey, Simon, you see that?”

Simon popped up from his seat at one end of the wagon, crawling to Anna and standing over her while he peered ahead. A square shape stood in the distance, becoming more visible as they approached.

“Yeah, I see it. That’s a village?”

“How many villages you see with just one building?”

“Right, right…”

“Probably a farm. Maybe we can stop there for the night, get some food or something.”

“Oh, I definitely could go for some dinner.”

They eagerly stared at the building as it came into view. Simon frowned. The structure was an old, ruined house with no windows, leaning to one side. A massive mound of wood was piled opposite the house.

“Jeez, what happened here?” Simon asked.

“I don’t know. Doesn’t look old world. Guess some people really do like their privacy or like dying.”

Simon pointed at the woodpile in front of the house. “What is that?”

Anna hummed. “Probably an old barn that collapsed by the looks of it. That right there looks like what’s left of the roof.”

“Holy hell, what happened?”

“Folks here probably got eaten, or something went to disaster. Ain’t nothing left for us. Let’s find another spot to stop for the evening. Never know when some critters made their home in these old places or when they might fall.”

Anna whipped the reins gently. Simon looked through the doorway of the old house while they rolled away. It disturbed him. Something felt wrong, as if he would die if he entered the house at the hand of some spectral guardian.

They continued for another hour before eventually stopping in a nook between two dunes.

“All righty, this looks mighty fine. Unharness Slubber,” Anna said.

Simon hopped out of the wagon with Anna. They removed all the equipment from the Scab Boar, piling it neatly in the wagon. Slubber orfed in relief and nudged Simon in thanks once they were finished, wandering off over a dune a moment after.

“Heh, big love bug likes you,” Anna said.

“Really?”

“Wouldn’t nudge you if he didn’t.”

“Huh, well, that’s cool. What are we eating?”

“I don’t know. How about some Podweeds heated up on the heating coil?”

“That works.”

Anna went over to the wagon and lowered the tail of the bed. Hopping up into it, she pulled out a large metal square with two coils on the top and some buttons on one side. Then, she grabbed a pot and poured two glass jars of Podweeds into it before putting the vessel on a coil and pressing a button.

“Like my cook top?” Anna asked.

“It’s cool. It’s like the one we have at the ranch.”

“Yes indeedy, finest piece of traveling equipment I have. Can’t go wrong with some good warm grub after a long day of travel.”

The coil became red and then a shade of purple. The Podweeds, which appeared like small yellow peas and were grown in New Uruk, warmed up and ruptured into a dark green gruel. While they cooked, Anna grabbed a large jar of red powder. Hill Spice. Simon loved Hill Spice, even though he didn’t know what it was beyond the fact that it was a mix of dried herbs and plants ground together into a red powder. It was spicy, salty, and tastier than anything he had ever eaten on the Arcadis. Anna mixed the powder with the gruel and served the dish in the two glass jars from which the Podweeds had come. She gave a jar to Simon along with a spoon.

While he ate, Simon asked, “How are we gonna clean all this?”

“I’ll wipe the pot down with a rag before bed, but if we want it real clean, we’ll need to find a body of water. Don’t you worry. You won’t get sick unless you don’t lick that spoon clean. Eat up. Tomorrow, we start rationing.”

“Rationing?”

Anna chuckled. “Boy, you’re gonna love traveling, Spaceman. If we wanna extend the amount of time we have food, we eat once or twice a day. Something small for breakfast and a bigger dinner so we can sleep.”

Simon’s gaze fell on the gruel. “Oh, man…”

“Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it. I used to go a few days at a time without eating in my younger years. Good times.”

“Good times? Really?”

“Heck no! I was hungry!” Anna chuckled.

They ate up the gruel and put away everything. Simon unrolled some sleeping bags and made space for them in the wagon while Anna cleaned their kitchenware and packed it back up. Once everything was put together, Simon took off his shoes and crawled into his sleeping bag. Anna soon crawled into hers on the other end of the wagon, a few objects separating them.

“You excited?” Anna asked.

“I’m nervous.”

“Nervous? For what? We’re exploring the world just like you wanted.”

“Yeah, yeah, just have no idea what’s gonna happen.”

“Well, either we find the Arcadis, we don’t find it, or we die. Either way, that’s what to expect, so no worries!”

Simon sighed with a smile, facepalming. “Yeah, yeah, you’re right. If we die, it isn’t our problem anymore, right?”

“You said it. Now get some rest. We got more traveling tomorrow!”








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




7:02 AM, June 28, 2187

Simon snorted as he woke to a bird’s loud, shrill cries. He opened his eyes, his gaze meeting two beady yellow eyes of a hickory-colored bird. Its feathers had streaks of gray at their ends, as if they had been burned. Its feet were gnarled, and one of its vast wings had twisted slightly. They stared at each other for a moment.

“Uh?” Simon let out.

The bird cried out again and pecked his nose, causing Simon to shout and thrash. The creature disappeared into a broken flight with its twisted wing.

“Gah! Dammit!” he cried.

Anna turned over and looked at him, groggily inhaling. “You better be dead or dying, Spaceman.”

“Did you see that? Some bird just landed on me and pecked my nose!”

Anna sat up and looked around before locking her eyes on Simon’s nose, brow furrowed. “Ain’t no bird pecking your nose. Ain’t even a scratch on you.”

Simon put his hand to his nose and felt nothing. “W-Well, didn’t you at least hear it?”

“I heard you screaming. Better not be my new alarm for this whole trip. Been one day, and I’m already fit to be tied. Keep your nightmares to yourself.”

“It was right there! Right on top of me!”

“Yeah, yeah, keep yammering. I’ma go piss and get Slubber. Grab some jerky. That’s what we’re eating for breakfast.”

Simon sat in disbelief while Anna put on her shoes and disappeared behind a dune. He rubbed his face and nose one more time. No way had he imagined it. He had felt the bird’s weight on his chest, and the peck felt as real as the wagon’s bed beneath him. Emerging from the sleeping bag, Simon stood and eyed the sky. Nothing. With a grumpy shake of his head, he put on his boots.

Rummaging through one of their food containers, Simon pulled out a container of beef jerky and sat on the wagon’s tailgate. While he ate, Anna climbed the nearest dune and whistled. Simon plugged his ears. Her whistle was horrible. The pitch was unnatural to him, and it echoed over the sands and the dry wasteland flora.

“Slubber! Get your ass back here!” Anna shouted before whistling again.

She descended the hill, took some beef jerky from Simon, and sat beside him.

“I thought you said he wouldn’t wander off?” Simon asked.

“He hasn’t. He ain’t a dog. He’ll take his sweet time to wander back here. I’d move slow if I was that big, too. Now quit sassin’, or you’ll be walkin’.”

Simon raised his hands defensively.

They ate for a few minutes, finishing their small meal before Slubber arrived. The giant Scab Boar lumbered over the dunes, chewing and slobbering as it returned. It went toward Anna, nudged her, and followed her to the wagon, where she attached him to his harness.

Simon aided her before hopping into the back of the wagon.

“Where are we going today?” he asked.

“Well, I ain’t no map, but if I remember right… I know there’s a village not too far from here. Should be a few hours of rolling. Think they have an inn there so we can get a drink.”

“Village? Place have a name?”

“Probably. I don’t remember, just garrisoned there during a war. Nice people and good brewers too. Their brews might knock you on your ass, though.”

“Really? Aw, come on, I’ve drank a little.”

“Knowing how you described space-folk alcohol like water and how the last time you drank with me, you were out in two or three cups. Yeah, it’ll knock you on your ass.”

“Well, maybe. We’ll see.”

Anna sat in the driver’s seat and looked back with a raised eyebrow. “We’ll see? All righty, Simon, whatever you say. Let’s go! Giddyap there, Slubber!”

Slubber heaved forward with a whip of the reins. Once again, the familiar creaking and rocking filled the air. Simon leaned on the wagon’s edge and rested his head on his hands. The thought of the bird pestered him.

“So you didn’t hear a bird this morning? Or see one? Nothing?” Simon asked.

“No, nothing, just you screaming like a nitwit. You trying to tell me you weren’t having a nightmare?”

“No way it was a nightmare. I woke up and saw a bird right in front of me. I felt it sitting on my chest! Pecked my nose and flew away, then you must’ve woken up.”

“Can’t make nothin’ out of that. Maybe thought you were dead. Bet you’re mighty tasty.”

Simon’s eyes widened. 

She looked back and let out a cackling laugh. “I’m joking. I ain’t gonna eat you. Well, maybe if we run out of food.”

“Not funny.”

“Not to folk with no sense of humor like space folk, ain’t that right, Simon?”

“We have a sense of humor!”

“Tell me a space joke, then.”

“Can’t really tell you any, but I am reading a book on anti-gravity.”

“A book on anti-gravity? What about it?”

“It’s impossible to put down,” Simon said, chuckling with a huge grin.

Anna shook her head. “That’s the dumbest joke I’ve heard all day.”

“I got another one.”

Anna sighed. “Shoot.”

“What do you give an angry alien?”

“What?”

“Some space.” 

Simon laughed.

Anna sighed long. “Well, seems I was right.”

“You’re not right! You just don’t get it.”

Anna rolled her eyes. “We’ll skip your space jokes for now.”

Simon dismissively waved his hand.

Like the day before, they rarely stopped. Most of the time, they idly chatted or sat in bored silence while they crossed the wasteland. The vast wasteland had only dunes, plants, occasional old-world trash, and a rare ruin to see. He felt as if they’d never see people again.

“Is there anyone out here?” Simon asked.

“Nope. Not until we get to the next village. We got a long while before we even leave the territory of New Uruk and before we gotta worry about anyone causing us trouble. There’s Alabert city south of here, but that’s a hundred miles at least. We’re heading west and west only. Couple villages out this way before we reach the end of New Uruk’s territory, then quite some miles before we reach the Territories.” 

“Aw man, no bandits or something to fight?”

Anna glanced back. “Bandits ain’t some amusing bird hunt. Ain’t none in New Uruk, and they ain’t no laughing matter. Them wild tribes caused us lots of issues when New Uruk was growing. Heck, they even caused that nation Patria I told you about a heap of a bunch of trouble.”

“Oh… Sorry.”

“Yeah, don’t be wishing no foul things on us. If it’s peaceful all the way to the Arcadis, then that’s a blessin’ right there.”

“You’re right, you’re right. I’ll hope for peace all the way then.”

“Better.”

Another long while passed. Simon spent most of the time plucking his nails with a knife, scanning the horizon, or counting the number of weeds they passed. After doing everything he could to avoid boredom, he stood.

“What are you doing back there?”

“Standing.”

“You’re gonna fall.”

“I’m not. I can see everything now.”

“Don’t whine when you fall, then.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m getting hungry. Can we eat?”

“Nope. I got some filters back there, and we’re gonna use ‘em for tonight’s dinner, so we don’t have to eat our own stuff. Hoping their cooking is still as good as I remember.”

“How long ago did you garrison there?” Simon asked.

“Oh, I reckon a few years, maybe a decade or two. Was a whole heck of a lot younger back then. My knees sure didn’t pop like they do now.”

“Why did you garrison there?”

“Well, we was moving to a new front line. That village was a stop for a month. Boring as all hell. We spent most of the time fighting petty wild folk and helping farmers. Sometimes we convinced farmer’s kids into joining up. Dumb fucks.”

“Why were they dumb? Sounds pretty awesome to join New Uruk’s army to me.”

“That’s what they thought too. What you and them don’t realize is that war is hell. I spent most of every war in a trench, getting shot at, watching people die, and more. Trench life, that was the fucking worst. Spent months digging, hiding, getting sick, all so you can run up over and get shot. Been shot damn near everywhere and have no damn clue how I survived.”

Simon frowned. “Oh, well… That’s not so great.”

“It wasn’t. Lost two good damn toes to trench foot and got myself a good set of nightmares from all that. You never wanna be the idiot holding some other idiot’s guts in while no one’s around to help ‘cause every other idiot is dead.”

“Okay, okay, I think I got it.”

“Not so awesome, huh?”

“No, won’t mention it again.”

“I forgive you. Not like you knew about it.”

“Thanks….”

Two more hours passed before Anna finally spoke up again. “Well, ain’t this your lucky day, Simon?”

Simon popped up behind her. “What?”

“Look. Windmills and pastures, we’re almost there.”

“Finally!”

They approached the windmills. Like the wooden windmills of Anna’s home village, these were composed of massive, vertical wooden turbines mounted on top of square buildings. A few dotted the area. Vast fields covered in various crops dominated the hills. Some crops were tall, some short, and some wide. Many had multiple colors ranging from red to purple to green and a few blue plants. All the crops were planted together as if they were wild fields. Among them were herds of domesticated iron-lung animals. A few people, primarily shepherds and farmers who were wary of the newcomers, stared at the wagon from afar when it entered the village domain.

Simon gazed at them and then at Anna, who simply stared at the road ahead. After about thirty minutes, a cluster of half-buried buildings appeared in the distance, smoke rising from chimneys. The wagon rolled in toward the town square. 

A bent man with a beard and red skin greeted them, “Ahari bless, good folk! Where do you hail from?”

Anna waved. “Ahari bless. We hail from out toward New Uruk, just passing through.”

“Well, any folk from New Uruk are welcome here. Y’all looking for a bed and drink?”

“Yep, been through here before. Y’all still got that inn up?”

“No, it’s closed right now. Owner’s in a bind.”

“In a bind? Brew get cursed or some?”

“Close, damn monster moved into one of the brewing barns.”

Simon popped up. “A monster?”

The bearded man nodded. “Yep, big ol’ beast. Our Unahari died recently, and we think it’s his wrath. He died from the plague. We’ve been too afraid to dig him up so we can break his spine and cut his ankles. Until then, he walks the Earth and torments us, and we don’t know why.”

As a crowd gathered behind the man, Anna leaned forward. “Y’all gave him his proper rites and everything?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She let out a hum. “Well, I think luck blessed you folk. We might be able to help.”

The bent man’s eyes lit up, bushy brows rising. “Really?”

“Yep, you got yourselves some folk who can handle it right here. We’ll fix the problem if y’all give us some supplies for traveling.”

The man nodded and walked forward, crippled hands reaching to shake Anna’s. “Why, thank you. Ahari bless us all.”

“It ain’t no problem. Simon, you ready to do some work?”

Simon nodded. “Y-Yeah, anything. Let’s go.”

Anna smiled and looked back at him. “Get your gun. You’re going beast slaying.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you. Ain’t got no other Spaceman with me.”

The crowd murmured at the mention of Simon as a “Spaceman.”

“What do you want me to do?” Simon asked.

Anna hopped off the wagon and marched around. “I want you to go with these nice folk to this brewing barn and scope out what this monster is. I’ma gonna go dig up this Unahari and break his spine, so he don’t torment these folk no more. Slicing his ankles so he don’t walk the earth again either.”

Simon furrowed his brow. “Why do I have to go deal with the monster?”

Anna grabbed her crossbow from the back of the wagon and sighed, looking at him. “‘Cuz you ain’t got no stomach for rotten and dead things. Damn near puked your guts out the first time you had to butcher something. Don’t want you puking all over the Unahari and cursing us all.”

The people stared at him, seemingly bewildered by the sight of him.

“Fine, fine. You don’t need to tell the whole village about it. I’ll go.”

Anna chuckled and marched over to the bent man with her crossbow. “Take my pardner here to the brewery and let’s go deal with that body.”

The man nodded, directing a few people to help Simon. Three went with him to the brewery while the bent man walked with Anna. Rifle in hand, Simon marched through the village and past some more pastures. People murmured and stared at Simon. What was their problem? 

As they left the village, his heart beat nervously. He checked that his gun was loaded and cocked. He couldn’t believe Anna. What if the beast was monstrous? What if it killed him? What if, what if? Body quivering slightly, Simon walked like a stiff board. The three people leading him didn’t seem to notice. Each was pale from nervousness.

Within minutes, the village was out of sight. A half-buried barn stood in the distance. Simon gripped his gun tensely when they neared the entrance. The building was grim, and the old wood had become gray with time, mounds of sand piling against it on all sides. The door stood ajar. Not a sound came from the building, and nothing stirred in the entire area.

“This is it,” squeaked a villager.

Simon stepped forward between them and walked down a small set of stairs to the door. He opened it, a loud creak echoing from the rusted hinges. The sound sent the villagers running. All three abandoned Simon to the barn, sprinting so fast that he couldn’t say a word before they vanished.

With a long sigh, he entered the gloomy barn with his gun pointed. The dim barn had few light sources, casting most of the inside in shadow. Two windows, the doors, and a few dozen holes gave Simon barely enough light to see anything. He stepped into the middle. Breath quivering, he pointed his gun every which way, thinking the monster would jump out from nowhere. 

The inside comprised two levels with twelve gigantic tanks lining the first floor. Barrels were everywhere, along with tools and wheelbarrows. The building seemed empty.

“Hello?” Simon called out.

A creak echoed from above. Simon pointed his gun toward it. “Hello?!”

Simon found a ladder and climbed it. The second floor wrapped around the building. There was a gap down the center and a railing around its edge. Scouring the gloom, he found nothing on the second floor. His nervousness left. There was nothing here.

Frustrated, he climbed down the ladder, turned toward the open doorway, and recoiled with a gasp.

Standing a foot taller than him was a mutant. The creature stood on two legs with barely any meat on its bony body. Its skin hugged every bone, ranging from ribs to hips. Its head was hairy with a beard and long hair. Under its arms and wrapped around its legs was long hair. The monster’s fingers had long claws. Rotten teeth poked out of its mouth beneath two eyes, giving Simon a burning stare.

The ghoulish thing didn’t move. Simon raised his gun slowly, the two staring silently at each other.

Simon pulled the trigger. The bang echoed through the barn, the demon ducking as the bullet clipped the top of its shoulder. With a cry, it charged forward and collided with Simon. One moment he was standing. The next, a clawed fist propelled him up and through one of the old walls of the barn.

He screamed as he flew through the wall and landed flat on the sand. Simon clumsily got to his knees with a pained gasp. He stuffed another bullet into the rifle. The monster emerged from the same hole it had sent him flying through. It squealed in surprise when Simon shot it in the leg and caused it to fall back in. Reloading the rifle, Simon ran to the hole and chased it inside. The demon disappeared into the darkness.

Momentarily, the barn was still and silent. Simon ducked as he heard the monster swing at him from behind. A kick followed and sent him falling to the dusty floor.

“Gah!” he cried out.

Ruthlessly, the monster pursued Simon while he fell, not giving him the slightest break as it swiped and clawed at him. Simon absorbed each strike. Narrowly avoiding each shearing slice, he kicked the creature’s knee and caused it to fall back. Simon pulled out his knife while the demon recovered. Exploding up to his feet, Simon planted the knife in its shoulder. Another pained cry came from the beast. A clawed hand found its way under Simon’s armpit and launched him over its head. The demon stopped its pursuit of Simon and clawed at the knife, trying to pull at it as blood flowed down its body.

Simon crawled to his gun. He pulled the trigger, causing the creature to fold like a rag doll. Blood gushed from its head when it fell to its knees and sprawled out dead. Simon’s eyes widened. He sat for a minute in disbelief, shakily coming to his feet and tapping the demon with his foot. Dead. Stone dead.

Before leaving the barn, Simon reloaded his gun. He tried to take the knife but found it impossibly lodged into the monster’s shoulder. His heart still pounded while he walked back to the village. It took him a while to notice that the beast had left three tears on his hide tunic. Three shallow scratches marked the side of his ribs. They bled slightly, the air making them sting.

“Gah, fucking dammit…” he muttered.

He liked this tunic. It was far more comfortable than anything he had worn on the Arcadis. Hopefully, the village would replace it as payment.

He strolled down a hill into the town square, where all activities stopped when he arrived. The villagers stared at him while he walked toward the town center and waited. 

One of the three villagers who had abandoned him meekly approached. “What happened?” 

“It’s dead,” Simon said.

“The monster is dead?”

Simon’s nose wrinkled. “I didn’t stutter.”

The man turned to the rest of the village. “The monster is dead! The Outworlder has lifted the curse!”

The villagers cheered, all of them closing in on Simon. He stood in confusion while they praised him and called him “Outworlder.” 

After a few minutes, the bent man and Anna arrived in the village. Anna walked up to him with a grin, a rotten smell exuding from her. “Well, here I was, thinking you might’ve needed help.”

Simon gestured at the scratch on his side. “I kinda did.”

“Oh, whiny, Spaceman. Want me to kiss it to make it feel better?”

Simon recoiled slightly. “N-No.”

“Then quit your cryin’. You ain’t dead yet.”

The bent man looked at the scratches. “We’ll nuss your wounds, Outworlder. Y’all are free to have a new tunic, drinks, and supplies on us. Come on! We’re celebrating!”

Simon and Anna looked at each other when the bent man called Simon “Outworlder.” Simon shrugged at her, Anna shrugging back.

The entire village celebrated. As the inn reopened, people set out to prepare food, drinks, and music. Anna and Simon were given baths while the festivities were prepared. Simon’s scratches were cleaned, slathered in a green paste, and covered in bandages before he was given a new tunic. The name “Outworlder” floated around the whole day as day became evening and music began. 

The inn was crowded with so many village folks that the party overflowed outside. Inside, Anna and Simon were the king and queen of the party. Simon had never experienced a party like this. People feasted, danced on tables, sang, and spilled alcohol everywhere. Anna danced with people.

Soon enough, she wandered over with a mug. “What’s wrong, Spaceman? Too hurt to dance?”

Simon chuckled. “Uh, actually, I don’t know how to dance. No one ever danced on the Arcadis.”

Anna’s head fell back. “You space folk really are a different stock. How in the hell did y’all celebrate?”

“Uh, we really didn’t. We had the Thrash Games I told you about, but that wasn’t really anything like this.”

“Well, watching two spacemen in their fancy spacesuits fight sounds boring to me. Now, watching two drunken fools fight is a little more fun. Come on, dance or have a drink.”

“I’ll have a drink.”

Anna smacked her mug onto the table before him. “Drink up then! Maybe you’ll do some dancing and find a lady for the evening. Or a man, if that’s your thing.”

Simon chuckled and lifted the mug. “Thanks, I might.”

“You only live once, Spaceman!”

Anna wandered into the wild crowd, finding another drink and a partner to dance with. Simon peered down at the drink. It was a dark shade of brown. The smell of it was noxious, stinging his nose when he gave it a whiff.

“Uff…” he let out.

He slowly brought the drink to his lips and sipped it. As it touched his tongue, his face wrinkled in disgust. He immediately spat out the dark liquid. How did they drink this? People consumed the horrid substance like water, downing or sipping it like nothing. He inhaled, sighing longly before taking a swig of the drink and downing it.

“Ugh! Fuck!” he groaned.

He took another swig, coughing when it went down and shaking his head. It was horrible. He stared at the mug for a few minutes. What vile things went into it? He contemplated before a female voice caused him to jump.

“Having trouble?”

Simon turned. A woman stood before him, covered shoulder to ankles in a brown dress with dirty farmer’s shoes on her feet. She held another mug of vile alcohol. Her hair, a hazel brown color, was woven into an intricate, long design that rested on her shoulder. Her skin was dark, tanned from years of working outside. Freckles dotted her cheeks beneath her green eyes. Unlike the women of the Arcadis, she was somewhat short and slightly dirty, her teeth crooked. She seemed to be Simon’s age. She smiled at him while he sat there dumbfounded.

“Kind of. Not much of a drinker,” Simon mumbled.

She giggled. “Oh, takes a bit to get used to it. You just gotta down it till ya like it.”

“Like this?” Simon took another, larger swig of the drink, his face again wrinkling in disgust as he coughed. 

The girl covered her mouth and laughed. “Yeah, sort of like that. Gets better as you drink it.”

“I have a hard time believing that.”

“What’s your name?”

“Oh, uh, I’m Simon. What’s yours?”

“Aleksa, a pleasure to meet you.”

“Good to meet you too.”

She brushed her hair back and glanced down.”Can I sit with you?”

“Y-Yeah, sure, go ahead.” Simon gestured to the bench beside him.

Aleksa smiled, sat beside him, and faced him. “Is it true you’re from space? Everyone’s calling you the Outworlder.”

“Yeah, I’m from a space station called the Arcadis.”

Aleksa’s green eyes lit up slightly. “Really? What’s it like in space?”

“Um… Boring. Space stations are kinda big, but spending your whole life on one makes them feel small. All you do all day is work and stare at Earth or space. Nothing to do other than that.”

“Doesn’t sound too bad. We work all day too. Space must be pretty.”

“Yeah, it kinda is. It looks very different down here. Pretty in its own way here.”

Aleksa took a sip of her drink, Simon mimicking her. She giggled when his eye twitched in disgust.

“You’re cute as a pea. You wanna dance?” she asked.

Simon stuttered, slightly panicking, before he nodded, “Y-Yeah, I’d like to dance.”

“Come on then!”

She grabbed his hand and led him to where everyone was dancing. Anna cheered at him when Simon began clumsily and nervously dancing with Aleksa.

“You go, space boy! Move ‘em hips!”








  
  
  Chapter 6

  
  




6:43 AM, June 29, 2187

Simon opened his eyes slowly. A long, pained groan escaped him, a piercing headache making his face wrinkle in agony. He sat up and held his head. He was in a field of crops. A crushed cabbage-like plant had been his pillow for the night, an outline of crushed leaves and plant stalks surrounding him. He couldn’t remember how he had gotten here or why.

Clumsily, he stood. In the distance was chimney smoke, a few windmills popping up among the fields. On the edge of the circle of crushed plants was a trail of broken and stepped-on plants going toward the village. Stumbling forward, Simon followed the path.

He felt like a zombie. His body ached, his mouth was dry, his head hurt, and he felt nauseated. Simon had never felt like this. Clearly, he was dying of some strange sickness. He shuffled all the way to the village, descending a dune into the town square.

The village had just awoken. Many ate breakfast, while a few farmers and ranchers went out to their fields and herds for the day. Some people who were up and working greeted Simon as he entered the village.

“Ahari bless your morning, Outworlder,” said a young man.

“Good morning. Where is Anna?” Simon asked.

“Your partner? I reckon she’s in the inn sleeping.”

Simon nodded. “Thank you. Uh, Ahari bless.”

The man nodded in return. 

Simon shuffled to the inn and entered. The place was messy from the night before. Plates and mugs were scattered everywhere, the stench of alcohol lingered in the air, and a table had been overturned. The innkeeper was asleep behind the bar while another man slept on a table. Simon glanced between them before venturing into a hallway full of doors. He knocked at a few, receiving either no response or grumpy cries.

“Anna?” he said to each one.

Approaching the door at the end of the hall, Simon sighed and knocked. “Anna? Are you in there?”

“Oh, hmm? Simon, that you, Spaceman?” came Anna’s tired voice.

“Yeah, it’s me. Can I come in?”

“I’m decent. Wander your ass in here.”

Simon opened the door and entered, carefully closing it behind him. Anna sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing her face. Her boots sat next to her feet, and her crossbow rested against the wall. Her gray hair was frizzy from sleeping, along with a droopy, tired expression on her face.

“Morning, Spaceman. Sleep well?”

“I woke up in a field somewhere. I think I’m sick or dying or something.”

Anna looked up at him and smiled, cackling in amusement. “Is that right, sick and dying?”

Simon recoiled slightly and furrowed his brow. “What’s so funny?”

“You’re dead and dying. I’ll go dig you up a spot to rest by that Unahari right now.”

“It’s not funny! I’m really sick. My head hurts, and I wanna vomit, and everything hurts an–”

Anna raised her hand. “Calm your shit. You’re fine. You have a hangover, Spaceman. You had too much to drink. Just need some grub in the ol’ bread basket and some tea, and you’ll be fine. Heck, these folk might have something to save you.”

“A hangover?”

“I’m guessin’ you’ve never had one. It’s what you get when you drink too much. How much you drink last night?”

“Like four mugs?”

Anna’s brow raised before she cackled again. “Four mugs? Well, that’s a mighty big amount for a first-timer. I bet you had a fine night, leaving with that village girl and all. Maybe that’s why you woke up in a field.”

Simon blushed and looked away. “Well, I… It wasn’t….”

“I wasn’t born yesterday, Simon. Don’t be ashamed. We Earth folk ain’t like that. Let’s get you some grub and tea and get out of here before her daddy shoots you.”

“S-Shoots me?”

“Well, some folk don’t appreciate strangers coming through town and taking their daughters through a uh… stroll in the fields. Come on. You’re not dead yet.” 

Anna put her boots on and grabbed her crossbow, leading Simon to the bar. The innkeeper, a middle-aged man with a dark tan and a beard, still slept behind the bar when Anna approached. She harshly smacked the sleeping innkeeper in the chest with the crossbow and shook him awake with her hand.

“Phil, wake up! Wake up, you varmint!” she shouted.

“Huh? What? What!”

“Wake up! I know you ain’t had that much. My partner and I are hankering for some grub. Remember what Noah said. Go get us some grub. And tea! Put some Blackleaf in it. My partner here has a hangover.”

Phil rubbed his face and groaned. “Right. Right! I heard ya! I’m going. I’m going.”

He stood up and walked through a doorway behind the bar area. Anna sat at the bar, Simon joining her. He rested his elbows on the wood, putting his face in his palms.

“This sucks so much….”

“You’ll be fine with some grub and tea, don’t you worry. Once we eat, though, we gotta hit the road.”

“All right, all right. Where are we going?”

“Well, Noah, that old man we met yesterday was talking to me while some folks were loading supplies onto my wagon. He was telling me all about this caravan a few miles south in another village. Said it would be a five hours trek and that they’re leaving west to where we’re going tomorrow.”

“Caravan? Like frontiers people?”

“Yep, some folks going to the Divide. He said we should be careful, though, heard some crazed folk were going around recently. No problem for us, though. Caravans can usually help themselves.”

“Oh, so we’re not traveling alone the whole way? That’s nice.”

“Yep, then some other folk can listen to you whine the whole way.” Anna chuckled.

Simon rolled his eyes. “Just wait. I’ll be the rough and tough frontiersman, and you’ll be the whining one when we get out there.”

“Is that right? We might just have to make ourselves a bet.”

“Well, I’m not that sure.” 

The pair laughed.

“I think you might like the wilds, Spaceman. I heard a rumor that the west is greener, less damn sand.”

“Really? I’m kinda nervous. Like, what’s out there? I wonder what the big ruined cities are like, what the Divide is like, what is everything like?”

“Well, shoot, you’ll just have to find out. Ruined cities ain’t that fun, but that’s why we’re going with a caravan. Hopefully, they ain’t left already.”

“Yeah, hopefully.”

Phil came out with three plates and three steaming mugs, placing two of each in front of the pair before going to one end of the bar himself. The dish had two slices of pinkish meat, a dark brown pancake, and a pile of what appeared to be beans. It all smelled somewhat salty, combined with the sweet smell of the tea. Simon dug in. The meat was the saltiest, though it went down well with some tea. On the other hand, the pancake was dull, though it had a slightly sweet vanilla flavor. Like the meat, the beans were also salty. They were firm on the outside, soft on the inside, and surprisingly satisfying to eat. Simon downed everything before Phil and Anna, finishing his tea with a relieved sigh. The nausea dissipated, the headache fading as the tea entered his system.

“Oh my god, that’s so much better,” he said.

Anna chuckled. “I told you. First hangover is always a fun one. Phil, you hear him this morning? He told me he was sick and dying.”

Phil chuckled. “Yeah, that’s how they all feel. Glad you liked the brew, though. Everyone got a taste of my homemade batch.” 

“Yeah, how did you like it, Simon?” Anna asked.

“No offense, but at first, I hated it. Then after drinking it for a while, it tasted better and better.”

Anna and Phil laughed.

“I ain’t offended. I heard you was from space. Must not drink a lot up there, huh?” Phil asked.

Simon shook his head. “Nope, we rarely got alcohol and compared to your stuff, it’s like water.”

“I can imagine. You like my food?” Phil asked.

Simon nodded. “Yeah, it was great. I loved the beans?”

“I don’t know what beans are, but those there were Prairepods. Best damn breakfast food aside from some meat and them pancakes you had. I picked them myself while hunting.”

“Well, I appreciate the food,” Simon said.

Anna stood. “Yes, sir, it was some good grub. Now, I ain’t tryna to ruin the fun, but I think it’s high time we get going, Simon.”

“Uh, yeah. I think all my stuff is in the wagon,” Simon said.

“Most important thing is your gun. You put it in there?”

Simon nodded. “Yep. Thank you, Phil.”

“Ahari bless,” Phil said.

“Ahari bless,” Anna replied.

From their wagon parked by the inn, Slubber had wandered off per usual, lazily returning upon hearing Anna’s call. Simon and Anna hooked him up to the wagon, assessed what they had in it, and hopped on.

The bent man, Noah, came out of nowhere as Anna grabbed the reins.“Wait up, y’all! I wanted to thank y’all again. That monster and curse were ruining the village! I hope my people treated you well.”

“Ahari bless you, Noah. Everyone treated us well,” Anna told him.

“Ahari bless, and may your journey be safe!” he said.

“Thank you!” Simon said.

Anna whipped the reins, causing Slubber to haul the wagon forward, taking them through the village one last time. Simon sat in the back of the wagon. People waved and called out to them as they left, Simon waving back with a smile. 

Aleksa ran out from the crowd. “Outworlder! Outworlder! Wait!” 

Simon went to the edge of the wagon. 

Aleksa ran to the wagon and gave him a necklace before she stopped and waved. “Be safe, Simon! Come back to us one day!”

“I will! Goodbye, Aleksa!”

Anna chuckled as they left the village and traveled past the crop fields surrounding the place. “You in love, Spaceman? Wanna give up our big quest?”

Simon stuttered as he held the necklace. “N-No, no, I don’t. She was just nice.”

“I bet she was. What she even give you?”

“A necklace.”

Simon examined it. The cord was made from leather, a bone amulet with a symbol foreign to him hanging from it. He assumed the bone was a vertebra, though he was unsure.

Anna chuckled. “Ain’t that special. Put it on. Let’s see how it looks.”        

Simon put on the necklace, tying the cord behind his neck and adjusting the amulet to sit centered on his chest. 

Anna nodded in approval. “Here I was thinking it’d be butt ugly. Looks fine. I’m just glad her daddy didn’t chase us down, or at least not yet.”

“Yeah,” Simon mumbled.

He looked back toward the village, twisting the amulet between his fingers. He wasn’t sure how he felt about it, though he pondered returning. 

“I remember my first love,” Anna said.

“Well, I don’t lov–”

“Ah! Shush! I’m telling me a story, and you’re gonna listen.”

“All right, all right.”

Anna extended her hand to the sky. “So, one day, I was a younger girl, believe it or not. Fresh out of my first war, wouldn’t you believe it? Was a few years between the first and second wars I was in. I tell you, best years of my life were my twenties. I was strong, fast, deadly, and damn, I could get a job done.”

“You were stronger than you are now?”

“Shoot, heck yeah. Near about nothin’ could stop me. One of the best shooters in New Uruk. We were part of the city’s special group of soldiers, me and my friend William. William was a friend of London, if you recount. He still called me Rose up till he died; may he rest in peace. Anyway, so yeah, I was a younger girl. In peacetime, there wasn’t much fighting to do. I worked as a gunner on the caravans in that time, fighting wild folk who poached water and supplies and that sort. Lot more wild folk in that time, people were hungry, and there wasn’t plenty.”

“A gunner?”

“Yep. You’ve seen it. Folk made big guns that shot big ol’ spikes to impale folk using pressured gas and that sort. I was a deadly shot with them. Eventually, I started working for this one caravan company trading with some folk up north that eventually became part of New Uruk. I was a gunner on a wagon named Betsy. She was a good wagon, so were her Scab Boars usually, though her right wheel always seemed to break. Either rolled off or cracked or broke or something.”

Anna inhaled and sighed. “Well, that’s how life was for a while, gunning down wild folk and trading. Then one day, this boy, handsome, tall fellow he was, joined in our company as a driver for Betsy since we lost our last driver. Max, or Maxy as I liked to call him. I was an asshole to him at first.”

Anna cackled. “I did all sorts of mean shit to him. I did, indeed. Poured water on him to wake him up, put a varmint in his shoe, heck, we even had one of the drunk fellows soil his pillow.”

Simon snorted and laughed. “Really? That’s gross!”

“Yep! Amazing what you can get a drunk caravaner to do with a bottle of brew and some filters. Yeah, ol’ Maxy wasn’t too happy about that.” 

“I bet.”

“Anyway, after a while, I started being nice to him. Heck, he was charmin’ as a fiddle player in a Scab Boar ranch.”

“Charming as a what?”

“Scab Boars like them some music, don’t you know?”

“Oh, I get it. I didn’t know that.”

“Anyway, he was charmin’. Good dancer, too. We always had music and dancing when we was out travelin’. Eventually, I just woke up one day, and I just knew he was special. We was tighter than a nail in wood. Spent years together. You know my little ol’ ranch? Yeah, that was our dream to have a little ranch out in the middle of nowhere. Heck, I even let him call me Rose, and you know a lot of fellas don’t get that permission.”

“Oh wow, what happened?”

Anna sighed. “Well, we was just a few years away from being able to get a ranch or property. New Uruk really hadn’t divided up the countryside yet, though I get my place before they did that. Well, as luck’s had it, the second war happened against some bastard-ass city to the east. Big place, lots of soldiers. Since I was still technically a soldier, I had to go fight, and ol’ Maxy got drafted. Poor fella. We sent each other letters and gifts. We had been together for three or four years before the war. War only lasted like two years, but his notes stopped coming after one.”

Simon gasped. “Wait, no….”

Anna frowned and nodded. “Yep. After the war ended, I looked around everywhere for him. I spent a whole year searching but never found him. I still sometimes wonder if he’s out there. I hope they gave him a good burial. War is hell. I’ll tell you that.” 

“I’m sorry that happened, Anna.”

Anna waved. “Ain’t your fault, or you’d be one dead man, so don’t apologize. It was a long time ago. Had my fair share since then, but I get tired of folk. I like my privacy. You probably the only one I don’t get tired of. Must be that space humor of yours.”

Simon smiled. “Is that code for another space joke?”

“No! No! Keep your stupid space jokes, or I’ll knock you to space.”

Simon chuckled. “Fine, fine. More for me. Hey, how long did they say it would take to find this other village?”

“About five hours or so. Said it was a few miles. Don’t worry, Spaceman, we’ll get there.”

They traveled in peace for three hours, occasionally speaking while they left the other village behind and crossed into the empty spaces of New Uruk’s vast countryside. Being on the road again felt lonely. There were no people. Occasionally, there was a ruin, mainly from the old world. Time was insidious. It slowly chipped away at the memories of these places, sand enveloping everything while the cursed rubble became buried in forgotten graves.

Clouds gradually rolled in and settled above them, wind following and picking up the sands. 

Simon looked up at the sky when the winds came, sand entering his mouth. “Ugh! Pfthgh! I got sand in my mouth!”

Anna laughed. “How’s it taste, Spaceman?”

“Sandy? I don’t know.”

“Should taste sandy! Do me a favor and grab some goggles from my pack back there. I brought one for you too.”

Simon went to a brown bag and held it up. “This one?”

Anna glanced back and shook her head. “No, no, the green one.” She pointed.

Simon grabbed the green bag and opened it, fishing out two goggles. He put one on and gave the other to Anna before returning to his seat. The goggles had a crack sprawled across the right eye and a few chips taken out of the left. He looked at the damage, hoping no sand would creep in.

“Didn’t you tell me wasteland weather got bad?” Simon asked.

“Sometimes! Who knows, it might rain, or it might storm, or it might just pass over us. Usually, it just passes right over. Not like the old days.”

“Yeah, you told me about the old days with those storms?”

“Oh, yeah. The Doomstorms. Heck, ain’t no one seen or experienced a Doomstorm in years. Been a long time. Thank the Ahari for that.”

“What were Doomstorms? What happened to them?”

“Doomstorms were big ol’ sandstorms that swept up the whole wasteland. I think all the way over the Divide if I remember right. When I was young, we had them. Had all sorts of methods of hiding from them. Scary. I heard right after the old world fell, they were deadly. Could flatten a house and even pick up big wagons and vehicles. Heck, they shredded paint off of things and broke windows.”

“Wow, that sounds scary.”

“It was scary! Lots of folks died that way. Sand could blast your skin off, storm could pick you up and carry you for miles before slamming you down dead, all sorts of crazy nonsense. Loud too. Could hear before they came, though they came fast. Heck, couldn’t outrun ‘em either. We had our ways, though, like rock blankets and that sort to hide under. Last few decades, they faded away, probably because of all the green coming back and holding the damned sand down. Still gets windy, though.”

“You think we’ll be okay?”

“Oh yeah, we’ll be fine. And remember what we said? If it kills us, it won’t be our problem anymore, huh?”

Simon smiled. “Yeah, it won’t be our problem anymore.”

“That’s the spirit.”

The wagon creaked and rocked for another few hours while the winds picked up. Within another hour, the winds were howling, currents of sand danced along the waving dunes, the wasteland weeds bending when the wind blew over them. Sand got into every crevice of their clothes and lined the wagon’s bed. Simon scratched and brushed off the sand. Anna was unbothered. After a while, the winds calmed, leaving the gray clouds looming above them. 

An hour after the winds calmed, Anna spoke up. “Hey, Spaceman, you sleeping?”

“No?” Simon perked up.

“Good, we’re here.”

“Really?”

Simon stood and looked over Anna’s head. It was late in the afternoon, with the evening on the way and the sun settling toward the horizon. Dozens of smoky pillars rose into the sky. They rolled toward the smoke, coming to the edge of a hill overlooking a village. Dozens of houses dotted the base of the hill, acres of farmland spreading out from them. Twenty wagons sat in a distant field, forming a circle. People were everywhere.

“Holy moly, that’s a lot of wagons,” Simon said.

“Those there? Nah, that’s a small caravan. At least we used to have some caravans go up to forty or fifty wagons. Let’s go introduce ourselves.”

Slubber pulled them down the hill and toward the circle of wagons. Someone shouted and brought the attention of everyone to the strangers. Some people waved, and some eyed them warily. As the pair approached the wagon circle, three women and two men walked toward them. Frontier folk. Leather clothes concealed their bodies, metal plates covering their limbs and vital areas. Each wore a hood and had bandoliers or belts full of bullets or holstered guns. The five had pistols, shotguns, and rifles. The rest of the people around them had pistols, shotguns, bows, crossbows, pressure guns, spears, and other handmade weapons.

A black woman with short but wild hair and a shotgun on her back approached first, waving to Anna. “Ahari bless!”

“Ahari bless!” Anna replied.

“Who are you, folks?”

“Names Anna, this here is Simon. A friend of yours, Noah, sent us here to join y’all. We’re heading out west ourselves and wanted to join up.”

“My name’s Victoria. It’s a pleasure to meet y’all. Any friend of Noah is a friend of mine. Come on, join up in the circle. Grub’s about to be served.”
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8:05 AM, June 30, 2187

People ran around within the caravan circle. Some were still eating breakfast while others packed and called in their animals for the day. Slubber had already been called back and harnessed up, allowing Anna to speak with Victoria. Simon stood awkwardly next to the pair. He looked around the caravan while they conversed, watching who was leaving and what they were doing.

“‘Bout time we get these folk out west,” Victoria said.

“I reckon it’s been a good while?” Anna asked.

“Nearabout two or three months of getting all these folks together. Most just been preparin’ and sayin’ goodbye to their old lives.”

Simon looked between the two. “Why are you guys doing this?”

“Most of these folks are heading out west for freedom and fresh land. Heck, some want to be remembered, some plain don’t like being ruled. Lots of land and lots of freedom out west toward the Divide and in the Territories. Some might settle along the way, some new folk might join us.”

“Maybe some want to explore like you, Spaceman?” Anna asked.

Simon shrugged. Victoria stared at him. The name “Outworlder” followed Simon, though not everyone was excited. Some were wary, unsure what a person from space could entail for the journey out west. Some thought it was a good omen, and some thought it was bad. 

“We’re near about ready to head out. I’d advise y’all to hop onto your wagon and get ready,” Victoria said.

“All righty, ride safe now. Ahari bless,” Anna said.

“Ahari bless,” Victoria said.




* * *

A few days of travel passed. Mostly, Simon was bored. The first two days with the caravan were the same as the first few days leaving New Uruk. Vast emptiness. Nothing but sand and weeds for miles. Not even the rare ruin made it enjoyable. They circled up nightly, released their animals, made dinner at night and breakfast before they called in their beasts, and continued on. To Simon’s surprise, there was a rhythm to it all.

He spent most days sitting in the back of the wagon, staring out into the distant horizon or talking to Anna. The roads became haphazard when they left the territory of New Uruk. Many were full of rocks and potholes, though some were so worn and aged that they were barely visible. Eventually, there were no roads at all.

The pair usually kept to themselves. Some folks introduced their families during stops, though many avoided Anna and the strange “Outworlder.”




* * *

A week had passed since they left the village. They were now well beyond New Uruk’s civil lands and entering the Territories. Any idea of a defined road was left behind with New Uruk. The caravan navigated by the sun and the stars, correcting their positions nightly as they aimed due west toward the Divide.

Far away from the industry and might of New Uruk, Simon felt vulnerable yet free. The air smelled different, and the land was vacant and wild. At night, the herd of Scab Boars pulling the caravan stayed close to the wagons. The caravanners kept their guns close and their wits about them. Mutants and horrid predators waited in the night for any opportunity.

It was noon on another day.

“You likin’ it out here, Simon?” Anna asked.

“It’s interesting. It’s weird to be somewhere so empty,” Simon said.

“Yup, that’s the Territories. I reckon there’s some towns out here. Most of ’em are pretty big for what they are, but they’re far apart. I was surprised that we didn’t see no patrols on the border of New Uruk, but maybe we were just unlucky.”

“Patrols?” Simon asked.

“Yep, to keep wild folk out and maintain the border security and that sort. Really out on the edge there, so there’s not a lot of outposts or nothing.”

“What’s out here, really?”

“Well, think of the continent. Up north are towns that support themselves through trading wood and that sort. They demolish old buildings, cut down dead trees, and make new supplies to build with. Further south are farm towns. Lots and lots of acres of just crops. Many folk also have ranches and herds in the hundreds. Down south, there are more towns, especially near the Mudlands.”

“Mudlands?” Simon asked.

“Yep, Mudlands. Used to be thousands of acres of swamps, bogs, and just plain wetlands. Now they’re a toxic hellhole. Muddy and chemicals everywhere from the old world. Mud and water trap all the old pollution. Deadly place but lots of game to hunt. Them folks trade in furs and animal parts and that sort.”

“Is there anything beyond that?” Simon asked.

“Not really. There are one or two towns straight north of New Uruk that fish on the Great Lakes, but they’re closer to wild folk. Up north is another place like New Uruk, same thing far out east near the sea. Some folk say there is another city down in what the old-world folk called Texas and Mexico, but I doubt it.”

Simon tilted his head. “Why do you doubt that?”

“Shoot, what some folk may call a city might be some big town or whatever. Maybe I’m wrong?”

“Who knows. What do you think about these people going to the Divide? What are they gonna do?”

“Fend off wild folk and animals. Build a town. Maybe there’s some good mining up there near the Divide. New Uruk needs iron and steel.”

“I remember reading about the Rocky Mountains. Well, the Divide. There were lots of mines in a place called Colorado, though I think they dropped a big bomb there when the old world fell.”

Anna shrugged. “They dropped lots of big bombs. Ain’t no issue now. Been too damn long.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” 

“I heard some of these folks talking about the sky fire,” Anna said.

Simon tilted his head. “What do they think of it?”

“They’re afraid, most of ’em. I ain’t said nothin’ ’bout our reason for bein’ here. Dumbasses might blame us for the sky burning. I wonder if we’re headin’ in the right direction, though.”

Simon shrugged. “I don’t know. It might’ve started burning when it crashed, so we might be able to see smoke when we come near it. If not, then I don’t know.”

“Heck, we’ll find it. Near about find anything with the right amount of time. Days, weeks, months, years even.”

“Hopefully not years,” Simon mumbled.

The caravan stopped when a command echoed down the line from each driver.

“Whips, stop!”

The midday break had arrived. People left their wagons and walked around, stretching their legs or venturing behind the dunes to relieve themselves. Children went to play while adults gathered in circles and spoke. Simon stayed in the wagon while Anna went to Slubber and petted his snout.

“Hey, Anna?” Simon asked.

“Huh?”

“How long do you think it’ll take to get to the Divide?”

Anna shrugged and walked around to Simon. “Reckon a few months, maybe two or three. Ain’t no roads or signs out here, so it’s all up to these folks to know where to go. They got the moon, the sun, and the stars, but that’s ’bout it. I heard they might cross through an old-world city on the way.”

“Isn’t that dangerous?”

Anna gestured to her crossbow. “Yeah, but we got all these folk with their weapons. We’ll be fine, might lose a Scab Boar on the way. Shoot, I’ve been in my fair share of old-world cities. New Uruk used to be one.”

“Really?”

“Yep, after the first war, they spent a lot of time expanding into the city and clearing out the ruins. Some parts are still infested, but that’s how it is. Folk would rather go out in the countryside than further into the ruins.”

“I don’t blame them. Still, I wanna see what these cities are like.”

“Tall buildings, critters, and dead things if you’re really hankering to know.”

Simon frowned. “Well, I guess you’re not wrong.”

Anna chuckled. “‘Course I ain’t wrong.”

Another command went down the line. “Mount up! Time to leave!”

People called in their children while going back to their wagons. It took fifteen minutes before the caravan was off again, wagons rocking and wheels squeaking. Simon sat behind Anna again, staring down the column behind them.

“You know what they don’t tell you about traveling across the wasteland?” Simon asked.

“What’s that, Spaceman?”

“It’s boring.”

Anna laughed and slapped her knee. “Ain’t that right? Yep, ain’t nothing special or glorious about caravan life. When I lived in the city before I moved out to the countryside, that’s all they were telling young folk. Come on, join the caravans for home and for New Uruk! Yeah, right, you either die or stay bored for years. Shoot, at least it pays well.”

“Well, there’s gotta be something to do, a game or something.”

“Can play a little old thing called I Spy.”

“What’s that?”

Anna looked back at him. “You ain’t ever played I Spy? Heck, let me enlighten you, Spaceman. I’m gonna look at something out there, and I’m gonna describe it. Like, I spy with my little eye something blue. Now you guess what I’m looking at.”

Simon hummed and looked around. “The sky?”

“Yep! Your turn.”

“I spy with my little eye… something sandy.”

“You mean the miles and miles of absolutely nothing around us?”

“Yep, you got it.”

“Well, you can see how fun that gets.”

“I think I’m still a little bored.”

The caravan came slowly to a halt, a command going down the line as it stopped.

“Whips, hold!” shouted each driver.

Anna looked back and forth between the rear and front of the caravan, “The hell?” she whispered.

“What’s going on?” Simon asked.

“I don’t know,” Anna replied.

Shouts echoed in the distance as dozens of people climbed out from the sandy dunes, emerging like zombies. They all carried weapons, ranging from guns to bows to sadistic melee weapons. Some wore hide, some wore leather, and some had metal plates or scraps protecting them. Most had hoods, red crosses painted on their backs and chests, and black crosses marking their foreheads. They outnumbered the caravan, emerging like a swarm and calmly walking toward them. 

Anna glanced back at Simon. “Simon, slowly, gun. Just hold it, don’t do nothin’ yet.”

Simon nodded and dragged his pipe rifle toward himself, staring at all the people approaching.

“Calm yourselves, good folk! Calm! We come in peace,” a man said.

The man walked along the caravan, dressed in a white robe that covered only one shoulder, his feet and head bare. His skin was covered in cuts and lashes. He was hairless. Unlike most people on Earth, he had no beard, no long hair, only scars. The man walked as if he was strolling in a park, unburdened by the danger of the wasteland and fearless. Instead, he seemed more distracted by the beauty of the sky and the dunes than worried about the people carrying guns.

“Good people, be with grace. Hold your arms. We do not come to relieve you from them!”

“Who the hell are you?” shouted a caravaner.

“My name is Joseph Crawford. Some call me Father. Me and my flock have come seeking hospitality and love from good neighbors such as yourselves. We’re hungry, like those of old, and seek bread to satisfy our souls! We only wish to share with you, share your bread and share our love.”

“They’re thieves! Wild folk!” shouted a woman.

“They want to take our food!”

Joseph smiled and shook his head. “Blessed is he who shares his bounty with the poor, the hungry, and the afflicted! Calm yourselves, good people. Had we wanted, we would’ve stricken you down like wretched beasts! But no, we come in peace, we come with grace, and we only ask for a meal.”

“Y’all best head back from where you came unless you like eating bullets!” said another man.

“Yeah! Get back over the dunes like the varmints you are!” said a woman.

“I’d advise against that. The good Lord doesn’t smile on men who seek violence but on those who defend themselves from the wicked and those who would do harm to the unfortunate! You see, like I told your leader, bless her. One of my good people behind me holds a trigger. If he or she presses it, a few mines will take you to the good Lord Himself! Now, we wouldn’t want that, would we?”

A gasp went through the caravan.

“They’re gonna kill us!” a woman screamed.

Joseph shook his head. “I said nothing of the sort! We only ask for a meal, and we’ll be on our way!”

The caravan folk argued with Joseph, shouting as he calmly replied. 

Simon crawled to Anna, whispering, “Who are these people?”

She shook her head. “I’m not sure, but I think I might know. These might be the Twilight Cult I heard of. Crazed wild folk. I don’t know nothing about ’em, save that last part.”

“What do we do?”

“I don’t know. If the hay burns, we run, hopefully save Slubber. If not, I guess we give ’em some grub.”

Simon nodded. 

The man continued to speak. “What will it be, good people? Will you show some grace, humility, and love for us poor strangers? Or will you folk succumb to your greed and wickedness?”

“I say we shove them fancy words back in your mouth!” shouted a man.

The man pointed a rifle at Joseph. A gunshot echoed. The man fell dead from his wagon. A few people screamed in surprise, others shouting and gasping. Abruptly, gunfire erupted from both sides as everyone took cover. Joseph stood as four people came from behind him and shielded him, allowing him to take cover behind a dune.

“Hit the deck, Spaceman!” Anna shouted.

Anna hopped off the wagon’s bench to Simon’s side on the bed. Both fired their weapons. Anna hit clean shots. Simon missed. His heart thundered in terror, his mind blank while he ducked from the return fire.

Two explosions cut through the air. Three wagons were launched, causing debris to rain down the area. All the Scab Boars panicked, scattering and causing more chaos. 

Slubber squealed deeply and ran. Anna hopped onto the reins. “Woah, boy! Woah! This way!”

The beast turned abruptly. The wagon flipped and dug into the ground, throwing the pair off. Simon pulled his head out of the sand, coughing and spitting. He could still breathe. Nothing seemed to ache or burn, and everything seemed intact.

“Get up, Simon!” Anna shouted.

She ripped him to his feet. His gun was scattered in the sand a few feet away. Blinking in confusion, he stumbled after Anna.

“Anna? Are you okay?” he asked.

“Ain’t my first time, Spaceman! You okay? Anything broken?”

“I think I’m okay.”

Anna ducked when a bullet hit the ground behind her. “Fuck! Behind the wagon! Go!”

Both ran behind the wagon and hid behind all of their supplies.

“I need to free Slubber! You need to get out of here!” Anna shouted over the gunfire.

“What about you?”

“Like I said, ain’t my first time but sure as hell is yours! Go, Spaceman! I’ll find you!”

Simon nodded and ran, covering his head. Everything appeared in flashes while he shielded himself. An explosion there, someone shooting there, another person dying there. He didn’t know who was who and where he was running. People clashed all around him, fighting with melee weapons or exchanging gunfire. While most soldiers fought the caravan folk, others went into abandoned wagons and hauled out supplies. 

Some people were still in their wagons. People in the back shot while drivers directed their Scab Boars away from the battle. Simon kept running, shielding himself from the chaos while he went up and over a dune.

As he got to the crest, a man dove over a dune and tackled him to the ground. “You!” he shouted.

It was the Father. Joseph mounted and held him, hands grabbing his hide tunic and shaking him.

“Let go of me!” Simon shouted.

“It’s you! I’ve seen you. I’ve seen you in my dreams and in my visions. You’re the one with teeth as white as Heaven, like those of an angel. You’re the one who fell from the sky, aren’t you?”

“No! No!” 

“Don’t lie! The Lord detests lying lips. You’ve seen Him, haven’t you? You’ve seen His land, His home of angels! You’re the one. You are the wicked one cast from Heaven. You seek it too, the Vessel, the one that burned the sky! I’ve seen it, and I seek it too. You are not destined for here. Go! Go! We will meet again!” 

Joseph got off Simon and gestured to the horizon. “Walk free and go with grace. God bless you. We’ll meet again.”

Simon propped himself onto his elbows and stared in disbelief before running off. He ran like a crazed animal into the Wastes. Simon continued running until the gunshots faded, and his legs failed him. He had escaped. The battle was far away, the caravan gone.

He was lost and alone.
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5:34 PM, July 13, 2187

Simon panted. He hadn’t heard or seen anyone in hours, and he was panicking. He had no weapon, food, water, or shelter for the night, and the sun was soon to set. A sense of impending doom choked him. Simon kept walking, hoping to find someone to save him or somewhere to hide.

At a certain point, he started to run and scream.

“Help! Is anyone out there!”

Simon ran across the dunes in circles until he got tired and fell to his knees. He slammed his fists into the ground and rocked back and forth, resting his head on the sand.

“Fuck! Dammit!”

Hopelessly panting, Simon stood and walked in a random direction. There was nothing else to do. He walked for an hour and occasionally gazed at the sun, only stopping when he heard distant banging.

“Hello!” Simon shouted.

No response. The banging continued in the distance, getting louder while Simon walked toward the sound. The closer he got, the more it sounded like drumming. He froze when he came across the origin of the sound.

A man stood on top of a distant hill. On the horizon behind him were colossal wind turbines that rose into the sky, each broken and leaning. They were giants from the old world, memories of a different time now rusting away as they towered over the Wastes. The man was dressed from head to toe in robes covered with bells, strange objects, bones, feathers, and various pelts. A hood covered his head, and a horned mask concealed his face. The man danced while banging a drum in one hand with a drumstick made from an antler. He sang, chanted, and growled while he circled what appeared to be a hooked staff. The staff had a dreamcatcher-esque object hanging from it with various beads and feathers decorating its length. At the base of the heavy stick was a clay pot with smoke coming from it.

Simon stood in disbelief. The man spun and banged the drum, raising it up and down as he went round and round. Simon slowly approached and stopped at the base of the hill. 

The man’s drumming gradually stopped while he lowered the drum. “Ah, there you are,” the man said in a low, rumbling voice.

“H-hello?” Simon asked.

“Hello, Outworlder.”

Simon grimaced, warily circling up toward the man. “Do… I know you?”

“No, not yet, at least. I have only seen you, an alien spirit born on a titan of steel and Ignium. You are a remnant of the old world, a different and long-dead time.”

Simon shook his head. “Wait, wait. How do you know where I’m from?”

“I’ve seen it. I’ve seen the sky titan before it fell, before it burned the sky, and before it delivered you to here. I know your white teeth, strange ways, and how you are not of this place.”

“Look, buddy, I’m just looking for a place to stay for the night so I can look for my friend.”

The man chuckled. “Don’t worry about your friend. She can take care of herself. Come, you must be hungry. I have food and a bed for you… come, come.”

The man waved for Simon to follow. He placed his drum on his back and holstered his drumstick in his belt. Next, the man pulled the staff out of the ground. The man gripped it gently and leaned on it while he walked down the dune. He didn’t seem malicious. Instead, he seemed genuine and even somewhat harmless, though strange. 

“Do you have a name?” Simon asked.

The man hummed. “No, not really. It’s been many years since I’ve had a name. Some people used to call me Old Man Weaver or just Weaver.”

“Weaver’s a nice name. Who are you?”

“Just a man who lives in the wasteland, nothing complicated. What is your name?”

“You know where I’m from and not my name?”

“Why would I know your name?”

“Right. Simon.”

“That’s a good name.”

“Where are we going?” Simon asked.

“Just a little ways up here. My home is close by.”

They walked for a few minutes before coming across a large sandy hill. On top was a half-buried house sticking out of the ground. An A-shaped roof barely peaked over the sand. The front of the house had a canopy with a fetish, and a strange plant hung from it. Smoke came from a chimney on the other side of the house. As they marched to the entrance, Simon could see the wasteland open up. A gradual drop into a vast expanse of flat plains was ahead, while miles of dunes were behind him. In the distance, he could see the wind turbines from before. Everything was calm. Even the air was still.

Weaver walked in as Simon stared at the view.

“Are you going to come in, Outworlder?” 

“Oh, uh, sorry.”

The half-buried home was a small house. The front portion had a living room area full of pillows and chairs. A dining space with a table occupied the other side of the floor. At the end of the dining room space was a kitchen with a hall that went into two rooms full of supplies. To the left of the kitchen was a set of stairs leading up to a loft occupied by a mattress and blankets. Fetishes, idols, feathers, beads, and other objects hung on the walls and from the ceiling. A few light bulbs hung from the ceiling as well, dimly lighting up the spaces below. The house had many strange smells, ranging from sweet flower-like to deep herby scents. 

Weaver put his staff beside the door and took off his mask. Underneath it was the face of an old, wrinkled man with a long white beard and unkempt gray hair. His eyes were brown with dark circles around them. He hung up the mask, setting the drum and drumstick below it before wandering into the kitchen.

“Wow, this is your house?” Simon asked.

“Yep. It’s been my home for years.”

“Where do you get power from?”

Weaver smiled while he pulled out pots and pans in the kitchen. “Old-world technology. Solar panels. A few on the other side of this hill that power everything. Keeps the water hot and the lights on, that’s about it. Make yourself at home, Outworlder. I’ll make you some dinner.”

Simon went to a chair in the living space and sat. Sizzling sounded as the smell of cooked meat and spices filled the air. It was surreal. Simon had no idea how to react. The man felt familiar, though he had met no one like him in his whole life. It was like meeting a grandfather, even though people like Simon from the Arcadis did not have families or family lines. 

“How do you know me?” Simon asked.

“Oh, I know a lot of people. Sometimes I see them, and sometimes we even get to meet, like now. It’s rare, but most of the people I know I’m supposed to help, like you.”

“Help?”

“Yes, help you save your friends and help you become reborn.”

“Look, I just want to stay for the night and go out and search for my caravan.”

The old man chuckled. “Has anyone told you that you worry too much?”

“I mean, my friend has.”

“Well, she would be right. I can’t say that I blame you. It must be hard coming from a place of structure, order, and plans to a place like this, this unkempt and chaotic world. It’s still healing. Calm yourself, Outworlder, you will find your friend, but first, you must find the ability to do so. You are still a child on the bridge between the caterpillar and the butterfly. Go with the flow. Let the water take you.”

Simon looked down. Only someone like him, who has seen the history of the Earth in classes, would know what a butterfly or a caterpillar is. How could this old man know? How did this man know so much? The old man was right. He was still growing and learning about what it took to survive.

“Wait, are you saying you’re supposed to help me find my friends?”

“In a way, yes. I am supposed to give you the torch, but it is up to you to do the walking.”

The old man plated the food and brought the two plates and forks. He set one down for Simon and went to a chair.

“Thanks,” Simon said.

He reached for the plate and dug in. It was simple food. On one side was a steak that seemed to melt in his mouth. On the other side were potato-like plants covered in what appeared to be salt. Salt was foreign to Simon. They didn’t have salt on the Arcadis, and most people didn’t have salt in New Uruk. It was for the wealthy, so seeing this raised even more questions.

“How are you supposed to help me?” Simon asked.

“I will help you grow and learn. First, you must learn your way around weapons and yourself. I will guide you. You will not be here long.”

“O-okay… Where did you get this salt from?”

“Oh? That, well, I don’t seem to recall. It’s from the sea, perhaps from some beach folk. It has been long since I’ve wandered this world.”

“Wait, you used to be a wanderer? Like a nomad or something?”

The old man nodded, “Yes, I used to walk from place to place, drifting and learning. You pick up a thing or two when you do that. I don’t have much, but I thought you’d appreciate it.”

“I do. It’s really good, thank you.”

Weaver smiled and nodded, eating up the rest of his food alongside Simon in silence. 

Simon spoke again while they finished their food. “So, how are you going to help me?”

Weaver shrugged. “We’ll start simple. Training.”

“Training?”

The man nodded. “You’ll see tomorrow.”




* * *

The day started early. Simon awoke in a nest of blankets and pillows, Weaver poking him with his staff.

“Get up, Outworlder. It’s time to start.”

“What time is it?” Simon grumbled.

“Early enough. Get up,” Weaver said.

Simon sat up and flailed as Weaver tossed a fruit at his chest. It was a round, tall fruit with yellow, scale-like skin and a stem sticking out of the top. Simon grabbed it and looked up at Weaver. “What’s this?”

“Jar fruit. Eat up. I’ll be outside.”

The old man turned and left the house, leaving Simon to eat the strange fruit. He carefully bit into it. The fruit’s skin crunched and crumbled, revealing white, juicy flesh that oozed when he bit into it. It was honey-like, though it left a slightly sour aftertaste. It was like candy. He ate it down to its white, seedy core before going out to Weaver with it in his hands.

Weaver stood outside with his staff in one hand and a rifle in the other. He faced toward the distant turbines, watching the sun rise slowly over the horizon, illuminating the sky in bright orange colors.

“Do I eat the seeds too?” Simon asked.

The old man shook his head. “You can, but I’d rather you just give it to me.”

Simon gave him the fruit core. Weaver took it and dug a shallow hole. He buried the core with his foot and walked away. “Come on, Outworlder.”

“Coming.”

They walked into the flat plains. It was dusty and windy. Weeds were everywhere, sprouting out of the cracked, sandy ground and reaching for the sky. They passed the shell of an old car sunken into the sand before finding a flat field with random objects strewn about. Some were traffic signs, some were old metal panels, and others were just scrap. 

Weaver stuck his staff into the ground and waved Simon over. “You know how to shoot?”

Simon walked over and stood beside him. “Yeah, I’ve been learning. I’m not very good, though.”

Weaver nodded and raised his rifle, aiming it and firing five shots. Every shot hit an object out in the field ahead, starting close by and ending at the opposite side of the field. Not one shot missed. 

Weaver reloaded the rifle once he was done and handed it to Simon. “Go ahead.”

“Uh…”

Simon carefully gripped the gun and stepped forward. He aimed down the sights, wandering the gun toward an object and firing. The gun spat out a bullet, a bang echoing over the surrounding dunes and piercing the edge of a metal sheet in the middle of the field.

“Good. Stand like this with your feet firm.” Weaver gestured to his feet.

Simon glanced at him and adjusted his stance.

“Good. Keep both eyes open and center the target with your dominant eye. Shoulders straight and back.”

Simon nodded and did like he was told, aiming at another target. He fired again, hitting closer to the center of an old speed sign.

“Well done. Don’t hold your breath,” Weaver said.

He fired again, hitting a similar spot on the sign before moving to another target. He fired until the gun was empty. 

Weaver walked over with more bullets and reloaded the weapon, giving it back to Simon and gesturing again. “This time, aim for something farther out.”

Simon raised the gun again and aimed farther toward the end of the field. He fired again, a cloud of dust rising when the bullet whizzed past his target and hit the ground. He paused and looked at Weaver, who gestured out toward the field.

“It’s okay. Keep firing. We have all day.”
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10:19 AM, August 3, 2187

The training continued for weeks. During the first week, Simon was miserable from waking up early to spend hours training with Old Man Weaver. He spent most hours shooting, learning new skills from Weaver, and meditating. Meditation was foreign to Simon. He had never ever heard of it. Usually, he sat and listened to Weaver drum slowly and tried to clear his mind. It was tedious work. He didn’t understand the necessity behind meditating or clearing his mind, though he caught on to shooting.

Another day arrived. Unlike most days, they were not out in the field shooting or on a hill meditating. Instead, Simon ate breakfast alone. Weaver was nowhere in sight. Simon wandered the house and rummaged through Weaver’s belongings, all while listening for the front door.

Weaver had artifacts everywhere. He had dozens of gas masks and old-world gadgets. Animal bones, skulls, handmade items, instruments, ancient crumbling books, and more were everywhere. He fondled some things carefully, examining the old and worn items. After a while, he found one of many rifles among dozens more weapons in the house. This one was old. Its wood and metal body cracked and rusted. It was a lever-action gun, something that Simon had never really seen.

“You like it?”

Simon jumped and screamed, turning with the weapon.

Weaver stood with a smile, chuckling at Simon as he gently took the gun from him. “Didn’t hear the door?”

Simon shook his head. “Sorry, I found it and thought it looked cool.”

“No need to apologize. That’s what I thought when I found it. Wish it worked.”

“It doesn’t work?”

Weaver shook his head. “Nope, missing far too many internal pieces to work. Trigger doesn’t even work, see?”

The trigger didn’t budge at all when Weaver pulled on it.

“Where did you find it?” Simon asked.

Weaver shrugged. “Somewhere out there in this world. It doesn’t really matter anyway.” He put the gun back exactly where Simon found it. “You ready for today?”

“What’s happening today? More target practice? I think I can do better with moving targets if we try today.”

Weaver shook his head. “It’s something you will be doing alone.”

“Alone?”

Weaver nodded. “You will go on a hunt today and return only if you have caught something. I’ll help you prepare, but once you come back, you will go onto the next phase of your training.”

Simon’s brow wrinkled. “Hunt alone?”

“You’ll be fine.”

Weaver walked over to one side of the house and grabbed a long spear. It had a forged metal blade, and its body was made from dark wood. He handed it over to Simon before leading him out the door.

“Wait, am I hunting with this?” Simon asked.

“Yes.”

They marched until the house had faded from sight, finally stopping on top of a hill overlooking the flat plains dominated by the towering turbines.

Weaver knelt. He reached into a bag hanging from his hip, pulling out three stones and a feather. Weaver dropped the rocks three times, followed by holding the feather up high and dropping it.

Once he seemed satisfied, he approached Simon. “Close your eyes.”

“Uh, okay?”

“This will hurt, but don’t open your eyes. You will be fine.”

“Huh?”

Simon yelped when Weaver grabbed his arm and cut it. He hissed and winced as he felt Weaver touch the cut before rubbing Simon’s forehead and cheeks.

“You can open your eyes.”

Simon opened his eyes and looked at the bleeding cut on his left arm. He groaned, face flushing red. “What the hell was that for? Did you just put blood on my face?”

“Protection. Stand still.”

Weaver pulled out a flare and ignited it. Simon shielded his eyes when the bright flame was born, hissing while it came to life. Weaver moved it around Simon, making crosses in the air a few times before burying the flare halfway in the sand.

“You are ready,” he said.

“Ready for what?”

“To go hunt. Do not come back until you have caught something.”

“What if I get lost or something?”

“You’ll be fine. You’re not a newborn. Get going.”

Simon frowned and turned, slowly walking into the plains.

* * *

What was he going to do? What was going to happen? He walked further and further from one of the few familiar places in miles. Alone, Simon felt vulnerable and weak. Anything could attack him in the wastes, and the untamed wilds of the new world had no mercy.

The winds blew sand in his face as he walked across the plain and wandered toward the turbines. They were giants, looming eternally over the wasteland as beings from the old world. The rusted turbines were bent, leaning, or destroyed. They had outlived their creators and would outlast dozens of lifetimes. Simon approached the base of one. It was gigantic. Walking around its base took two minutes. Its long body extended hundreds of feet up into the air, so high that Simon felt like falling backward when he looked all the way up. High above were mutant birds nesting on the old titan. They called out, singing their shrill and wretched songs.

Simon kept going. He left the looming shadows of the old-world giants and went out onto the plains. Dried weeds and bushes sprouted up everywhere. Occasionally, the blackened skeletons of trees reached out from the cracked ground, slowly consumed by the earth. He saw a dark shape in the distance and wandered toward it. In the sand was an old-world car. The half-buried frame of the old machine was ruined, the windows were busted, and the old engine bay in front of the Ignium engine was filled with sand. It was a fragment of the ancient world, a symbol of industry and waste.

He circled to the side of the car, flinching when he looked inside. In the driver’s seat were bones. A skull rested on the dash. The rest of the skeleton had fallen apart and sunk into the sand. Alone. Simon grimaced. Something about the car felt sad, accompanied by a hollow, unsatisfied feeling.

He slowly stepped away from it, continuing into the Wastes. An hour of walking passed. Nothing. A sense of madness gripped Simon while he walked. What if he found nothing? What if he got lost and starved to death? No! Simon shook his head and slapped himself. He wouldn’t die out here. If he could fall to Earth from space and survive, he could survive walking around in the wasteland for a few days if he had to. Shaking the panicked thoughts from his head, he focused on walking.

Another two hours passed. The white sand of the plain blew at him while he walked, the sun blazing on him. Drenched in sweat, Simon kept marching. His muscles ached, his feet throbbed, and he was tired of holding the spear. Eventually, he stopped. The lance dropped from his hands while he sunk to his knees and leaned his head back.

“What the hell am I doing?” he whispered.

His heart throbbed in his chest while he took heavy breaths. He had seen nothing alive in hours. The thoughts of doubt returned. Maybe he couldn’t survive on his own. He fell forward, cupped his face, groaned, then raised his hands.

“Dammit! Please, give me something. Something…”

He sighed and dropped his hands slowly. His fingers crawled to the spear and raised it, using it to stand. Stumbling forth, Simon continued into the desolate wastes for another long while of lonely wandering. All the time, he contemplated giving up and going back. It would be easy, but how would Weaver react if he returned empty-handed?

He turned and looked back into the far distance, the crowns of the turbines peeking over the horizon. A loud, deep call echoed. An animal. Simon’s head snapped in the call’s direction. He sprinted like the humans of old with their spears of stone. The call came again, this time closer. Simon ran until he came across the remains of a mucky pond in the middle of the wasteland. A creature the size of a gigantic dog lay near the water. Its body was square and wide like a bulldog, its skin gray and scaly. Bumps and bony spurs covered its back. Its head was broad like a gecko yet rounded. The creature looked up at him with a dozen tiny eyes on its head, mouth opening to reveal a giant, fang-filled mouth. Its mouth made up most of its head, resembling a bear trap more than the mouth of any animal. It growled deeply, its voice rumbling like a toad.

Simon stared, stunned by the sight of its horrendous mouth. He gripped his spear tightly and approached. The creature abruptly turned and ran. Simon threw the spear, sending the fang of metal and wood straight into the beast’s hindquarters, making it roll. It stood and circled, trying to pull out the lance. Simon ran over, kicking its jaw while he grabbed the spear and wrenched it out with all his might. The creature cried out, squealing when the spear left its body. In a rage, it let out a guttural, toad-like roar and snapped at Simon. Each bite made a cork-like pop. Simon swatted it each time with the spear’s side, creating cuts along its body.

They fought and tousled, avoiding each other’s attacks until Simon knocked the creature back with his foot. The beast stumbled on its rear legs, launching forward like a spring. Simon dropped. The spear flew up and met the beast’s stomach, blood spraying everywhere. Losing his balance, Simon tilted the lance and slammed the creature into the ground. He pushed the spear deeper, impaling the beast while its flailing slowly stopped. Its legs came to a halt, head falling and jaw becoming slack. Dead.

Simon dropped to his knees beside the creature, gasping and panting. He cupped his face and rolled onto his butt before lying down. Luck had favored him.

“Oh my god, thank you. Thank you,” Simon whispered.

Simon sat up and gazed at the body. He had to bring the dead beast back. Contemplating for a bit, Simon decided to pick it up and carry it. He tried to pull the spear out of the body. After a few tugs, he gave up and clumsily lifted the creature. Blood sprayed everywhere. His muscles ached and shot pain throughout his body when he lifted the beast, his back throbbing once it was on his shoulders.

“Fuck! You’re heavy!” he groaned.

With the dead, bloody creature on his shoulders, Simon marched toward the distant crowns of the turbines. His legs burned. He dropped the beast’s body and fell now and then, lying in the sand, panting. Each time he recovered for a few minutes and willed his body forward, lifting the creature’s body and carrying on. After an hour and a half of walking straight toward the turbines, he was again under their mighty shadows.

He dropped the body again, grabbed one of its gnarled paws, and dragged it toward the dunes beyond. Finally, Simon collapsed at the border of the dunes.

“Well done,” came Weaver’s voice.

Simon released a startled gasp when he found Weaver standing next to him.

“Gah! Where, what?” he blurted out.

“I was standing on the hill there. You just didn’t see me. Congratulations, this is a wonderful gift from the Ahari. They must like you if you came back so early.”

“When did you expect me to come back?”

“In a day or two. Fortunately, everything is ready for you. Now begins the fun part.”

Simon frowned.

“The fun part?”

Weaver smiled and nodded.
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8:32 PM, August 3, 2187

Old Man Weaver lit multiple bundles of dried herbs and weeds in a bowl, the room growing thick with smoke. Simon sat across from him, coughing as the smoke entered his nose. His stomach turned. He was still nauseated from watching Weaver cut open the animal to remove a bone. The bone sat with the spear next to the bowl between the pair. Next to Weaver was a set of bells, a drum, a bundle of leather string, a bucket of water, and a strange bowl of yellow paste.

Once the bundles burned evenly, Weaver rang the bells. Each high-pitched ring echoed through the room, every ring emptying Simon’s mind of thoughts. He felt his eyes grow heavy, his breath slowing as he sat there calmly.

He began, “I–”

“Shh.”

Weaver put down the bells and grabbed the spear. To Simon’s surprise, he unraveled the wrapping holding the shaft and the blade, twisting and tearing until the wood snapped clean from the edge. Simon watched him mate the bone and blade together. He slathered on the yellow paste, sticky strings forming between his fingers and the two objects. Once done, Weaver soaked the leather string beside him in the water bowl and wrapped it tightly around the blade and the bone, the leather creaking from all the force used to tie it.

He stood and approached Simon with the newly made knife and the paste. Gently, Weaver grasped Simon’s hands and raised them, carefully cutting a line in each of his palms. Simon hissed, though he found he couldn’t pull away. Next, Weaver put the paste on the cuts, the burning sensation of each oozing wound dissipating along with Simon’s awareness of the room. It felt like he was sinking into his body. He became aware of every sensation, from sitting on the floor to the blood pumping in his veins.

Weaver returned to his seat on the floor across from Simon and grabbed the drum. He slid his drumstick across the surface of the drum, making it sing before banging it four times. Each bang went through Simon’s chest like a wave. Each wave brought him lower into his body. Looking around, Simon had tunnel vision. Everything he looked at was acute, each color bright and every detail vivid. Weaver drummed. He started a slow rhythmic beat, gradually accelerating into a fast, high-pitched drumming that made Simon’s heart pump.

Simon felt like he was sinking. He fell. Time became meaningless, the sensation of falling intensifying before it reversed. Instead of dropping, he rose, flying upward like a rocket while the sensations of his body dissipated.

* * *

Simon opened his eyes and saw a different world through different eyes. It was green. Mountains rose for miles into the distance, peaks capped with snow. Each mountain had green, tree-filled roots that ran into rich valleys carved out by rivers and lakes. The sky was blue and clear. The sun rested in the sky, light shining off the rocks of hundreds of valleys. Simon was on a branch, perched calmly on it. The winds ran up the cliff below, and through the tree he was on.

Simon admired the view before looking down. He had talons, shimmering hickory feathers with gray streaks at their ends, and a beak. Simon was a hawk. With a predator’s eyes, he could easily see over great distances. Another moment passed before Simon realized he was not a he anymore but a she.

Memories of who she once was disappeared. The Arcadis, the rebellion, the pain of death, crashing to Earth, Rose, and the wasteland faded from her mind. The quest to find the Arcadis was already losing meaning when she stretched out her broad, dark wings and took off from the branch. As the wind lifted her into the sky, the idea of humanity left her mind while she fell into the zen of being untamed, wild, and free. The memories of a future thousands of years away faded along with her humanity.

She soared in the sky, rising above the endless green tides of the forest below. The air was clean. The Earth was alive, breathing, and moving, untouched by pollution and darkness. The warm currents carried her, memories returning while she basked in the breeze. These green mountains were her home through the springs, summers, falls, and winters of her life. Here she was queen, a top predator of the mountain. Ruthless, efficient, fast, and merciless. She was a mother as well. Now she remembered. She had hungry chicks.

She dropped elevation and flew over the fields and pastures between valleys and mountains, searching. Her predatory gaze peered through the green grasses and flowers of the mountains, eyeing for any little movement. A long while passed before her gaze snapped onto the movements of a brown shape far below. A gopher.

She folded her wings and dropped like an arrow. The winds whistled past her as she cut through the sky like a spear and reached with her talons. The gopher had no time to react. It was snatched up instantly and raised high into the sky before being dropped. As it came crashing down to the ground, the feathered mother followed with talons out and landed on it again. With a bite, she ripped its head clean off. She tore the flesh of the gopher, swallowing some for herself before taking off with the bloody body.

All of the valleys she flew over were familiar. Clouds slowly rolled in as she flew back to her home on the cliffs. She flew over more mountains and valleys before finding the peaks of her home. Her nest was built on top of a boulder reaching out from a hill. The nest itself was in a sort of pit in the giant rock. A tree leaned over it, casting shade over the nest in the summer and protecting it from snow in the winter.

High-pitched peeping came from the nest. The hawk’s three chicks awaited anxiously when she landed, reaching out for food with their beaks open. Carefully, the hawk tore the gopher apart and fed each chick small pieces of flesh until they were satisfied, then finished the rest herself. Carefully, she sat on top of her chicks. Her feathers bathed them in her warmth, protecting them against harsh winds.

The sky became gloomy and overcast. In the distance, rain gently fell and slowly approached the nest until the entire mountain was rained on. With the calm rain, the hawk felt at peace, content with her life of hunting and mothership. She turned her head and buried it into the fluffed-up feathers on her back, closing her eyes and slowly falling asleep.
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2:04 AM, August 4, 2187

Simon woke with a gasp. He lurched up and grabbed his body, fingers squeezing his sides and arms while he regained his humanity and memories. He clawed at his face. What was that? Was that a dream? It felt real, somehow more natural than the surrounding reality. Blinking, Simon eyed the room around him. The smoke had cleared, yet everything looked unnaturally vivid. Every detail was accentuated, every color brighter. Weaver still sat across from him, drum gently resting on his lap.

“What the hell was that?” Simon said, surprised that he could speak English.

“That was you. A long time ago.”

“What?”

“Her name to us would be Khoni. You’ve seen her before, though it’s been thousands of years since she has flown in the sky. She’s from another time, before us.”

“Who… What…”

Weaver raised his hand. “Khoni would be what some used to call a spirit animal. She’s been with you your whole life. Most meet their spirit animals but you… It is different, I guess. Perhaps because you are different. You have no parents, and you are not from Earth.”

“Why did we do this?”

“It’s the first step to uniting all of you together, and it will help you on your journey ahead. You will do this again, eventually. Khoni loves you as she does her chicks. Perhaps she even has given you gifts. Do you feel different?”

Simon paused and looked around. His vision was better. He could see more accurately and in detail from far away, his sight clear even if his gaze darted around.

“Y-Yes. I can see better.”

“See? Come, it’s late. You need to sleep. There is more work tomorrow.”

* * *

Simon barely slept after the experience, though he didn’t feel tired at all. The memories of Khoni’s life came to him sporadically. Each was a glimpse of her life, kills, joys, hardships, and children.

Weaver led him out to the shooting range on the plains. Simon took in all the extra details he could see. The grains of sand were bright. Every shape and size of the surrounding dunes told a story of decades of erosion. He noticed every slight vibration and movement around him as Khoni did thousands of years ago.

The morning sun beamed down gently as it peaked over the horizon, golden and orange rays reflecting off-targets in the shooting range. Weaver handed Simon a rifle. Simon carefully grabbed it. The cuts on his hands were shallow and already healing, though they stung slightly when gripping the gun.

“Are we shooting today?” Simon asked.

“For a little while. Shoot the targets,” Weaver told him.

Simon nodded and stepped to the barrier between them and the rest of the range. He aimed and started shooting targets. Simon hit each squarely in the center, moving from target to target with lethal accuracy until the gun was empty. Once he had spent the last bullet, Simon lowered the gun in surprise. He didn’t miss once, not even the most distant target that even Weaver struggled to hit on certain days. The pair looked at each other and giggled.

“Holy shit,” Simon said.

“That’s a little better.”

“Yeah, I think I agree.”

“You’re almost ready. Now we must find you a weapon.”

“A weapon? What do you mean? You have lots of weapons.”

Weaver shook his head. “You need something different, something that belongs to you, something loyal.”

“You want me to go find a gun?”

Weaver nodded. “Come with me.”

Weaver led him back over the dunes in the opposite direction of the distant wind turbines. They walked in silence. Today, the sky was clear, and the wind was calm. It was like walking through a whole new world. Occasionally, Simon paused as if star-struck from seeing an exciting object sticking out of the ground or a rare, colorful plant. Weaver waited each time, letting him absorb the details before continuing.

Simon didn’t know how long they walked. Eventually, an old-world town came up on the horizon.

Weaver took the gun from him and gave him the knife they had made the night before, “You will find what you need there.”

Simon stepped forward and held up his knife. “Just this?”

Weaver nodded. “It’s all you need. Go on. You will come back.”

Simon inhaled sharply and exhaled slowly. This time, he trusted the old man. Gripping the knife tightly and walking toward the distant town alone, Simon did not look back. Soon, the ruins of an old-world town surrounded him. Most buildings were so old that no paint was left on them. Their windows had been blown in, allowing the sand piled against the buildings to pour inside. Some leaned. Others were slowly becoming overgrown with new-world life. Green wrapped around their edges and crawled up their sides, leaves gently dancing with the wind.

The town was still. It was dead, fading away with the rest of the old world. Rust ate away cars that had not moved in over a century while the very earth swallowed up the entire place. Occasionally, birds flew out from buildings or rested on the edges of roofs, watching Simon while he walked.

Where to go? Wandering through the streets, Simon carried on for a while before hearing a bang. He jumped behind a pile of sand built up against the side of a car and peeked out. Mutants. They were humanoid. Some had extra limbs or eyes, others had body parts fused onto their bodies, and many had twisted and gnarled bodies. It was a pack. Three fought over an animal’s body while the rest moved from one building to another. They hissed and growled at each other, looking around while they crossed the street.

Simon dropped his head back. Of course. He wasn’t alone. When the mutants entered another building, he carefully crossed the street and slinked into an alley. He was still lost. Popping out into the other side, he looked upward—a bird. Unlike the sick, crippled birds of the new world with dirty, scuffed feathers, the bird above him looked beautiful. Its feathers were brown, shimmering in the sun as it glided over the town. Simon squinted in confusion and followed the bird.

He went from street to street. Simon’s gaze darted between buildings, watching for any mutants that might come out and attack him. The bird continued, going over the remains of an old town center with a statue and city office before taking Simon down a few more blocks. Eventually, it landed on a giant brick building that towered over the other buildings—a museum. The front of the building had a grand staircase that descended into the ground and disappeared into a dark, murky lake that had submerged the front entrance. From a distance, Simon could see that it had three floors. The first floor was dug into the ground and flooded. The second was ground level, and the third rose above the rest of the town.

He jumped in through a window, glass crunching beneath his shoes as he entered the museum’s dank, moldy second floor. Inside, the air felt thicker. Unlike the sandy wasteland outside, the building had a wretched humidity level.

The first large room contained artifacts from the ancient world, spanning time periods and cultures from the Stone Age to Egypt, the Roman Empire, the Silk Road, and more. Simon marveled at these. In his youth, he had learned about the history of the old world and ancient times before Ignium and electricity, though such things sounded like fiction. This proof was stunning. He searched the details of Egyptian artifacts, scoured the cracks and rust of Roman objects, and ogled the ancient tools of humanity from before agriculture even existed.

Footsteps entered the room. Simon ducked behind a display. Another mutant. This one was tall with a narrow but hunched over, somewhat spindly body. Its hands were long with nails hanging to its knees. The creature’s eyes were sunken in. Its mouth, full of rotten teeth, hung agape while it shuffled through the room.

Simon cursed. He watched it enter another room before he went to the museum’s center. What was once a vast square room with two balconies for the upper two floors and a giant gap in the center was now a swampy, green room. The first floor below was full of green, murky water. Plants sprawled up the railings of each balcony to the roof. The ceiling, once clear glass, was covered in foliage, providing little light to the floors below. Simon heard mutants everywhere and saw some of their dark figures swimming in the water below. Silently, he crept around the second-floor balcony. Sneaking into another room, Simon stopped in stunned surprise.

Dinosaurs. Their titanic bones rose high above in the room beyond. Giant predators, unfathomably large prey, winged and scaly figures, teeth like bananas, and claws like swords. Simon had learned about dinosaurs. He couldn’t believe that such creatures once walked the Earth. Carefully, he walked between the god-like beings and crossed into another room.

The next room was dedicated to the sea life of the old world, showing the tiniest creatures, like plankton, to the most enormous animals, like whales. Simon had no time to stand in awe. Another group of mutants occupied the room. They gathered around an animal’s body, each devouring it and swatting at the other while they fought over its flesh and bones.

Simon crept past the group, sneaking into another room. It was a sort of lobby among the different sides of the museum. The passage behind him led to the last room, the one in front led to another, while two paths on either side of a staircase to his left led to the main room in the museum’s center with balconies. He gazed up the stairs. Half of them had collapsed, leaving haphazard steps that weakly stuck out from the staircase.

That way. Simon went to the base of the stairs and carefully climbed the first few intact steps. He jumped to the first half-broken step, which creaked, wood groaning under his weight. The next was a smaller, firmer piece. Jumping a massive gap, Simon landed on another intact step and was halfway up the stairs. Hopping the last few broken steps, he stopped at the final jump. Between him and the next jump was a daunting gap comprising a bent panel that hung by itself, only attached to the last set of intact steps. Inhaling sharply, Simon leaped. The board broke under his foot when he landed on it. Simon slammed loudly onto the last steps, fingers gripping the next stairs like claws when he crawled up.

Growls and screeches erupted as mutants came to investigate the noise. Simon ran onto the third floor. The first room was massive. It held artifacts and historical pieces from old America, ranging from the revolution to the modern day just before the apocalypse struck. Simon went past the American Revolution and Civil War displays, stumbling onto the area showing the Old West. Simon knew about this tumultuous time. Genocide, Manifest Destiny, frontier folk, new settlements, gold rushes, and more were displayed before him. Like the Americans of old, the people of New Uruk expanded westward. He looked around, his eagle-like eyes examining everything.

And then, he found a glass cabinet hidden in a corner among the idols and icons of the old world before the rise of the American empire. In it was a lever-action rifle. Simon approached the weapon. It was untouched—mahogany buttstock with a dark-metal chamber, lever, trigger, and barrel. Feathers hung from the leather-wrapped rifle butt. Simon kicked the glass repeatedly until it shattered. He reached in, carefully pulled the gun off the stands it was placed on, and examined its body in wonder. It was beautiful.

Cries came from below. The monsters climbed the stairs, stumbling and crashing as they did. Simon ran out of the room into another room. The beasts entered within seconds, all crowding around the broken case in confusion before spreading out to find Simon.

Simon hid behind a tank in a room dedicated to twenty-first-century history. Once hidden, he peeked out and watched a mutant enter the room. This one crawled on all fours, its body thick and wide. It leaped on top of the displays, sniffing the air. The two circled. Simon moved from display to display while the creature followed his trail. He snuck down the hall back to the stairs as soon as he had the opportunity. A mutant guarded the stairs below. Simon leaped from the steps above, knife ready.

Simon’s body slammed into the creature, his knife plunging into its neck as both crashed to the floor. Simon rolled off the beast and onto his feet. He scrambled back for the knife, foot stomping the monster’s head while he tore the blade out of its neck and ran back the way he came. The hornet’s nest was kicked. A horde of mutants rushed down the stairs and came pouring out from various rooms as Simon ran. The creatures emerged from the flooded first floor below, splashes echoing.

Simon ran into the first room he had entered. Grabbing an Egyptian vase, he threw it into another room, dove out the window he had entered, and landed on the ground below. He ran through the buildings and alleys until he emerged from the town, continuing until it was out of sight and falling to his knees, exhausted.

The gun was his. He held it in his arms like a child. The weapon was untouched for over a century and wasn’t even dusty. Its metal glimmered in the sun, and the wood was still fresh even after decades.

Weaver would be proud.
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4:43 PM, August 4, 2187

The rifle laid on the table disassembled, parts spread out in front of Weaver and Simon.

Weaver leaned over it. “Hmm….”

“Well?”

“It’s fake. You need to go back.”

Simon’s jaw dropped.

Weaver stared back for a moment before breaking into laughter. “I’m just kidding! It’s real. It’s just broken. A few mechanisms are missing, and the trigger is broken. Oh, and it needs ammunition I don’t have.”

“What then?”

“You need to find a weaponsmith. It would be easier if we were out east, but out here, I only know of one that isn’t a few months away on foot.”

“Where?”

“He’s out north in a village, one of the first that the easterners built when they started settling out here. He can help you. Khoni can help you find the village. It’ll be a week or two before you get there.”

Simon furrowed his brow. “How can Khoni help?”

“You already know. She’s already helped you find the gun.”

Simon recoiled slightly. How did Weaver know? He was unsure but trusted him. “All right, I’ll go.”

“Here, let me give you some things to take with you.”

* * *

Simon marched over the dunes away from Weaver’s home on the hill. He walked northward, going over the dunes and into the Wastes. Despite only having a knife and a broken rifle, Simon felt confident going alone into the wilds of the Territories. The winds blew gently at him while he traveled under the wasteland sun. It was somewhat hazy today, though there were no clouds in sight. He felt no fear. He trusted Weaver, and he trusted Khoni.

The wasteland did not feel as lonely as it once did. Something about the vast distances held charm and life. He could feel the networks between the dry, weed-like plants and occasionally saw new-world animals that lived on the plains. Mainly, Simon saw small creatures that resembled groundhogs. They fed on lichen and pioneer plants, often hiding in holes at the sight of Simon. Birds flew overhead. Larger beasts, like mutant elk, wandered in untamed herds. Occasionally, sand devils danced along the dunes far away from Simon. Even in them, Simon felt life, something playful and joyful that picked up the sand before disappearing.

Steel titans rose in the distance. Simon walked toward them, soon finding himself in the shadow of gigantic power lines. They were ancients from a time before Ignium, a time when the world ran on electricity fueled by coal and gas. The constructs of steel and wires were lonely, forsaken to rust away. The power lines went north. Simon followed them, sometimes taking a break to eat a small bite of the food Weaver had given him.

Hours passed. The sun gradually crossed the sky, its heat kept at bay by cool winds. Anna, where was Anna? He had seen no one but Weaver in over a month. What happened with the caravan and the madman who had attacked it? He hoped everyone survived but doubted it. Simon wanted to find Anna but was hesitant about exploring the hundreds of miles surrounding him. Weaver suggested they would meet again, but how could they?

It didn’t matter. Simon could face the wasteland. Once his gun was ready, he could go to the Arcadis and find his people, friends, and home. Could he help them survive their home world, origin, and heritage?

Simon nervously fidgeted when the sun started setting. He would have to sleep outside in the dark with nothing but his knife. His confidence quivered. A winged shape flew over him as he began finding a camp spot. Khoni? The bird circled two or three times above him before turning in a single direction. He followed.

The winged creature glided over dunes and ridges while Simon tried his best to follow it. He leaped over rocks and crashed through bushes until he found himself on a hill gazing down upon a wide-open prairie. A farmhouse and a barn sat far below. Scab Boars gathered outside the barn, clumped together as night came. A couple sat outside on the farmhouse deck while watching the sunset.

“Thank you, Khoni,” Simon whispered.

A hawk screeched in response.

Simon descended the hill toward the house and approached slowly. His visible hands showed he bore no weapons. He stopped short of the porch.

“Hello! Ahari bless!” Simon called out.

The couple gasped when Simon made himself known.

The man grabbed a shotgun and pointed it at Simon, who raised his hands. “Delilah, go inside,” the man said.

The woman disappeared into the house.

Despite not being old, frontier life had damaged the man’s body. His hands were thick, fingers bent. He was not muscular, though he had thick limbs and a crooked spine. His skin was tanned and scarred. Hardship reflected not only in his body but his words. “You one of them wild folk, stranger?”

Simon shook his head. “Do I look like or talk like a wild person?”

“No, but I ain’t lookin’ to be fooled today.”

“Look, just lower the gun. I’m just a traveler. I’m looking for a place to stay tonight and a weaponsmith tomorrow.”

“Where you traveling from, stranger?”

“New Uruk, my name is Simon. I was traveling with a caravan out west here that got attacked.”

The man lowered the gun slowly and gawked at Simon. “Caravan that got attacked by the Father?”

Simon nodded.

The man’s tired, scarred face wrinkled as he sniffed and spat on the ground. “You don’t speak like someone from out east, west, north, or south. You’re the Outworlder, ain’t ya?”

Simon’s eyes widened. “You’ve heard of me?”

“A woman passed through here on a Scab Boar, said her name was Anna, and talked about someone named Simon or the Outworlder. Said he talked funny and was a funny man. I assume that was you she was looking for?”

“Yeah, that’s me. Where did she go?”

“Out yonder north, lookin’ all over for you. Been a week or two since she passed through.”

Simon’s heart fluttered, a smile forming. “Oh, my god,” he whispered. He looked out into the distance before looking at the man. “I’m sorry, it’s getting dark. Could you give me shelter for the night?”

The man hummed. “Well, since you ain’t no wild one, I suppose. I’ll give you dinner if you help with some morning chores before leaving.”

Simon nodded. “That works for me.”

The man lowered his gun and waved Simon inside the house. “Come on in. Delilah, darling! We got company! Whip up some grub!”

Simon followed the man inside. He mimicked him, resting his gun at the door alongside the man’s shotgun and taking off his shoes, leaving them at the front with the rest of theirs.

The house was a one-story building with a bedroom at one end, a large living room, a kitchen with a small dining area, and a door that went out to a small outhouse outside. The house smelled of sweet herbs, pepper-like spices, and Scab Boars, smells Simon was used to from living in New Uruk’s countryside.

“Sit down wherever ya like,” the man said.

“Thanks.”

“Oh, I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Dan. That’s Delilah in the kitchen.”

“Nice to meet you, folks.”

“A pleasure!” Delilah said.

“Dinner will be ready shortly. Just sit tight,” Dan said.

Simon nodded.

Dan joined Delilah in the kitchen. Delilah was shorter than Dan and stocky, with short brown hair and a scar across her cheek and ear. She wore a green and brown dress. The pair cooked together, humming and singing as they filled the farmhouse with the aroma of cooked meat and vegetables. The scent reminded him of the ranch and eating with Anna. Simon did not have to wait long before Delilah placed three stew-filled bowls on the table.

“Grub’s ready!” Delilah said.

Simon went over and joined the pair at the table. He took in the deep, vibrant smell of the meaty stew. It was mouth-watering. He loved Earth food. It was far better than the over-processed, tasteless junk they had on the Arcadis.

“Thank you for the food,” Simon said as he ate.

Delilah shook her head. “Ain’t no problem.”

“Our pleasure. Now, are you really from up yonder in space?” Dan asked.

Simon nodded. “Yeah, I was on a space station called the Arcadis.”

“What’s space like?” Delilah asked.

Simon paused when memories of tyranny, boredom, hate, pain, and fear returned to him. He was silent, picking the most mundane part of space to ease their eager imaginations. “Boring. There’s a lot of work on a space station and not much else to do. It’s not a very big place, maybe the size of an old-world skyscraper, and it fits a thousand people.”

“Did you ever leave it?” Dan asked.

Simon shook his head. “No, never. Few people ever got to go outside and fix anything since most of the issues were inside because people were using and breaking things. We didn’t even have contact with any other station.”

The pair looked at each other.

“Why not?” Dan asked.

Simon shrugged. “Just never did. There are many other space stations, but I only saw one once.”

“When did you come to Earth?” Delilah asked.

“Few years ago, don’t really remember. Hard to keep track down here.”

Dan set his utensils down. “We both have to know, what was it like the first day?”

Simon’s gaze floated out into another room while he thought about it. “I crashed down to Earth. It was scary. I was sure no one was left on Earth since they had told us no one and nothing was alive because of the pollution. I spent a few hours walking before I got caught in a trap made by Anna. Bonked my head and everything. It was weird to see plants and water and to feel the wind. Wind. I still remember how cool the wind was and how nice the sun felt on my body. Far better than the Arcadis.”

“Ain’t that special… Small things, huh?” Delilah said.

Simon nodded.

“What were you looking for out here?” Dan asked.

“Right now? A weaponsmith. That gun you saw I had is broken. Needs a few parts and ammunition.”

Delilah’s brow perked up. “A weaponsmith? Well, ain’t you right lucky to come through here.”

Dan nodded. “Yeah, there’s one in a village north of here. Should take a few days of walking to get there. We ain’t been there in a while, but they’ll help you.”

“Just straight north?” Simon asked.

Delilah pointed. “Yep, you’ll find a road, eventually. Follow it, and you’ll find a crossroads. Take a right, and eventually, you’ll find it.”

Simon smiled. “Thank you, I appreciate it.”

“Ain’t no problem,” Delilah said.

Dan waved. “It’s our pleasure. Now, sleeping arrangements. I got a good sleeping space in the barn in the loft. Ain’t no critters or nothing that’ll bug you up there.”

Delilah nodded. “I got a few blankets that’ll keep you nice and comfy all night. Nice view of the stars, too, if you sleep near the window.”

Simon nodded. “Thank you again, guys. I loved the meal.”

Delilah smiled. “Isn’t it mighty fine? Fresh meat from some wild game that Dan here caught recently. We got a garden out back with fresh plants, so that’s why it’s so fresh.”

“It’s really good. Do you have more?” Simon asked.

“Yep, I’ll get you another bowl,” Dan said.

“Thank you.”








  
  
  Chapter 13

  
  




7:03 AM, August 5, 2187

Simon awoke to the sounds of Scab Boars orfing outside. He gently rolled over and grabbed his gun, gazing out the hayloft’s window at the morning sun. It was early, golden and orange rays shining over the Wastes. He lay on the floor, stretching and waking up fully before he was on his feet and walking out of the barn.

He meandered toward the house, arms stretched upward while his shoulders popped. Dan opened the door when Simon arrived on the porch, marching out with his boots on and his gun strapped on his back. He tossed Simon a round, purple piece of fruit and led him toward the barn.

“What’s this?” Simon asked.

“Breakfast, never had Prairie Oysters?”

Simon shook his head. “Nope, they taste good?”

“They’re sour. Take a bite, and if you ain’t fond of it, toss it to my herd.”

Simon held up the strange purple ball and gently bit into it. Juice squirted out of it and fell to the ground, a sweet and sour taste meeting his tongue. He chewed up the fruit and swallowed. “Oh, it’s fantastic.”

“Ain’t they just fine? Keeps ya full till lunch.”

Simon nodded and ate the rest of the purple fruit, leaving nothing but a dark stem he tossed to the ground. Dan went inside the barn and came out with two long sticks. He gave both to Simon before returning to the barn. While he was gone, a herd of Scab Boars approached Simon, warily observing him with curious, perked-up ears.

Dan returned with a large plant bundle and used a knife to snap the string holding it together. “Help me spread this,” he said.

The pair used the long sticks to pick up pieces of hay and toss them over the herd clumped next to the barn. The beasts spread out as the hay flew over them. They orfed and bumped each other, fighting over the small hay piles until nothing was left. Once the herd was fed, Dan whistled and waved the stick.

“What are we doing?” Simon asked.

“Time for them to go graze and get water. Gotta herd them out that way. Just follow my lead.”

Simon waved his stick as well, walking around the herd. Dan whistled and shouted, occasionally thwapping Scab Boars that tried to leave the pack. They gradually pushed the herd over a few hills and moved the beasts to a pond near the house.

“Simon! Get that one!” Dan pointed.

Simon ran and thwapped a Scab Boar, which was trying to run back to the barn. He chased it and pushed the animal back to the herd before returning to his position. Eventually, the beasts circled the pond and drank, grazing from the greenery that grew around the little oasis in the sands.

When the creatures settled, Dan smacked Simon’s shoulder. “Heck, if I didn’t know better, I’d figure you as a wrangler,” he said.

“Wrangler?”

“Wrangler, like them boys who get paid by Herd Barons to deal with their massive herds.”

“Oh, thanks, I guess. What’s a Herd Baron?”

“Rich folk, they got a lot of big herds they own. Big money, big influence type men and women. A lot of New Uruk’s money comes from their herds.”

“Oh… What else is there to do?”

“Just clean out the barn. Ain’t gonna work you to the bone.”

“Hey, you gave me food and a place for the night. Whatever you want.”

“I appreciate that. Come on, let’s head back. These critters won’t be leaving here for quite some time.”

The pair walked back over the hills to the barn, leaving the sticks inside and grabbing rakes and brooms. The barn was covered in hay, sand, and droppings. They swept, brushing all the junk into a compost pile outside. While Simon brushed and raked, Dan grabbed traps hidden around the barn. Most had caught some sort of small critter, ranging from rat-like creatures to small gnarled mutants. He reset each trap, piling the little bodies for later use and setting the traps back.

“Is there an infestation?” Simon asked.

“Nah, just part of life out here. Ain’t easy, but it’s nice here.”

Simon finished brushing. “Yeah, I like it out here. It’s kinda lonely, but I guess that’s sort of nice. No one bothering you. Do you even pay taxes to New Uruk out here?”

“Not really. Taxman comes once a year and doesn’t demand much. They demand more in New Uruk and in the big towns out here, but places like here are unbothered.”

Simon’s gaze fell to the ground. Maybe he would one day come back out to the Territories and settle. It sounded nice and peaceful. For now, he wanted to explore.

“Is there anything else to do?” Simon asked.

“Nope. I appreciate it, Simon. Delilah packed you some food and supplies for the journey ahead.”

“Really? Oh, thank you, you really don’t have to.”

“No! No! It’s nothing. Come on.”

Dan led Simon to the house and opened the door. “Delilah! Grab the pack!”

“Yes, honey!”

Delilah came out with a small, round sack tied together at the top with a string and handed it to Simon. “Has food for a few days and some extra goodies in there.”

Simon took it and nodded. “Thank you, I really appreciate this.”

Dan shook his head. “Ain’t no skin off our noses. If you ever need help, just come on by, and we’ll get you right.”

“I might come back just to visit. I want more of that stew.” Simon chuckled.

“Heck, there’s always stew in this house,” Delilah said.

“Yeah, she can cook for the whole New Uruk army,” Dan said.

“Hey!” Delilah said, smacking his shoulder.

Simon chuckled. “I appreciate it. I need to get going before the sun sets. Goodbye, guys. Ahari bless.”

“Ahari bless!” the pair said.

Simon turned and left the ranch, waving once before heading out into the Wastes.

* * *

The wasteland welcomed Simon with clouds looming in the distance. He did not look forward to walking to the distant village for the next few days. Part of him wanted to give up, but new hope drove him on. Anna. Maybe she would be at the village waiting for him and ready to find the Arcadis.

Being alone was unbearable. He wished he had someone to talk to. Nothing. He had nothing as hours passed.

The hours droned on in the endless waste. Simon saw a slender shape standing in the distance. He squinted at it. As he got closer, he saw a small windmill reaching out into the sky, its blades spinning slowly. A massive lump of rusted metal sat beneath the windmill. It had once been a water pump. Now, it had deteriorated so much that it barely had any shape left. Simon looked up and down the bent struts of the pump. They were made from wood that had dried and been blasted by sand. High above, the blades spun weakly, most of them broken or missing.

Simon touched a slightly-bent strut, which cracked and broke. He dove out of the way when the entire windmill collapsed into a massive cloud of dust and sand, wood snapping and cracking. The dust settled, revealing a giant pile of debris. It was just another thing for the wasteland to swallow.

“Holy shit,” he mumbled.

He took some of the wood and continued on.

Day became evening. Simon stumbled onto a dirt road slightly indented into the sands, with bumps and potholes across it. North. He followed it in nearly the same direction as he was going before.

Simon felt butterflies. He had finally stumbled onto some form of civilization. He followed the road with a new sense of vigor. After a mile or two, the road turned into a crossroads. Multiple signs stuck out of the ground, each tilted or bent. He gazed across them until he fixated upon the shape of a bird.

“Khoni?” he whispered.

The hawk cried out and took off down the left road. The left? Simon swore Dan told him to take a right. He debated with himself. The village was definitely to the right since the road was far more worn in that direction, yet he trusted Khoni more. Why that way? He had to know.

Simon took the left road and followed its curves until sunset. Khoni was nowhere in sight as it became dark, eventually causing Simon to stop. He settled in a small pit between two hills that shielded him from the wind. He laid out a sleeping bag, started a fire, and settled into a cross-legged position to eat dinner. Tonight, Simon chose jerky. It was salty, horrendously so, yet he stomached it and swallowed it down with some water.

Simon sat in peace in front of the fire. The petite fire used only a little bit of the wood he had taken from the old windmill. He contemplated life on earth and the Arcadis. Gradually, the fire died, prompting him to crawl into his sleeping bag.

A hawk’s cry startled him to attention. His gaze darted back and forth before locking onto an enormous mass approaching in the distance. Simon gasped and grabbed his knife. He stood slowly, stomach dropping when the mass slithered into the light of the fire. A barrel-like groan echoed from it.

The beast from the bus! It was tremendous, completely hairless, covered in tumors, occasional bristles, and dark pigment markings. Dark eyes sat deeply in its skull, beadily staring at him when it bared its teeth and two huge tusks. Two arrows stuck out of it. It was the same creature. Its giant clawed paws heaved it forward, its body hanging lowly above the ground.

“Get away!” Simon shouted.

The monster let out a loud, deep groan again and charged him. Simon screamed and fell back, crawling until the animal stopped before him. Simon raised the knife, hand quivering when the creature let out slow, monstrous huffs. It didn’t move. Its eyes were fixated on the knife, moving back and forth. He flicked the blade rightward, the creature growling when he did.

He slowly lowered the knife, rested it on the sand, and raised his hand again. The tense creature calmed when Simon disarmed himself, letting out a deep huffing while it smelled the air. The beast left him, pottering around the camp while it searched. Simon shuffled gently toward his sleeping bag, stopping when the creature snapped around and fixated upon the two bags next to his sleeping bag. It marched right over, staring him down again.

“Uh… D-do you want this?” Simon carefully grabbed the bag Delilah had given him and lifted it.

The creature huffed and leaned forward. Simon pulled the bag back. “This is mine.”

The beast huffed and nudged his leg roughly.

Simon grunted. “No! No! All right, hold on!”

He opened the bag and pulled out a Prairie Oyster, tossing it to the creature, who quickly caught it in its giant mouth. The beast let out a long purring groan while it ate, eyes again fixating on another fruit as Simon drew it out.

“You like that?” Simon asked.

The creature groaned, mouth opening as another fruit came its way.

Simon chuckled. “You were friendly this whole time?”

Simon recalled the beast emerging from the bus as a sinister, unstoppable force. Of course, he had fallen and scared the poor animal. It didn’t mean to hurt them at all. It was a mock charge at Anna to scare her off, but she shot it.

The creature groaned and nudged toward the bag, prompting Simon to throw another Prairie Oyster and another until he ran out. Soon enough, the bag was empty. The creature wandered over to his second bag.

“N-no, that’s for me. I don’t have enough for you,” Simon said.

He grabbed the bag and held it away, a frustrated huff coming from the animal as it moved to the other side of the fire and laid down. It rolled and kicked its leg. It angrily huffed and rolled to its side, head resting on the ground.

Simon was stunned. Surely, he was dreaming, and all of this was the last dream to leave his mind while the creature tore his head off. It didn’t seem like he was dreaming. Was this his new companion?
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8:22 AM, August 6, 2187

A loud huff woke Simon. He opened his eyes, vision blurry before he made out a large shape nudging his backpack. 

“Hey!” he shouted.

Simon popped out of his sleeping bag and snatched the backpack from the animal, hugging it like a mother protecting her baby. “This is mine!”

The creature huffed and nudged Simon, proceeding to roll him easily along the hill until he finally gave in and opened the back.

“Fine! Fine! Only one, you get one!”

He pulled out a bundle of meat, reaching out some to the creature. The beast sniffed at the beef and prodded his hand softly with a tusk. 

Simon lowered the meat and took a bite. “You’re not a meaty guy, huh?”

Simon reached into the bag, pulled out a bundle of vegetables, and gave one to the giant. It crunched it up, swallowed, then waited for another bite. 

Simon gazed into the bag. “Look, buddy, this is for me. I am not gonna be starving when I find the village. Just don’t kill me over this.”

The creature groaned deeply, sat, and observed Simon pack up the camp. He rolled up the bedroll and packed everything together, heaving the backpack onto his back. He went to the top of the nearest hill. The beast followed. Simon observed for a minute, hawk eyes searching for anything out there. He glanced back at the creature. Its half-ton body loomed behind him, breathing deep and unsettling.

“Do… you want to come with me?” Simon asked.

The giant offered no response.

“Look, I’m gonna go that way. You can follow me, but I don’t have any more food.”

Still, the monstrous thing did nothing. Simon nervously stared at it for a second before gradually going down the hill and back east. To Simon’s surprise, the beast heaved itself after him, its mass waddling slowly over the sand.

“You just gonna follow me, buddy?” Simon asked.

The creature huffed in response.

“All right, but I’m not going anywhere for food. Maybe. Maybe we can find some of those Prairie Oysters. Hopefully, it won’t kill me if I find the wrong plant.”

Simon glanced at the lumbering beast. “Why am I even talking to you? It’s not like you understand me.”

The creature huffed and let out a long, deep rumbling groan. Simon paused while he listened, the creature’s low head glancing up at him when it stopped.

“Look, you can’t do that after I said that. Whatever, let’s just find the crossroads. Why are you even following me?” 

Nothing. Simon sighed. He had either gone crazy or was dead. Perhaps he was feeding thin air, and that a pile of Prairie Oysters now laid on the ground where he had camped. The creature left footprints and could be felt, so he assumed he wasn’t crazy. If it had ripped his head off and this was a dream, surely it would’ve ended by now. He recalled his first experience with the creature. It definitely had been startled by him and Anna. It wouldn’t have run away from two bolts and a spear if it wanted to kill them.

They traveled for another hour before a gunshot echoed in the distance. Simon froze. The echo faded, leaving a still silence. Simon cautiously continued. No other gunshots or sounds were heard beyond the monster beside him, lumbering forward at the same pace as Simon.

Soon enough, they came to the crossroads that Simon had ventured through before. Bodies laid everywhere. Bolts stuck out of a few. Blood had splattered all over. Two figures stood among the bodies. One was a Scab Boar, and another was a woman leaning against one of the signs.

“Well, ain’t that a pretty sight!” she called out.

Simon’s heart fluttered. “Rose!” he called out.

“Howdy, Spaceman, was wonderin’ when you’d show up. Shucks, thought the wasteland had just about eaten you up! The hell is that beside you?” 

Simon ran over and leaped over a body, crashing into Anna with a hug.

“Whoa there!”

A deep growl came behind them, followed by an orf. The pair pulled from the hug and turned to the two beasts. Slubber and the giant hairless beast stared at one another. Each postured, Slubber orfing loudly while the giant raised its massive bristles in response.

“Is that the big ol’ beast from the bus?” Anna asked.

“Yeah, it found me last night and ate half of my food. Hey, they’re gonna fight.”

Anna stepped in front of Slubber along with Simon.

“Whoa, there! Calm down, Slubber! Down!” she commanded.

“They’re friends! It’s okay!” Simon said to the beast.

The beast groaned and backed slightly when Simon waved his hands at it. Slubber backed down immediately and came to Anna’s side while the beast in front of Simon stayed still.

“Where did you find that thing again?” Anna asked.

“It followed me home. Can I keep it?” Simon asked.

Anna chortled. “Yeah, yeah, but you have to feed it and take it on walks.”

“Fine. How did you survive and escape the Father?”

“You mean that fool and his silly little army?”

Simon nodded. “Yeah, I just ran off. You wouldn’t believe what’s happened to me in the past–”

Anna smiled, “The past month? Heck, you wouldn’t believe what happened to me. That Father and his silly little army couldn’t do shit. Once I got on Slubber, we was gone, straight into the Wastes. I reckon the rest of the caravan might’ve survived, but I ain’t sure.”

“I figured. Nothing could kill you.”

“Nonsense. Whole heap of things could kill me, like that big ol’ lump. Heck, Lump’s a good name for it.” Anna pointed at the beast.

“Lump. Really?”

“Heck, if it’s following you around like a lost dog, might as well name it. Look at Slubber! Lump’s a mighty fine name for a big ol’ lump like that.”

Simon looked at the beast. “Lump?”

It huffed.

“Lump it is.”

Simon turned to Anna again. “Why are you here?”

“This ol’ farm couple pointed me out, told me to come to these crossroads and go to a village, and said I might find you there. Who knew I would find you right here? Unfortunately, I think the Father’s boys are out here too. Look at their foreheads. They all got crosses.” Anna pointed.

Simon looked at the bloody corpses around them. They wore clothing similar to the Father’s army and bore the crosses the other men had on their foreheads.

“They didn’t do good against you, huh?” Simon asked.

“Well, only one idiot had a gun, and he missed. Rest is history. I’ll let the critters eat ‘em up. Why are you here, Spaceman?”

Simon pulled his rifle off his back and showed her. “I collected this. I’m off to that village to find a weaponsmith to fix it.”

“May I?” Anna reached out.

“Sure.”

She inspected it, aimed down the sights, tried to cock it and fire it, and gave it back, “That’d be a mighty fine gun if it worked. Heck, lucky us. Wanna head to that village?”

“Yeah. Did you save the cart?” 

Anna shook her head. “Spaceman, do I look like I saved the cart? I been riding Slubber for days now.”

“Oh… Well, I’ve been walking since the whole thing.”

“Hey, maybe Lump is your new ride?” Anna grinned.

Simon glanced back at Lump, who lingered behind them and stayed a good distance from Slubber, who went side by side with Anna. 

“Doubt it. All it wants to do so far is eat my food.”

“Heck, maybe if we give it all your food, you’ll survive. How did you even get food?”

“Well, funny story… and a long story.”

“Ain’t like it’s gonna be a few days before we find that village….”

Simon shrugged. “You’re right… So, I kind of ran out in the wasteland too.”

“Well, ain’t like everyone else did that.”

“Hey, let me tell my story!”

“All right, all right, calm down, Spaceman.”

“So, in the wastes, I ran into some weird man. He was alone drumming when I found him. He knew who I was, my title that everyone calls me, and even knew that I was worried about you.”

“He have a name?”

“He said he didn’t have a name for years or something but insisted I call him Old Man Weaver or just Weaver. He took me in, fed me, then just kept me there. He took me out every day to shoot, trained me on how to live out here, and taught me things. He reassured me every day that you’d be fine and that what we were doing was important.”

Anna nodded. “Uh-huh….”

“We trained for like weeks. Every day just shooting and going out to train. He also made me meditate, which was so boring, yet he said it was good for me. Then one day, he woke me up early and sent me out on a hunt with just a spear.”

“Sounds familiar. Ain’t that right, Lump?”

Lump didn’t respond as it lazily carried on after them.

“Yeah, he had me go out and told me to hunt whatever I could find and kill. Went out there for hours until I found this weird creature and killed it. Was a huge pain to bring it back, but once I brought it back, he butchered it and took out one of its bones. I think a femur? Once that was done, he took me inside and made a knife, then the strangest thing happened.”

Anna recoiled slightly. “Strange? Stranger than all of this?”

“Way stranger. He filled the room with smoke from lots of plants, then banged his drum, and I think I fell asleep. Then I dreamed for hours about this bird, some hawk from thousands of years ago. She was named Khoni. She was a mother, and I lived her life. After I woke up, I could see better, and my reflexes were better. Didn’t sleep a wink after. I just kept getting flashes of her life. The next morning, Weaver took me out to shoot, eventually sending me to a town, and there I saw Khoni flying.”

Anna’s brow shot up. “A bird from thousands of years ago? Flying over a town?”

“Yeah, I can’t tell if it was real, but she guided me to some museum where I found this gun.” Simon gestured to his gun.

“Hmm….”

“Then, once I came back with the gun, Weaver simply sent me on my way to find the village we’re going to. Been a day or so, found that farm couple you met, then found Lump last night and found you just now, and that’s that.” 

Anna paused and shook her head. “Heck, I’ve seen many strange things in my life. Ahari bless me but that… It seems you found a wise man, like an Unahari but different. There are some folk out there in the wasteland that just know more than most people. Heck, wouldn’t surprise me. You can see better now?”

“Yeah, way farther. Everything is so detailed and lucid. The colors just pop. I sometimes see Khoni, too. She guided me to find Lump.”

Anna smirked. “Well, I ain’t got no comments. Sounds like a boring time.”

“Really? How was your time?”

“Even more boring. Some of that idiot’s men followed me. Killed each, then wandered around. Came across some woman in a small tent. She gave me tea, we talked, said she was a veteran of some wars up north but didn’t tell me much. I wandered around for weeks and eventually found that ol’ farm couple you met, then came here today. Heck, lucky us to come across each other like that.”

“That’s it?”

“Yep. Big ol’ wasteland to try and find you in. Happy you ain’t dead, though you hanging out with that Weaver fella is interesting. Heck, you lived as a bird in some dream, and now you see her everywhere. Maybe he fed you something?”

Simon shrugged. “Maybe I am crazy, but every time I follow her, something good happens.” 

“Yeah, you get big things like Lump eating all your food. I reckon Weaver and the rancher gave you all that food?”

Simon nodded.

“Gonna be a long walk ‘till we find that village. Lump! Better not eat all our food!”

Lump let out a deep, rumbling bellow.
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11:39 AM, August 11, 2187

“Well, ain’t that a sight?” Anna asked.

Simon looked up from the bush full of purple fruits. “What?”

“Prairie Oysters, who taught you those were edible?” she asked.

Simon pulled a fruit off the plant and put it into his backpack. “Oh, that rancher, Dan, gave me some. I assume this is the right plant.”

“Yep, only plant like it with purple fruits. It’s good, huh?”

“Very. Lump! Come here,” Simon called out.

Lump slowly lumbered over and opened its massive jaw. Simon threw a few Prairie Oysters into its mouth before he stuffed the rest into his pack. The beast let out a rumble to thank him and slowly wandered back to its resting spot far from Slubber, who grazed on rock lichen.

“Those two still don’t like each other,” Anna said.

Simon shrugged. “They might eventually. As long as they don’t fight.”

They continued on the road, followed by the two beasts behind them.

“You think we’re almost there yet?” Simon asked.

Anna shrugged. “Probably. Road’s more worn up this way.”

“Wonder what they’re gonna say when they see Lump?”

“Ain’t too interesting. I’ve seen some folk riding some beasts like Lump before. Maybe not these folk, though.”

By midday, the sky was relatively clear beyond a slight haze that obscured the blue high above. The last few days had been calm. The pair had plenty of food, nothing had bothered them, and they had not seen another living soul. Simon looked forward to being in a village with beds and good food.

After an hour, they came onto a three-way intersection on the road. A couple of bent signs popped up between the corners of the path. One pointed in two ways, the text obscured from wear. The second sign pointed down a route that branched off the main road.

“This way,” Anna said.

She led them down the route that branched from the main road. There were more potholes on this route, eventually accompanied by distant smokestacks.

“I see smoke in the distance,” Simon said.

“Where? What kind?”

“Looks like chimney smoke, way down that way.” Simon pointed.

“Probably the village. Finally, almost there.”

They walked with a fresh spring in their steps. The road twisted and curved until they stumbled onto the village. It was composed of a mixture of buildings. Some were old-world houses that were falling apart. Around the buildings were huts made from clay, old-world metal, and other scraps. In the center was the remnant of a semi-trailer with square, shack-like structures built out from it.

The village seemed surprisingly still. No one worked in the surrounding fields. Children did not run among the houses, and no adults went about their daily chores on the streets. A few villagers were outside, most lying in the shade while hugging themselves.

“The hell?” Simon mumbled.

Anna stared at the village before she marched forward. “Something ain’t right,” she whispered.

They entered the first street going through the center of the village, beasts tailing. No one reacted to their presence. Coughs and cries came from some homes, and they heard whispers when passing windows and doors.

A man exited one of the buildings. He was dressed from head to toe in dirty, white robes with orange-colored markings on them. On the center of his chest and back was a motif of an orange sun. His face was covered by a mask resembling the sun, and he carried a strange wooden box with two poles on his back. Each pole leaned over the front of the man and had a lantern on each end.

He cupped his hands together and slowly approached them. “Mother bless, outsiders.”

“Ahari bless,” the pair said.

“It is a rare sight to see two travelers out here. What are your names?” the man asked.

“Name’s Anna. This here is Simon. Who are you, stranger?”

“Ignis. Our meeting is blessed, but you have arrived here in a time of misfortune.”

Anna looked around. “Yeah, that’s clear as daylight. What’s happened here, Ignis?”

The man looked around, face obscured by the mask. “Plagues and demons have taken this place.”

Anna frowned. “You’re with the Ember cult, ain’t ya?”.

The man nodded. “Yes, I hail from the north. I take it you two hail from New Uruk?”

“Yep, that’s right. I’m guessing that you ain’t here for no reason?” Anna asked.

“I’m here to help these people with their misfortune. Though, no matter what, they seem to get worse. So far, I’ve run out of options.”

Simon shrugged. “We could possibly help. Is there anything we can do?”

Ignis nodded. “The Twilight Cult have recently invaded the area, so they have stopped some of my efforts. They come back weekly to take from the village and have control over the local river. I think there’s something wrong with the water, but they patrol it daily. They also guard the food silos. They make their camps around them and chase off any outsiders.”

Simon and Anna looked at each other.

“Pardon, the Twilight Cult?” Anna asked.

“Have you ever heard of the Father?” Ignis asked.

Simon nodded. “Yeah, we’ve met him. Look, we can help you if you help us.”

“How so?” Ignis asked.

Simon gestured to the gun on his back. “We heard there was a weaponsmith in this village. Is he still around?”

Ignis nodded. “Yes. He’s one of the sickest.”

Simon sighed. “That’s not good.”

Anna shook her head. “Far from it. We’ll help ya, Ignis. Simon here will investigate the river if you take me to those food storages.”

Ignis’ calm voice fluctuated into a higher, happier tone. “Really? I’ll gladly guide you two, and in return, I’ll convince these people to help you once they are healed.”

“Deal. Where’s the river?” Simon asked.

Ignis pointed southward.

Simon nodded, then snapped at Lump. “You, stay here.”

“Ain’t bringing the big boy?” Anna asked.

“I don’t trust him yet. Who knows what he’ll do?”

“All right, just be safe,” Anna told him.




* * *

The river carved like a serpent through the land. Its waters were dark and muddy, and the banks were covered in bushes. The water ran calmly, sometimes pushing along rocks and other debris sticking out from the riverbed. Unlike other bodies of water in the wasteland, this one did not have any particular smell, nothing rancid and moldy like still ponds or infertile muddy pools.

Simon scoped the entire length of the river he could see. He picked out every detail from afar before moving upward against the current. The whole river seemed vacant. He wandered along its length, knife in one hand, while his gaze trailed across the waters and the distant horizon. Mutant fish swam underneath the current, schools traveling along the river. Nothing seemed off about the water.

After ten minutes, Simon picked up a decaying smell and paused. What was that? Ahead, the river changed in elevation, creating a small waterfall. He approached the rocks separating the fall, gaze traveling over bodies. Bodies?

“The hell?” Simon whispered.

He approached the riverbank. Over the edge of the waterfall, a dozen bodies laid trapped between the rocks, some stacked on one another. Flies were everywhere. Each body was rotten, with contaminated blood and flesh oozing into the water. Simon grimaced. This was the source of the plague. He slowly waded in and examined a body. It was full of stab wounds and bullet holes. All were murdered.

Simon looked up when a hawk cried, and footsteps thudded. Five people approached the river from both sides, each armed with melee weapons with a red cross painted on their chests and a black cross on their foreheads—the Twilight Cult.

“Well, looky here. God’s sent us a little explorer,” one of them said.

“Who are you, stranger?” another asked.

Simon glanced between them and slowly placed his knife into his sleeve to conceal it, “Just a traveler from out East, I was thirsty. This is none of my business.”

“Well, stranger, we’ve been looking for some volunteers for this here project,” another person said.

“Now, now. That’s not how we treat a lost lamb of God, astray out here all alone!” said a third.

Three of the five approached Simon and waded through the water. A woman grabbed him from behind. Simon dropped the knife back into his hand, spun around like a spring, and planted the knife into her neck. She dropped instantly. Simon slashed another man before planting the knife in the leg of a second man, a swift kick sending him into the water. He jerked around to the first man. The man covered his slashed chest in fright and stumbled back before running out of the water.

“Run!”

“Cain! Get back here, coward!” shouted one of the two people on the river bank.

Simon approached the man whose leg he had stabbed. The two tumbled as Simon got on top of him and planted the knife in his neck, sliding it two inches before the man stilled. Simon stood and stared at the last two people at the river’s edge. He gestured to the bodies around him.

“I would get along unless you want to volunteer for this project,” Simon said.

“You’ve made a mistake, stranger,” one said.

The pair carefully climbed up the bank’s side and disappeared into the wasteland. Simon took a deep breath. His heart pounded, his hands shook, and blood covered him. Simon shakily waded onto the other side of the riverbank and stumbled back to the village, eyes widened in shock.
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3:04 PM, August 11, 2187

Simon’s shock faded when he returned to the village. An innocence had died in him, and he felt it, though he was unsure whether to feel guilty, proud, or scared. To defend himself, he had killed without hesitation and with ease. Was he a monster? Was the wasteland corrupting him? His shaky hands held a death grip on the bloody knife while he followed the river back to the village.

The smokestacks of the village chimneys appeared in the distance as he approached. Simon spotted a few figures standing at the edge of the village, each armed with a bow, crossbow, or gun. Anna and Ignis stood across from them. Simon descended a hill and snuck into the village until he could hear the conversation.

“The Father wants these here folk to join his flock. Look around at God’s punishment! Plague, plague on these sinners! We can help. Our food is blessed, our water is holy, we can heal what has happened here under God’s grace,” one of the Twilight cultists said.

Anna snapped, “I’ve heard this bullshit before. Ain’t no God or whatever you’re talking about gonna do anything. I bet sure as the sky’s above me that y’all done did this.”

Ignis waved. “These good people don’t want your kind here. Begone, divine Mother, damn you all!”

“I’d watch your tongue, sinner,” a cultist replied.

Anna raised her crossbow and nailed one of the cultists in the throat. As the body fell, she dragged Ignis behind cover while the seven other cultists spread out.

“Kill them infidels!” shouted a cultist.

“Glory to God and the Father!” shouted another.

A twang came as Anna nailed another cultist. The cultists fired back and sent her into hiding. Part of the group branched off to flank Anna, three of them heading toward Simon.

Simon’s knuckles whitened around the knife. His heart pounded. His breath quickened. As soon as one got close, Simon popped out and repeatedly planted the knife into the man’s side. Simon dove for two other men, stabbing each in the neck and dropping them.

He ran out toward Anna and dropped another cultist while she sent a bolt into the leg of another. The last unharmed cultist came to the aid of her injured friend, only to fall dead in the sand when Anna sent a bolt through her head.

“Fuck you!” shouted the injured cultist.

Anna dispatched the last one with another bolt before carefully creeping out of her cover and gazing at Simon. “Well, I think you learned something new while you was gone.”

Simon quivered and dropped the rifle. He held up the bloody knife to his face and then looked over at Anna.

Her pleased smile fell to a frown as she approached. “Hey, hey, it’s okay. It’s okay.”

“What did I do?” Simon whispered.

Anna shook her head. “It’s okay, Simon. These fucks would’ve massacred these people, me, and Ignis. It’s okay. You did the right thing. Just take a breath.”

Simon nodded and inhaled sharply before he released a slow exhale. Anna patted his back as Ignis approached with Slubber and Lump.

“What did you learn?” Ignis asked.

Simon pointed to the river. “Those cultists have been leaving bodies in the river to rot. Probably why everyone is so sick.”

“I knew it. We need to remove those bodies,” Ignis said.

“Let’s go then. Ain’t no point in wasting time here,” Anna said.

“What about these bodies?” Simon asked.

Anna looked around. “We’ll move these later. River is more important. Come on now.”

Lump nudged Simon’s shaking hand. Simon looked at the beast in surprise. He scratched its massive snout, the monster rumbling deeply before following him.

Simon led them on the same route he had taken before until they came across the river. They followed it upstream and kept an eye out for any of the Twilight Cult, eventually finding the bodies.

Ignis released an audible gasp. “By the Mother, why?”

Anna approached the edge of the water and grimaced. “Foul fucks. I know exactly why they did this. They were plannin’ to give the village water from upstream. Once people start getting better, then they have to rely on the cult for water, then the cult can control them. All about control.”

“Were there any cultists around the food silos?” Simon asked.

Anna tilted her head. “Some. I assume these here are your handiwork, Simon?”

Simon nodded. “Yeah, they were gonna try to kidnap me or something.”

Anna shook her head. “Let’s get these bodies up.”

Simon looked behind him. Slubber stood on the hill above the riverbank while Lump slowly moved to the water and drank.

“Hey!” Simon clapped.

The beast paused and looked up at him.

“Don’t drink that! Come here, Lump! Come on. We need your help,” Simon said.

“What are you doing?” Anna asked.

“I don’t know, just wondering if Lump could help us move bodies. Come on, Lump!”

Lump waded into the water toward Simon and stopped at his feet.

“Hey, load a body onto his back. Let’s see if he will carry them out,” Simon said.

Anna furrowed her brow and shook her head. “Whatever you want, Spaceman.”

Simon and Anna picked up a body and carefully threw it on top of Lump. The beast flinched slightly when the corpse landed on it. The stench of decay filled the air when the carcass moved, making Simon gag. He held in his stomach contents, disregarding how disgusting the bodies were. They threw another on before Simon lured Lump up the riverbank.

“Come on, Lumpy! Come on, let’s go, buddy,” he said, gesturing the beast forward.

Once at a good spot, Simon pulled each corpse off of Lump and then lured it into the water again. They repeated this a few times. Each time they stacked more bodies on Lump and dropped them in a pile above the river, finally clearing the water of rotten pollutants. A hawk’s cry made Simon look up when the last corpse hit the ground.

Khoni flew past him high above and glided out toward the wasteland. Simon slowly followed her, only to stop when Anna spoke.

“Where you going, Spaceman?”

“The bird,” he whispered and pointed upward.

“What bird?” Ignis asked.

Simon blinked slowly. “Did you not hear a hawk cry just now?”

Anna shook her head. “Ain’t no hawks out here, Spaceman.”

Simon paused while he glanced back upward toward Khoni. Of course, they couldn’t see her. “Look, just follow me.”

“The hell are you looking at?” Anna asked.

“Just trust me! Come on,” Simon said.

Anna sighed and followed Simon with Ignis trailing behind them. They left the river and the pile of corpses behind while Khoni led Simon into the dunes. As he walked, he felt insane. None of them could see her, and none of them heard her. Was she a figment of his imagination? Was she even real? But following her had never misled him, so he trusted her.

They went over dune after dune, Anna and Ignis silently following while Lump and Slubber trailed them. Eventually, Khoni slowly descended from the sky, circling. She circled lower and lower until she disappeared behind a bank. Simon walked over to the bank and came onto a small pond. Around the pond were various green plants. All of them were still, except one that had bright purple flowers. The flowering bush seemed to quiver as if something had disturbed it, becoming still when Simon approached.

“What is this?” Simon asked as he knelt beside the plant.

Ignis and Anna approached.

“Well, ain’t that a sight,” Anna said.

“That’s Jane Flower,” Ignis said.

“That there is flying plant,” Anna said.

Simon tilted his head. “Flying plant?”

“Flying plants make you see things, like I said. Like dreams, but you’re awake.”

Simon gently grabbed a stalk of the plant and gazed at it. “I recognize this. Old Man Weaver had this in his house. He burned it when I met Khoni.”

“Who is that?” Ignis asked.

“Some wise man he met out here,” Anna replied.

“Oh, that’d make sense. Wise folk use flying plants like Jane’s Flower to help them learn things and talk to Ahari,” Ignis explained.

Simon blinked. Of course, Khoni was telling him something. He needed to use the flower to learn something, but what? The village? Perhaps he needed to help Ignis heal the villagers, so they could help him. That sounded reasonable.

“We need to go back to the village and burn this,” Simon said.

“Are you crazy? Heck you gonna do that for?” Anna asked.

“I just need to. You’ll see,” Simon asked.

Anna sighed. “All right, Spaceman, let’s go. It’s back this way.”








  
  
  Chapter 17

  
  




7:22 PM, August 11, 2187

“This is a little strange for me, Spaceman. I’m just gonna stay outside,” Anna said.

Simon nodded to Anna while Ignis went inside the building.

“That’s fine. I’ll be out later. Just make sure none of those Twilight idiots come back,” he said.

Anna held up her crossbow. “With pleasure.”

Simon gave her a thin smile before he closed the door and entered the tiny house. It had a kitchen, a small living space beside a fireplace, and a bedroom on the other end. Nothing was secluded or walled off. Strange, but he appreciated how easy it might’ve been to build the place.

Ignis removed the wooden box from his back and set it between them. He sat cross-legged in front of it, opened it, and pulled out a bell.

“So, you’ve done something like this before?” Simon asked.

Ignis shook his masked head. “Not like the way that old man did, but something similar. We Ember priests have a lot of rituals. I’m just gonna slightly change a simple one for you. Are you even prepared to do this?”

Simon shrugged. “I don’t know. Last time I met Khoni, like I told you, and lived her life. I have no idea what will happen again. I just know there’s another lesson. I swear.”

Ignis gestured in front of him. “Mother bless, may this go well. Sit down, and breathe.”

Simon sat cross-legged in front of Ignis. Ignis grabbed an old-world tesla lighter from his box and held up the Jane’s Flower they had harvested in the other hand. The lighter made a faint zapping noise while it came to life and burned the flower. Smoke filled the space. It smelled pleasant and sweet, unlike the herbal bundles that Weaver had burned.

Ignis placed the smoking plant in a bowl between them and held up his bell. He rang it rhythmically and whispered. Simon breathed and closed his eyes. He inhaled the sweet, intoxicating scent of the smoke while his mind emptied, and his senses intensified. Eventually, the bell’s ringing faded, becoming akin to distant wind chimes.

A flash appeared. An image of a porch surrounded by green fields, winds gently pushing against a wind chime. Simon sat on a rocking chair and listened. It was a different, older time. A time of peace before pollution and war. He wanted to stay, yet the vision slowly faded.

* * *

Simon awoke again. This time everything felt real, unlike the last vision. He was in a bed, yet it was unlike anything he had ever seen. It had a mattress with sheets, which were softer and comfier than anything he had ever laid on. He slowly sat up and looked around the bedroom. The entire room was dirty and dark, with clothes littering the floor, paint peeling, and stains on the carpet and walls.

The bed stood against the wall. A nightstand stood beside the bed with a lamp and over a dozen scattered bottles. Simon rubbed his face and looked at all the bottles, mostly alcohol mixed with a few pill containers. He let out a dreary sigh. Something about this room tired him, as if he had no will to go on.

He stood and meandered over to a small bathroom. It was cramped, with a tiny shower, a toilet, and a sink. Simon approached the cracked bathroom mirror. His jaw dropped. He was a woman. Her skin was pale and sickly, with red rashes from pollution. She had dark bags under her brown eyes, and her black hair was in a horrendous, nest-like state. Her body was frail and thin, ribs showing and limbs bony.

Her brow furrowed as the memories of Simon became faint, and new memories appeared. What was her name? She closed her eyes to remember and gripped her face, only stopping when she recalled the implant on her forearm. She clicked it with one finger. A screen became visible on her skin, a bunch of apps appearing as the screen lit up. She clicked on one of her social media apps and found her name. Mollie Carter. She remembered more now while she sunk into the reality of her mundane life. She checked the time. It was 9:08 AM on July 8, 2078.

She was unemployed. A job opening hadn’t appeared in months. Mollie was drowning under a mountain of debt while she struggled to find any source of income. Nothing left. Robots and androids had taken over most of the labor in the entire country. She couldn’t work, and she couldn’t sell her body. Androids had taken over that, too.

“Mommy?” asked a voice from the bathroom entrance.

Mollie turned toward the voice, her gaze falling onto a little boy holding a teddy bear. She squinted at him before remembering. Her son, Nathan. He was also thin, his hair cut extremely short, and his eyes dark. She went over and hugged him.

“Hey, sweety. Did you sleep well?” Mollie asked.

Nathan nodded and rubbed his eyes. “Can I have breakfast?”

Mollie walked him out of the bedroom. “I’ll make you something. Go get changed, and it’ll be ready for you, sweety.”

“Okay, Mommy!”

Nathan ran off to the second room in the apartment. It was even smaller than Mollie’s, with a bathroom across from it without a shower or bathtub. The kitchen outside Nathan’s room had a living space that only fit a couch. This part of the apartment building was deep inside the structure, meaning they didn’t have a balcony or a window. The kitchen was just as cramped as everything else. It had a tiny cook top, a sink, a small pantry, a tiny fridge inside the pantry, and a microwave above the cook top. There was no dishwasher, oven, freezer, or other luxuries.

Mollie opened the pantry and took out their last cereal box. Nearly empty, it had enough for two bowls of breakfast for Nathan. She had to skip breakfast again. She poured up a bowl for Nathan and left it on the small table in front of the couch for him.

“Breakfast, Nathan!”

Nathan ran out of his room. He was dressed in a worn blue shirt with green shorts, something Mollie had gotten from donations. He fell when he entered the small living room.

“Nathan!” Mollie ran over and picked him up. He curled up into her and cried, face flushed red.

“Shh! It’s okay, baby, let me see. Where’s the owie?”

Nathan sniffed and slowly showed his knee. A red scrape covered it, the skin raw and stinging.

“Oh, baby, it’s okay. It’s nothing big. Let’s clean that and put a band-aid on it.”

She lifted Nathan and carried him carefully into the bathroom. She gently washed his knee with soap and water, sparing him the pain of rubbing alcohol. Nathan whined when she cleaned and dried it before putting on one of the last of their band-aids, something that was a necessity in such polluted times. To top it off, she gave his knee a little kiss.

“Better?” she asked.

Nathan sniffled and nodded, face still red. She carried him back to the couch and kissed his forehead until he giggled.

“You wanna watch some shows?” she asked.

Nathan nodded while he dug his hands into the cereal.

She turned on the TV projector on the wall using her forearm implant, playing a cartoon for Nathan before she wandered to the kitchen. Mollie scrolled through her social media and her email with a sigh. Nothing but spam. A new deal for an artificial burger at some fast-food chain, some scams, a brand-new implant product, and other useless junk emails. She had recently applied to over thirty jobs. No one responded. No one was hiring, yet she had to try.

As always, there was nothing to do today. Mollie glanced at Nathan. “Want to go to the flower garden today?”

Nathan gasped. “Yes! Yes! Let’s go! When do we go? Do we go now?”

Mollie giggled. “Calm down, calm down! Eat your breakfast, and then we’ll go! I’ll go get changed.”

Nathan devoured the last of his cereal while Mollie went to her closet and changed from a ragged white tank top and panties into a pair of dark blue pants, a colorful shirt, and a full Smart Suit that sealed her whole body.

Nathan ran in as she changed. “I’m done, Mommy! Can we go?”

“Yeah, I’m ready. Let’s get you into a Smart Suit and get going.”

She followed Nathan into his bedroom and helped him into a dark-gray Smart Suit that covered everything except his face. Once they were both in the Smart Suits, they went to the front door. Each put on a pair of boots and a gas mask, covering their bodies from the polluted air before leaving the apartment.

The corridor was just as dreary as Mollie’s apartment. The paint peeled, the floors were stained and dirty, and the lights flickered. She led Nathan to an elevator, went down to the first floor, and through the airlock to the street.

The horror of the outside world met them. Giant buildings overshadowed them and crowded the streets. Signs and advertisements covered their great lengths. Garbage covered the sidewalk as far as the eye could see, and self-driving cars filled the road. Homeless sat among the trash, each sick and shivering while they withered to death. Black smoke blotted out the sky, leaving the world in darkness. Even the air was faintly visible from pollution.

“Come on, Nathan, this way,” Mollie said.

She had no money for transportation, so going outside came with long walks across the ruined, dirty city. Civil unrest and crime had increased recently, but she still braved the streets with her son. Mollie could barely keep her landlord from evicting them, which made the reality of homelessness frighteningly close.

Mollie and Nathan walked across the city for over thirty minutes. They spent their entire time overshadowed by buildings that rose to the sky, leaving no space between each building. Eventually, they arrived at the greenhouse. The first half of the building contained the actual plant-filled greenhouse. In contrast, the top half hosted administration, storage, and other businesses that shared the structure.

The local greenhouse, one of few in the state, held some of the last plants left in the world. It survived on donations, and in recent times many similar venues had shut down, dooming many dying plant species to extinction. Like most, Mollie had nothing to give.

Nathan released an excited, muffled giggle from his gas mask. They passed through an airlock before entering the building, which allowed them to remove their masks. A wall of humidity hit them. The first part of the building had a donation center and a spot to wait for tour guides, though it was free for anyone to enter and walk around.

Mollie followed Nathan inside and went to the first-floor exhibit. They went through a set of automated doors and into a jungle. Greenery was everywhere. Vines and trees loomed beneath lights, providing artificial sunlight for everything below them. Sprinklers in the ceiling occasionally rained down mist onto the plants, keeping the first floor humid. A variety of plants grew beneath the trees. Multi-colored flowers lined the pathways that carved out a maze through the jungle. Some plants were saved from natural forests, some were developed, and some were created by scientists from old-world plants to replace extinct species. Mollie had read that some plants were designed to withstand the planet’s pollution, though few had been successful so far.

Nathan dragged Mollie around the jungle paths while he excitedly pointed out every plant he saw. Signs were posted randomly, usually showing a picture of a flower they stood next to, along with the plant’s name, history, and origin. They went around for hours, visiting each floor until they were on the last one. Mollie took pictures with her forearm implant, pointing it at whatever she wanted to capture and flexing a finger.

“Let’s go back to the twentieth floor! I wanna see those purple flowers again!” Nathan said.

“Wait, hold on, baby bean. We have to go shopping today. We’re almost out of cereal.”

“But, Mom! I wanna go see the flowers.”

“It’s getting late. Maybe I can get you some candy when we go shopping. Does that sound good?”

Nathan’s face lit up. “Yeah! Okay, let’s go!”

Mollie was unsure if she had any money left to buy him candy. While descending to the first floor, she checked her finances and bank account using her implant. She had next to nothing. Mollie frowned when they went through the front airlock and entered the street. Nathan didn’t throw tantrums, though she knew he’d fuss for a little while once he was told.

They walked toward their apartment again before taking a turn to the local grocery store. They entered an empty parking lot that surrounded a vast, cubic complex rising into the sky. A line extended from the entrance, wrapped around the parking lot, and stopped just short of the street. Mollie joined the line holding Nathan’s hand.

“The line is big again, Mommy,” Nathan whined.

“I know, baby bean. We’ll get in eventually.”

Nathan sighed. The line moved slowly, inching forward every few minutes. Men and women entered the parking lot, each marked with red symbols on their arms or masks. They didn’t join the line, instead standing along the edge of the parking lot.

“Mommy, look, a food truck!” Nathan pointed.

A self-driving semi-truck approached the grocery store and rolled down the road toward them. It stopped at a stop sign, then continued forward. The people with red symbols on their bodies approached the truck when it started to move again. One person stepped out onto the road and stopped the semi-truck, which skidded to a stop fifteen feet away from the line of people. All stared at the truck.

The people wearing red symbols rushed the truck, each tacking square boxes to the side of it while others ripped open the back.

“Hey! They’re taking food!” someone shouted.

“Don’t wait! Help them!”

People rushed the truck. A horde formed at the back of the vehicle while people piled inside and threw boxes out to the dozens of outstretched hands begging for food. Mollie approached carefully with Nathan. The crowd threatened to crush them. In her desperation, she dared to get near to grab a small box of food.

The mob emptied the truck in three minutes. The people wearing red symbols left first, each one running away when people began to clear away from the vehicle. Mollie looked at all the strange boxes they had tacked onto the truck, each one blinking red.

“Nathan, we need to go,” she said as she backed away from the truck.

“But Mommy, what about th–”

Explosions destroyed the truck. A wall of flames and pressure exploded outward and sent both flying. Shrapnel flew everywhere, injuring most of the people standing around the vehicle. Mollie landed harshly on the ground, her vision turning black for a minute. It was as if someone had rung her like a bell, her whole body numb. She opened her eyes weakly, fixating on a crack across her visor.

“N-Nathan?” she whispered.

She rolled over to her side and noticed a pain in her chest. She looked down, her hand resting on a massive piece of metal that had penetrated her chest. Doomed. She willed herself forward, each hand clawing as she crawled forward.

“Nathan!” she cried weakly.

Nothing. Mollie’s heart slowed as her movements became faint until she was still. Blood pooled around her while she wheezed and rolled onto her back. She listened to her heart slowly stop when she closed her eyes, the sensation of falling taking her.

* * *

Simon awoke from the floor with a horrified scream. He harshly gripped his chest and scratched at himself. He rolled to his hands and feet and looked around. “Nathan! Nathan!!”

Ignis grabbed him from behind and held him. “Hey! It’s okay, Simon! Simon, you’re back!”

Simon wept when the memories of his life came back. Mixed into them were memories of Khoni’s and Mollie’s lives. He gripped Ignis, body shaking while he wept.

“They killed him! They killed Nathan!”

“Who is Nathan, Simon? What happened?”

Simon hyperventilated before he calmed down, gaze darting back and forth. “Oh my god… It was real. It’s all real, Ignis. I was a mother in the old world, in that horrible, polluted time. I had a son named Nathan. I took him to a greenhouse to see flowers, and then… And then they killed him. They killed us. Why did they kill us?” He grabbed Ignis and shook him. “Why did they kill us? Why did they kill Nathan?”

“Simon! Focus! It’s okay, it’s okay. What did you learn?”

Simon’s breathing slowed, though it was still heavy. He looked at his hands, both of which were the hands of a man instead of a woman. His mind soared in a turmoiled panic before it settled on one image of the dream. He remembered putting the band-aid on Nathan’s knee and kissing it.

“My hands are warm. I feel love and passion, like I could help anyone. Like I could heal,” Simon explained.

“It is said those with warm hands are great healers. What do you know, Simon?” Ignis asked.

Simon was silent for a minute while he tried to center his mind. “We need a plant that grows in tall stalks, something with roots that calm the stomach. We need to cast out the dead that has polluted the river. I know what we need! I just need to find it.”

“What is the name of the plant?”

“I don’t know! I will find it. Come on. We need to find it!”
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5:43 AM, August 12, 2187

Simon burst out the door and sprinted out of the village, with Ignis and Anna on his trail.

“Where the hell are you going, Spaceman!” Anna called out.

“To the river! There’s a plant there that we need!” Simon replied.

They ran toward the river. A hawk’s cry came downstream, which compelled Simon to follow the water. He eventually slowed when he found a spot where the river widened. The plant had to be somewhere. Like a feral boar, he dug through the green brush on both sides of the bank. Ignis joined him.

Anna watched them with crossed arms. “The hell we looking for?”

Simon dug through the roots. “Some kind of plant. It’ll help the sick villagers. I know exactly what it is. I just need to see it.”

Anna looked at Ignis in disbelief.

He shrugged. “I trust him.”

Simon paused as a faint whisper came from behind him. He stumbled through a bush, another whisper drawing him right.

“Over here,” whispered a faint female voice.

He went through another bush before he came across a group of green, leafy stalks that rose to his chest. “This is it!”

Simon slid a hand down a stalk and tore out the entire plant. Dirt sprayed everywhere when a massive lump of a root system was revealed.

“This is it!” Simon cried.

“Burnroot?” Anna said.

Ignis approached and took the plant from Simon. “Of course! I didn’t know this grew so far south. This is perfect. I know what to do with this. Come on, let’s go back.”

They marched to the village.

Anna squinted. “How did you know where to find that, Simon? Or what to even find?”

“I had a dream just now… Once I woke up, I just knew what to look for to help the village.”

“What was the dream?” Anna asked.

“You know that dream I had about Khoni?”

“You mean that bird? What about it?”

“I had another one like that, but this time I was some mom in the past named Mollie. I think it was before the old world fell, like right before.”

Anna frowned. “Heck, that don’t sound right, Simon. You sure about this stuff? Do you feel different?”

Simon shrugged. “My hands feel warm like I can heal anyone.”

Anna furrowed her brow and shook her head. “All right, Spaceman, I trust ya. Let’s get back.”

Simon nodded and ran to Ignis. “What’s your idea with the plant?”

Ignis gestured ahead. “The village people already have a few plants that I can mix this in with. We’ll give this to everyone, then we’ll go to each house and get rid of the spirits haunting them.”

“Spirits like Ahari?” Simon asked.

Ignis shook his head. “Spirits of the dead, those who were cast onto the river by the Twilight Cult. They were murdered, so now they torment the village.”

“How do we get rid of them?” Simon asked.

“Cleansing. I will show you.”

The sun slowly rose over the quiet buildings and empty streets. Ignis led them into the house that Simon had dreamed in and created a concoction using the plant. He cut it up, mixed in water, grabbed various plants inside the house and his box, and stirred for over thirty minutes. Soon, a yellow soupy substance sat between them.

Anna leaned forward and sniffed it. “Ugh! It’s foul!”

Ignis chuckled. “That’s good medicine, then.”

Simon stared. “What now?”

“You grab my bell and the little white bag in the box. Anna, you go grab a broom, then you two follow me.”

Simon grabbed the two objects from Ignis’ backpack box while Anna grabbed a broom by the door. Ignis led them out and into another house. This home was at the edge of the village. It was similar to most places except for an added large workshop outside of it, along with a small water silo. Ignis approached the door and knocked, bowl in hand.

Footsteps clicked before the door creaked open. A young teenage girl gazed out at the trio. “Hello?” she whispered.

“Mother bless. We’re here to help your father,” Ignis said.

“Ahari bless, you’re the Ember priest, ain’t ya?” the girl asked softly.

“Yes, these two are some helping hands that the wasteland sent us. May we come in?” Ignis asked.

The girl opened the door and sheepishly gestured into the house. It was dark, with a structure similar to the place he had dreamed in. The smell of molten metal, gunpowder, and burnt material lingered in the house. Parts were everywhere. Guns hung on racks on every wall, and tools littered the floor and every table. There was a sense of loopy madness about the building and all the parts.

The girl led them to a man lying on a bed. Short and thick, his arms and legs seemed as wide as tree trunks. The only thing that covered him was a small blanket over his hips. Sweat soaked the bed.

“Who is this?” Simon whispered.

“The gunsmith, Gregory. He’s one of the worst,” Ignis replied.

Anna frowned at the man. “Ahari bless him. He ain’t long for this place,” she whispered.

Ignis waved at her. “Don’t say that. Let’s get this together. Anna, go close the windows and open the door. Simon, grab the broom.”

Simon took the broom from Anna and stood awkwardly while she went around the house, closing windows.

Ignis carefully sat beside Gregory. “Gregory, wake up. It’s me, Ignis. I’m here to help you,” he whispered.

The gunsmith opened his eyes and let out a wheeze. “Ignis?” he whispered.

“It’s okay. Sit up and drink this,” Ignis said.

The man sat up slowly with Ignis’ help and accepted the yellow substance from the bowl. He hacked and let out a disgusted gag when he swallowed it.

“What is this?” He wheezed.

“Medicine. Lay back down,” Ignis said.

Ignis removed the bowl and laid the man down before he grabbed the bell and bag from Simon. He moved back and forth between both sides of the bed while ringing the bell, a low, rumbling chant echoing from him. Anna stood with her arms crossed, jaw agape in disbelief. Though somewhat weirded out, Simon gawked in curiosity. He couldn’t make out Ignis’ words while he chanted.

After ringing the bell for a while, Ignis opened the bag and poured out salt onto the man’s chest.

“Simon, Anna, chant! Out! Out with you! Out!”

The other two glanced at each other in confusion and did as they were told.

“Out! Out with you! Out!” they chanted.

Gregory fussed and weakly reached toward the bell while they chanted.

Ignis rang it harder and pointed at Simon. “Now! Tap his head with the broom and brush backward toward the door!”

Simon froze in surprise before he tapped Gregory on the forehead and brushed the floor. He shuffled backward while he swept. Each brush stroke came with the same chant until he was out the door.

“Anna! Shut the door!” Ignis cried.

She slammed the door as Ignis’ cries became louder and then halted along with the bell.

“What the hell,” Simon whispered.

He waited for a minute before the door creaked open to reveal Ignis. Ignis did not acknowledge Simon for a moment while he put a small pinch of salt on the ground.

“Are we done?” Simon asked.

Ignis looked up and nodded. “Yes, come in.”

Simon walked in and joined Anna beside the bed.

Gregory, now wide awake, looked between the two, confused. His skin color had returned, and he was no longer sweating a pool on the bed. “Who are y’all?” he whispered.

“Anna, this here is Simon. We’re friends with Ignis,” Anna replied.

Ignis wandered over from the door to the bed. “Mother bless. How do you feel, Gregory?”

Gregory broke into a thin smile, “How do I feel? Like I’ve been run over by a herd of beasts, dragged to hell and back, and like I need a drink and some food.” He looked down and brushed the salt from his chest. “The hell did y’all do to me?”

Simon nodded. “Yeah, what did we just do?”

Ignis held up the bowl. “Well, we gave him something for his stomach, and we cast out one of the dead haunting him. We’ll have to give him more of that medicine, but for now, you’re feeling better, Gregory?”

Gregory nodded. “Ain’t feeling like death no more. I think I need to go to the bathroom, though.”

Simon averted his eyes when the stark-naked man wandered outside.

Ignis looked at Anna and Simon with a pleased chuckle. “Shall we go onto the rest of the village?”
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11:46 AM, August 15, 2187

Noon settled as the sun peaked. The village below was alive again and breathed with movement. People worked in the fields, children ran around outside, and folk went all about doing their business. Though some were still recovering, the plague had left.

Simon and Anna sat against the wall of the house they had been staying in.

“Well, whatever we did, it sure as hell worked,” Anna said.

“Yeah,” Simon said.

“You a little less doubtful of the Ahari now?” Anna asked.

Simon nodded. “Yeah, I get it. I think I can feel them now. I can feel the Earth living and breathing. There’s more life out here than I thought.”

Anna chuckled. “Well, here I was thinking you were never gonna wisen up.”

“Now, I wouldn’t call me wise. You know what still confuses me?”

“What?”

“Ignis and those Ember cultists. The hell is the Mother?”

“Yeah, them Ember cultists are mighty strange. They are from the far north, usually from the bone forests. They ain’t much different from us, but they don’t worship the Ahari. They worship the Divine Mother, which is the sun. They think that she gives all life and gives us food and good weather, them sorts of things.”

“Weird. How come I haven’t seen more of them?”

“Because ain’t many folk keen on them northern people. They ain’t bad or nothin’. As you can see, they send their priests like Ignis to help folk, but they also try to convert folk. He’ll try you too, but you ain’t gotta worry. He won’t be pushy.”

“Are they crazy or something?”

“Who isn’t? I think I heard some higher-up priests burn themselves alive when they’re just about to die, but for everyone else up north, they just burn the body when you pass.”

Simon recoiled. “Burn alive? That’s… disturbing.”

“Ain’t it? We bury folk or take ’em out so their bodies return to the world. You and I pack lots of good food for wasteland critters.”

Anna paused and glanced at Simon’s grimace before chuckling. “Calm down. You ain’t gonna care what they do with you when you’re dead. That’s a long while away. Hopefully.”

Simon shook his head. “Hopefully.”

Simon sighed longly. He closed his eyes until a pair of footsteps aroused his attention.

“Hey, Ignis,” Anna said.

Ignis stood before them in his robes, mask, and box backpack. He bowed slightly and cupped his hands together. “Mother bless.”

“Ahari bless,” the pair replied.

“Gregory is ready. He’s opening up your gun right now,” Ignis said.

Simon jumped to his feet. He sprinted off to the gunsmith’s house. He found Gregory bent over a table covered in gun parts.

The man glanced up at him. “Morning. I reckon you were gonna be interested in a look here at this beaut.”

His lever-action rifle laid in neatly organized pieces on the table. Gregory touched and examined each piece.

“What did you find out?” Simon asked.

“How old was it again?”

“I think it’s from the old world,” Simon asked.

Gregory snorted. “It’s amazing. Thing is older than all of us but so nice. Only a few things are wrong. The whole trigger and the firing mechanisms are broken. I can fix everything and make new parts, but this spring,” he said, lifting a tiny spring.

“Why?” Simon asked.

“Why? You know its size and material? No, so I need to find another. Fortunately, I got a friend who might have one. Now, y’all need bullets, right? Then I need copper.”

“Where do I get copper?”

“Old-world buildings. I got a little device for you to use and know where to get some.”

Ignis and Anna walked in.

“How is it?” Anna asked.

“Broken. Needs a new spring, trigger, firing mechanisms, and we need copper,” Simon said.

Gregory returned with a saw. “I can make everything but the spring. I need to visit a friend for the spring, but y’all can find the copper. There’s an old town not far out south from here. Should be a day or two. It’s pretty empty but ain’t no one took the pipes yet. If I know right, there’s a warehouse and a few houses there you can take from.”

Simon held up the saw. “What is this?”

“A saw for the copper pipes. Just bring as many back as possible,” Gregory replied.

“Why do you not have copper?” Anna asked.

“Ain’t been no traders here in a while. Probably the Twilight folk been killing ’em,” Gregory replied.

“Anna and I could go to that place if Ignis goes with you,” Simon suggested.

Gregory nodded. “That could work. It’ll take me a week or so to go there and come back, but we’ll have your gun ready when I come back.”

“I’ll go with Gregory. Mother bless our journeys,” Ignis said.

* * *

Anna grunted while she mounted Slubber and watched as Simon nervously looked at Lump.

“You gonna try, Spaceman?” Anna asked.

Simon shook his head and sighed. “Unfortunately, yes.”

Lump let out a low bellow when Simon rested his hands on the beast’s back. With a grunt, he leaped onto its back and landed seated. He wobbled, then balanced out and looked at Anna.

“Hey, it wor– Whoa!”

Lump rolled to his side and sent Simon to the ground beside him. He moved to his feet while Anna cackled.

“Hey, don’t laugh!” Simon said.

Anna laughed even louder as she watched Simon walk around to Lump’s face.

“Why did you do that, buddy?” Simon asked.

It groaned and wiggled its top leg to get Simon’s attention.

“Oh,” he mumbled.

Simon walked around to its belly and rubbed it, scratching the dry, hairless skin with slight disgust.

“Oh, big baby just wanted a belly rub,” Anna said.

“Lump, come on, buddy. We need to go.”

He tugged at Lump’s enormous claw and made the reluctant beast roll back to its feet before he hopped up onto it again. This time the giant didn’t move.

Anna raised a brow. “Ain’t that a sight. I think he likes you, Simon.”

Simon shrugged. “I guess so.”

Anna reached into her pack and threw Lump a fruit. The giant gladly accepted. She grabbed Slubber’s reins and gave them a gentle flick before steering the Scab Boar out of the village.

Simon leaned over to Lump’s neck and patted it. “Come on, big boy, come on.”

The beast didn’t move. Simon gave it a little kick in the sides and steered its neck to the side. He bounced a few times before Lump heaved forward after Anna and Slubber.

“Good boy, Lump!” Simon said and patted his neck.

The beast bellowed and trailed behind Slubber while they left the village behind.
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2:36 PM, August 16, 2187

Simon lifted himself and rubbed his butt. “Oh, dammit.”

Anna looked back. “You okay, Spaceman?”

Simon shook his head. “Lump’s a little rough on the rear. I’m just getting sore.”

“You need a saddle. Got Rider’s Ass, ain’t no issue. We’re soon there if that weaponsmith fool was right.”

“Hopefully. I might just start walking soon.”

The day passed, and the sun went over their heads. Exciting thoughts about what he would do with a working gun passed his mind, along with memories from the long-forgotten lives of Mollie and Khoni. Khoni’s life was more pleasant. He enjoyed the memories of soaring, the sensations of wind, and the green that the world once possessed. His favorite memories were flowers and crystal-clear lakes before humanity had polluted them.

Mollie’s life consisted of pain. Memories of irritated skin, burnt lungs, sickness, hunger, and more misery possessed his mind. Her life was filled with darkness and pollution. Her family could not help her, and she felt hopeless in most of her memories. The only light that existed was in her son, Nathan. The feeling of being a parent, even a mother, was alien to Simon. He was born from a tube and had no mother and father, so the very concept of it baffled him, yet warmed his heart.

Eventually, with the sun starting its slow descent back to the horizon, Simon said, “I see buildings.”

Anna squinted. “I ain’t see none, but I trust ya. Finally, let’s grab the copper and get back.”

The town was another small one from the old world. Most buildings had collapsed or were barren, with nothing left except broken windows and sand. It was as if a tornado had crossed through. Debris and garbage were everywhere, almost entirely swallowed by the sand. A sense of abandonment and fear filled Simon.

“Well, whoever used to live here left here in a hurry,” Simon said.

“How do you know?” Anna asked.

“I don’t know. I just think they did. Let’s hope it has stayed abandoned.”

“Agreed.”

They rode through a few streets before glancing at one another.

“Heck, ain’t nothin’ left of these buildings,” Anna said.

Simon pointed at a tall brick school building towering over the rest of the town. Only a part had collapsed, while the rest seemed reasonably sturdy.

“That might have what we need,” Simon said.

“Heck, a school building. Bathrooms first, then gotta find the boiler.”

Simon frowned. He had never really seen a school and didn’t know what a boiler was, but when he thought about it, Mollie’s memories answered his questions.

They hopped off their beasts and entered the school. Anna had her crossbow out while Simon gripped his knife. Lump and Slubber were left outside, too large to fit into the narrow doors. They grumbled.

“Stay,” Anna told the two.

The building was dark inside. Each long hall was covered in sand and debris, with only shreds of light at the end of each corridor. They carefully peeked into every classroom. Anna produced a small lamp powered by an old Ignium battery from her backpack, lighting it.

“So, this is what they did in the old world? Just sent their kids here to sit all day?” Simon asked.

Anna nodded. “As far as I know. I ain’t no expert, but they just made them learn everything. Heck, stupid, in my opinion. Kids in New Uruk learn skills or become good at an interest. If a kid wants to be a carpenter, he gets taught that. He wants to be a caravan gunner, and then he gets taught that. Ain’t nothin’ to it.”

“Any idea where the boiler room is?” Simon asked.

Anna shrugged. “Probably under us. We got all day to find it. Gotta find bathrooms too.”

Simon nodded.

They walked through the narrow halls. Soon, they found a cafeteria room full of turned-over benches and chairs. The once massive cafeteria windows were broken. A vast mass of sand had slowly consumed some benches close to the window.

They went behind the counters on one side of the cafeteria and into the kitchen. Mostly, it was empty. All the appliances had been taken, the food stores were gone, and only a few pieces of garbage were left. Where each device once stood were copper pipes.

“This is perfect,” Anna said.

Simon approached a pipe and began to cut it with his saw. After sawing it off, he sighed, “This is gonna take forever,” he grumbled.

“You want bullets?” Anna asked.

“Yes, yes, I didn’t say that. This will just take a while.”

Anna leaned against a wall with her arms crossed. “I got time.”

Simon sighed and sawed, harvesting all the pipes in the cafeteria. He left those that weren’t copper and packed the rest into a bag that Anna had brought. They went back into the corridors and searched for bathrooms. The bathrooms were pitch black. Anna entered first with her lamp, Simon behind her.

The toilets were gone, and the bathroom stalls had been destroyed. The sinks were also gone, even though small copper pipes had been left behind where the sinks once stood. Once again, Simon sawed and took the copper. They did the same to the other bathroom. After a few minutes, they began searching for the stairs to the basement.

“This place is weirdly quiet,” Simon said.

“Ain’t no one here. Why is that weird?”

“Well, usually, at least something lives in these old-world places. People, mutants, something. Why is it so empty?”

Anna looked around. “Maybe something bigger keeps those things out, or it’s just empty.”

Simon looked at her with concern.

She shrugged. “Ain’t everything has to be full of monsters. Sometimes it’s just empty.”

He shook his head. “Don’t talk about something bigger then.”

She chuckled.

They came upon a staircase that went downstairs. There were more classrooms and gray metal doors with fragments of red letters they couldn’t make out. Anna opened them, finding empty closets and storage spaces.

Anna peered into a classroom when they reached one end of the floor. Simon wandered toward a door with red, faded letters. He dusted it off and squinted. “Bo… Boiler. Boiler room? Boiler! Anna! This is the boiler!”

Anna opened the door. Behind it was a boiler room with four boilers and pipes everywhere.

Simon stepped forward, Anna reaching out. “Simon, wait!”

Hands grabbed Simon and pulled him into the room. He shrieked while the room groaned and screamed, limbs pulling him further in. Anna stepped in with the light, illuminating the horror. A quarter of the room was overgrown by flesh like a fungal mass, hands, and limbs pulling Simon to a central human body. The head had no skin, a pair of eyes in a skull locking onto him. Though the mass could not move, its limbs were strong.

“Anna!” Simon shrieked in terror.

Anna stabbed the arms with her bayonet, kicking against hands that tried to grab her. Simon, meanwhile, was pulled toward the main body. The limbs brought him face-to-face, the skull screaming at him when the two made eye contact.

Simon pushed against the torso, eight arms pulling him toward the chomping jaw of the body. Anna crashed into him, and her bayonet penetrated the mouth of the abomination. She pulled the trigger, a crossbow bolt piercing the center of the skull. The hands and arms weakened, dropping Simon. He crawled to the other side of the room, hyperventilating. Though the body was dead, the limbs kept squirming. After a minute, they stopped.

Anna came to Simon’s side. “Simon! You okay, Spaceman?”

Simon shook his head and panted, eyes wide.

“It’s okay! It’s okay! It didn’t get ya, Spaceman!”

Corpses of dead rats and other mutant pests laid around the fleshy mass, each stripped to the bone or torn apart. The abomination stunk, its smell and the smell of decay acting as bait to attract more rats and mutants to feed the stationary monster.

“Is it dead?” Simon whispered.

Anna shook her head. “It’s dead. I’ll take the copper. Get your wits back, Spaceman.”

Anna cut off all copper pipes in the boiler room. Once she had taken everything, they left the room and the abomination. They were silent. Outside, they mounted their beasts and began the ride back to the town.

The only sound was the heaving mass of Lump and the jangling of copper pipes in the bags they had brought.

“Let’s promise never to go back there,” he whispered.

Anna nodded.
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1:04 PM, August 25, 2187

The forge of Gregory’s shop released dark smoke into the sky, and a metallic ringing echoed from the shop. Butterflies stirred in Simon’s stomach. Every ring, every bang, every sound of sizzling, each one, meant that he was closer to having a functional gun with bullets. He had nearly forgotten the abomination because of his excitement, though it still lingered on his mind.

In celebration of the plague’s end, the village folk held a feast for the trio who had helped them. While the gunsmith sweated, the village bustled. Simon helped people while Anna spent the day in the shade. Meanwhile, Ignis meditated on a hill away from the village, undisturbed while he basked in his matron’s light.

Simon and Lump strolled through the village, each burdened with large sacks of goods. They crossed the town and arrived at a farmer’s house. He knocked on the door.

“Hello?” he called out.

After a minute, a woman opened the door. “Ahari bless, Outworlder,” she said with a nod.

Simon nodded.

“I, uh, brought that stuff you wanted. Why am I not allowed to look inside these?” Simon asked.

The woman smiled and took the sack from Simon. “Ain’t nothin’ you have to worry about. Just all for tonight.”

Simon frowned. “All right, do you need help with the other sack? It’s a bit bigger.”

The woman shook her curly head. “Ain’t no issue.”

“Are you su–”

She yelled into the house, “Kids! Get out here and help!”

A swarm of six children came out. They all went out and pulled the sack off Lump. Docile as ever, Lump didn’t react when the whole sack came off him and was brought inside by the little horde.

“Thank ya kindly, Outworlder. Hope you enjoy tonight’s feast,” the woman said.

“You, too. Have a good day,” Simon replied.

“Ahari bless.”

“Ahari bless.”

The woman closed the door while Simon returned to the village with Lump beside him.

“She had a whole army of kids, huh?” Simon asked.

Lump lowly bellowed, to which Simon nodded.

“You said it. Too damn many.”

They walked around until they found Anna sitting in the shade of one of the houses.

“Howdy there, Spaceman. Been out doing good works, I see?”

Simon nodded. “Whole place is alive again, which is nice to see. I have a feeling they’re hiding something from us.”

“Really? Why’d you reckon that?”

“Well, I’ve been helping people move and prepare stuff, and they’ve been hiding stuff from me, reassuring me that nothing bad’s happening. Heck, they kept me from this one house earlier.”

Anna chuckled. “Ain’t nothin’ we can’t handle if it’s bad. Hopefully, that gunsmith fool finishes that gun of yours quickly.”

“Hopefully. What do you think of tonight’s feast?” Simon asked.

“I think I’m gon’ get nice and plump and go to bed. You?”

“I think I’m gonna do the same.”

A couple of kids ran out from another street and came up to Simon. “Outworlder! Outworlder!” they cried in excitement.

Simon turned to them and knelt, “Hey, hey! What’s going on?”

“Can we take the big beast?” one asked.

“Yeah! Let us play with it!” asked another.

Simon turned and looked at Lump. “You guys want to play with Lump?”

“Yeah! We’ll just borrow him!” said another child.

Simon pursed his lips. “Uh… Yeah, you can have it. Just make sure two adults are watching you guys.”

One kid pointed to another, “Yeah! His mom and dad are gonna watch us!”

Simon smiled. “All right, just be careful. He’s still a big beast, don’t annoy him.”

“We won’t!”

Simon snapped at Lump. “Hey! Big boy, go with them! Go on!”

All the kids called out to Lump. The giant monster heaved himself onto his feet and slowly lumbered after the kids before disappearing to the village’s other side.

“You sure about that, Spaceman?” Anna asked.

Simon nodded. “Yeah, given how docile he is.”

“You remember him throwing you into the air like a rag doll?” she asked, chuckling.

“Yeah, yeah. We scared Lump that time, and he didn’t even want to hurt us. Have you seen his mouth? If he wanted to kill me, he would’ve eaten me.”

Anna shrugged. “Whatever you say. Come sit, don’t have to run about all day like a varmint with no head.”

Simon sat beside Anna. “I like the Territories.”

“That right? Don’t miss the up-and-busy city of New Uruk?”

“Well, kinda. I miss all the luxuries and stuff. The water, the food, the business. It’s just quiet out here, though.”

“Yeah, why’d you think I went out to my ranch early on after I retired from the New Uruk military? Hope that place ain’t burnt down.”

“I’m sure it’s fine. We’ll be back one day. I wonder what’s happened to the Arcadis.”

Anna shrugged. “Maybe they all got eaten. Wasn’t the Father looking for it too?”

Simon frowned. “Yeah, I hope he doesn’t get there first.”

Anna patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry, Spaceman. Given how stupid them Twilight folk are, I’m sure we ain’t got nothin’ to worry about.”

“Hopefully.”

Gregory’s daughter, Madison, approached them with her head bowed and murmured. “Gregory wants to see you, Outworlder.”

Simon rocketed up to his feet. “Really? Okay, let’s go.”

He followed the girl back to Gregory’s smithy at the village’s other side. Black smoke rose from the shop while the metal ringing continued. He entered the large workshop on the side of the main house, where Gregory sweated over an anvil. He hammered away on a new piece of steel, only stopping to cool it in water and set it down.

“Ahari bless, Outworlder.”

“Ahari bless,” Simon replied.

“You can leave, Maddy. Thank you, darlin’.”

“You’re welcome, Pa.”

The girl skipped away while Gregory went over to a wall full of guns. He pulled down Simon’s lever-action rifle, which was fully reassembled. The mahogany and dark metal body had been polished, while the leather on the buttstock had been replaced with new leather. Feathers remained on the buttstock, though they had been cleaned.

Gregory displayed each side of the rifle, the front and back, cocked the lever, pulled the trigger, and showed Simon the bullet chamber.

“Ain’t it a beaut?” Gregory asked.

Simon fixated on the gun with awe. “It’s stunning.”

“Hold it.”

Simon received the rifle as if it was a baby. He gently grasped it, held it like he could hurt it, and examined every fine detail of the gun’s old-world craftsmanship. He cocked it and pulled the trigger, listening to the crisp click of the trigger firing. 

“Bullets? Are they ready?” Simon asked.

Gregory nodded and came over with ten shimmering bullets. They were not extremely large, though each one was pointed and notched.

“These are a new design. Perfect for all your needs. Animals, humans, anything. They can even penetrate steel. Load it. I have a target on the hill for you.”

Simon loaded the gun. He went to the edge of the shop and looked at the tiny metal target that Gregory gestured to. Simon unloaded three rounds cleanly into the center of the target, firing off every round a millisecond from each other. His blood rushed. The gun felt as natural to him as if it had been custom-made for him. Each shot felt smooth, every motion was flawless, and every click and bang was harmonic.

Gregory gaped in awe when Simon nailed every shot in the same spot. “Holy Sam Hill, ain’t that a sight. You like it, Outworlder?”

Simon let out a childish, goofy giggle.“I love it.”

“You thought of a name for it?”

Simon paused. “No? Should I?”

“Heck yeah, it’s what gunslingers do out here in the west. Many famous guns out here. Made one of them myself, Lucy, wielded by Tom Scales. Man’s a legend. Heck, I think you might be able to outshoot him.”

Simon hummed when he thought of a name. “Aleksa. I’ll name it Aleksa,” he said after a minute.

“Aleksa’s a mighty fine name. Where’d you come up with that?” 

“Just a special name to me.”




* * *

The village continued to stir when the sun slowly set. As people cooked for the festivities, tables and chairs were brought out for the feast. Anna and Simon had nothing to do. They sat around and watched people running around. Sometimes they made fun of someone or watched something silly happen, but mostly, they enjoyed the tranquility of a happy village.

Eventually, the robed figure of Ignis appeared in the street. He walked toward them and gave a subtle bow. “Mother bless.”

“Ahari bless,” they said.

“How goes the preparation for the feast?” Ignis asked.

“Mighty fine. We don’t have to help at all. You heard the good news?” Anna asked.

Ignis tilted his head. “The good news?”

“Simon here finally got himself a working gun. ‘Bout damn time,” Anna said.

Simon grabbed the gun that stood leaning against the wall beside him and presented it with a grin. “Isn’t it awesome?”

Ignis smiled and nodded. “It’s a fine instrument. Mother bless it, and may she bless your aim as well. Hopefully, we might be fortunate enough to not need it often.”

“You said it,” Anna said.

The swarm of children from earlier came back and once again called for Simon. “Outworlder! Outworlder! Come with us!”

A child gripped his hand and tugged at him while they swarmed around him. Ignis and Anna chuckled when Simon grumbled and got to his feet. 

“All right, all right Hold on!” he said.

He holstered Aleksa on his back. The children led him to the village’s other side, bouncing around him.

“Close your eyes! Close your eyes!” one said.

“Okay?”

He closed his eyes and allowed the children to steer him wherever they pleased. After a few minutes, Simon heard the deep rumble of Lump.

“Okay, open your eyes!” another child said.

In front of him stood two of the villagers beside Lump, now equipped with a gigantic saddle. Simon’s jaw dropped. It was a round saddle with enough seating for three people, an umbrella, a lantern, and even a little table at the front. Lump laid on the ground with the saddle on him, entirely undisturbed.

“Holy! You guys made a saddle?”

One of the villagers, a woman, nodded. “Y’all did so much for us folk that we thought it’d be best to give back. Heck, we got another one for your friend Anna, and we made another gift for that Ember priest.”

The man beside the woman spoke. “Go on, try out the saddle. Big ol’ beast ain’t bothered at all. I think he likes it.”

Simon carefully approached Lump and hopped up onto the saddle. The entire thing shook slightly when he got up and found a comfortable spot in a small seat with a backrest. A set of reins sat on either side of the table in front of him. He grabbed both and tugged. “Up, Lump! Come on, big boy!” 

Lump bellowed and stood. The saddle stayed on well, barely wobbling when the beast heaved forward as Simon worked the reins.

“It’s awesome! I love it, guys! Thank you!” Simon called out.

“Ain’t no issue! Have fun!” the woman said.

Simon rode Lump back to where Anna and Ignis sat, waving at them as he approached. “Guys, look! They made me a saddle!”

Anna laughed. “Heck, lookin’ good, Spaceman.”

“Did you know about this?” Simon asked.

Anna nodded. “Heck yeah, gathered it up over the day that they was doing some like this. They even made Slubber a new saddle. I just didn’t want to ruin the surprise. You like it?”

“It’s awesome! I’m gonna ride around until the feast begins.”




* * *

The feast commenced with a toast of dark, alcoholic brew. It was a grand festivity with every person in the village sitting at the tables, eating. Some people played instruments, some sang, and some danced. Simon, Anna, and Ignis sat at their place of honor at the feast’s most prominent table.

“Heck, ain’t this some mighty fine roast?” Anna asked.

“Better than some I’ve had up north. Mother bless, I think we’ve earned this,” Ignis said.

Simon nodded. “Yeah, it’s something. I’m glad we helped these people, and I now have my gun. We’re just about ready to continue searching for the Arcadis.”

Ignis looked up. “About that, what is this Arcadis you two speak of?”

Anna tilted her head. “Well, I call Simon here Spaceman for a reason. Just a few years ago, he was one of them folk up in fancy ships orbiting the planet. Came crashing on down, and I was the first person to find him. Damn near shot him, but I didn’t, and that’s why he’s here now. Few months ago, we saw a big ol’ ball of fire come down, lit up the sky like a second sun when it came down. We think it’s the Arcadis based on a dream he’s had, been searching for it since.”

“You’re searching for the light, too? I don’t know if it’s that ship you speak of, but people up north believe it’s a gift sent down from the Mother.”

Simon pursed his lips. “Well, that’s weird. Kind of a strange coincidence that we’re all looking for it and that we met.”

Anna shrugged. “I think it’s strange that the Father or whatever them Twilight fools call him is looking for it too.” She circled her hands in the air. “Heard they think it’s a sign from God or whatever they call him.”

“I hope they don’t ever find it,” Simon said.

Ignis lowered his masked head. “I’ve spent all day praying that they won’t, but sometimes, evil escapes the grasp of the Mother.”

“Say, you never really told us what it’s like up north, Ignis,” Simon said.

“I’ll tell you. It’s cold,” Anna said.

Ignis chuckled. “Yep, it is cold. Culture’s a lot different up there. Different kind of rough when there’s cold involved. Many fisher folks around the Great Lakes and hunters up in the bone forests in the north. Just one nation up there, New Bordeaux, ruled by a queen named Marie.”

“What do y’all think of us New Uruk folk?” Anna asked.

Ignis tilted his head left and right. “We like you guys and your trade. You have a lot of stuff we don’t. It’s harsh up there, though. Short growing season, so there are a lot of hunters, but wildlife is dangerous up there, and going around in the bone forests is even more dangerous. Never know when those dead old-world trees will fall.”

Simon spoke. “What about the Ember cult?” 

“Oh, most people worship the Mother up there, probably because of the darkness and cold. Lots of fire festivals and stuff happen throughout the year, big bonfires and lots of dancing. We’re nowhere like the Twilight, but we’re kinda like you guys with your Ahari. We believe in spirits but don’t choose to recognize them since they are below the Mother.”

Simon tilted his head and nodded. “Interesting. You have to take me up there sometime.”

“Gladly, you might like it. Just be ready for the cold.”

“Heck, this Mother sounds mighty peachy. Shall we toast to her?” Anna asked.

They all grabbed their mugs of dark brew and raised them.

“To the Mother, may she bless us all!” Ignis said.

A gunshot echoed. A bullet exploded Simon’s mug and went right past his head. 

“You missed!” yelled a voice in the distance.

Screams echoed around the village as people scattered from the tables. Men and women grabbed their guns, children fled indoors along with defenseless people, and a cry went through the village.

“We’re under attack!”

Simon grabbed Aleksa while Anna pulled Ignis to cover. Twilight cultists popped up over the hills around the village, firing down on the surprised village folk.

“Simon, get your ass over here!” Anna cried.

Simon raised his rifle and shot a cultist down. He darted for cover with Anna, shielding his head with his hand.

“Where are they?” Anna asked.

“Everywhere,” Simon responded.

“Go forth, my flock! God be with you!” shouted a voice.

Simon peeped out from the house they hid behind. A swarm of Twilight Cultists charged into the village.

“Fuck, the Father is here,” Simon growled.

“We need to help these people!” Ignis said.

“We need to leave! Find Lump and Slubber, and let’s get out!” Anna said.

“Agreed, let’s go!” Simon said.

Ignis fumbled. “Wai–”

“Go, sun lover!” Anna said.

Like a machine, Simon dropped cultists one by one with his rifle. He reloaded when he could, using the ammo Gregory had given him. Anna protected their rear with her crossbow until they reached Lump and Slubber’s barn.

Three Twilight soldiers entered the barn.

“Go! Go! They’re gonna hurt Lump and Slubber!” Simon cried.

They ran to the barn, stopping when the doors exploded in a hail of splinters and debris. Lump crashed out of the barn and sent all three Twilight soldiers flying, each one bent and broken from being crashed into by the unstoppable mass. Lump let out a huge bellow and stomped another Twilight cultist who ran at him with a spear.

“Lump!” Simon cried out.

The beast came to Simon and nudged him with a stressed groan.

“It’s okay, it’s okay, buddy.”

Slubber came out a few moments after and went to Anna. She hopped onto the beast and grabbed Ignis, placing him behind her.

“Simon! Let’s go!” She rode off.

Simon hopped onto Lump and rode out through the village while being shot at. The beast moved like a bulldozer at high speed, plowing through anything in its way. Simon fired at Twilight cultists who invaded the village. He rode after Anna until a scream pierced the air. His eyes widened when he spotted Twilight cultists break into Gregory’s workshop.

“Fuck, not them!” Simon growled.

He heaved Lump around and charged toward the workshop. Outside, a female cultist tried to stop them, only to be sent flying when Lump collided with the woman and bounced her off a wall. Simon ran inside the workshop. Three of the cultists had grabbed Madison, while another two attacked Gregory.

“Get away from me!” Maddy cried.

“Let go of her!” Gregory yelled.

Simon aimed at the three men who grabbed the girl and dropped each with a bullet through the forehead. He turned toward Gregory. He dropped the first one with a shot through the neck, then the other with two bullets through the knee and the chest.

“Gregory, Maddy, are you okay?” Simon asked.

Gregory wiped the blood off his arm. “Yeah! Damn fools chased me in here while I was tryna get my guns. Thank you!”

“We gotta leave now!” Simon urged.

Gregory nodded and grabbed what he needed. Simon went out the door to help Lump while fighting off cultists. He reloaded the gun and defended Lump from those with guns and bows, allowing the beast to deal with those foolish enough to approach with melee weapons.

“Outworlder!”

Simon turned. The Father wildly charged Simon with a knife and crashed into him before Simon could shoot. Aleksa fell from Simon’s hands while the two scuffled and struck one another. Simon blocked every blow from the Father’s knife hand while he tried to escape and grab his gun. The man launched forward and bit Simon on his neck. Simon struck the man’s head. He wriggled like a fish, only to be sent sliding when Lump crashed into the Father and flung him off Simon.

Simon covered his bleeding neck and struggled to get away. 

The Father stood and yelled, “You murderer! Sinner! You are not an angel sent from Heaven! You are a demon cast from the white clouds and the golden gates! You’ve killed so many! And for what? So that you can help these poor sinners? We were helping them and guiding them into God’s light!”

Simon’s eyes widened. The man in white robes, who was untouched by the wasteland, was gone. Instead, he was a raving animal, throwing his hands and spitting. His clothes and body were dirty, his knife and mouth bloody, and he had a crazed flare in his eyes.

“I see now! You also seek the Vessel so that you can take God’s gift from us! I won’t have it!”

Anna shot a crossbow bolt into the Father’s leg. “Get the hell away from him!” she yelled.

A group of armored Twilight priests surrounded the Father. They carried the raving lunatic away as Gregory came out with his guns and shot at them.

“Get up, Spaceman!” Anna said, pulling Simon to his feet. 

He gripped at his neck. Houses burned, corpses laid in the street, and blood coated the wasteland sands. Even so, the defenders were succeeding. The attacking cultists wavered as their army fell, and their spirits broke. The survivors retreated over the hills with their wounded prophet, securing victory for the village.

Simon became dizzy. “Did we win?” he mumbled.

“Simon?” Anna said.

“Did we… Did…” Simon mumbled more.

He closed his eyes. The falling sensation took him a moment before he drifted into silence.
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8:07 AM, August 26, 2187

Simon awoke in a field of flowers that spanned the horizon. The sky was blue and clear as far as he could see, the sun shining overhead. It was cool. A calm wind danced among the flowers and green, gently blowing against Simon’s hair.

“Where am I?” he mumbled.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

Simon turned and set his eyes on Joseph Crawford. The wild, crazed man who had bitten him looked serene, like when they first met. He had his white robes, bare feet, and a clean-shaven head. Simon gasped and crawled away.

Crawford raised his hands. “Calm down. This is no place for violence.”

“Where are we?” Simon asked.

Crawford shrugged. “I don’t know. As close to Heaven as we’ll ever come on this good Earth.”

Simon stood slowly, wary of whatever movement the Father made.

“Who are you?” Simon asked.

“Strange to ask a man who he is when you know his name. I guess you want to know about me?”

Simon nodded.

Joseph smiled. “South of what you might know as Ohio in the old world was a tribe. I lived in that tribe. Wasn’t big, maybe three or four large families. It was peaceful yet rough. I don’t remember much from that time beyond my mother’s face and a field of what I think was corn.”

“What happened?”

“Men came from the hills. They killed a few people and burned our homes before they took us south to a place called Patria. I remember the city itself. It was a monument of power. I had never seen a place so large that wasn’t from the old world, as if it was born from the distant memory of Rome. Do you know of Rome?”

Simon nodded. “We learned about it on the Arcadis.”

Crawford blinked. “Oh, right. You’re not like us here on Earth. Patria was just like Rome, with a mighty Caesar and mightier walls. They were conquerors with a vast empire built on the backs of slaves. I was a slave, too. They had little use for children, so they trained us, broke us, and shaped us into soldiers. Then New Uruk came. We were winning, another city and nation to conquer in the new world.”

“I remember hearing about Patria. They lost.”

“Yes, to people like your friend with the crossbow. Merciless, hateful. I remember when the walls fell, and our mighty Caesar was executed. How the children cried. Our families were gone, our homes destroyed, and our only purpose belonged to a leader now gone, so we were lost. How we wept when we remembered Patria.”

Joseph inhaled and looked upward. “I wandered for a long time. I wandered to where I remembered home was and never found it. Then I wandered through the world. I’ve seen every pagan heretic, every sinful infidel, every crude and primitive ritual and belief. I never found purpose with those. Then one day, New Uruk expanded west, and I came upon a ruin from the old world.”

The Father chuckled and shook his head. “I was a mere child, fumbling in the dark when I first possessed it. This book… The forsaken ones, the long dead of the old world, called it a ‘Bible.’ It was difficult to read. The Patrians and those of New Uruk had taught me little of letters and literacy, yet I managed. There, in those sacred pages, I found the answer. I found Him, the true Father, and my purpose.”

Simon frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I found God. Those of the old world believed that He vanished and forsook them. No, he didn’t. He punished them for ruining Earth, their sins, pride, and gluttony. And did we learn? Look at New Uruk, and you might find out. Even now, the fires of industry burn like in the world of old. The drive for progress and expansion, the scourge of the old world, still lives. Look to the Territories and see how they exploit the world.”

“They’re nothing like the people of the old world,” Simon protested.

Crawford smirked. “They’re exactly like the people of the old world. Don’t deny it. You’ve seen their monuments of infrastructure, their unholy towers that reach to the sky, their factories. Built by the wretched hand of machines of steel rather than the good hands of men and the sweat of their brows. Let me tell you what I saw once I read that sacred book. I grew tired after a while and fell asleep in that building and fell into the grace of God’s hands, and He showed me something.”

Joseph raised his hands and looked up. “I saw a rider upon a pale beast, and he had a flag of red in his hands. The angels blew their trumpets and lamented as the fires of the old world followed him. God told me there would be no misery once we were cleansed and his wrath wiped us from Earth.”

The Father’s hands fell. “Don’t you see? We are building the same mistakes as we once did. Factories, plagues, hunger, expansion, and resource consumption will all lead to sorrow. I am not evil, but I can’t stand to do nothing when the world is threatened to go into darkness again.”

Simon shook his head. “You’re crazy. They’ve learned from the past. They do not grow crops as people used to. They don’t use Ignium. They’ve adapted.”

“And yet they still need energy. They still need to grow. When there are millions, where then will they get energy? They will burn for it; they will pollute the sky. And when their leaders and brilliant minds fall prey to demons, what then? When those they look up to don’t care for them as they did in the old world, will they not fall as they did before?”

“You’re wrong.”

“Am I?”

Simon’s breath quivered in frustration. “And what about the Arcadis?”

“The Vessel? It must’ve been sent from God. It’s the answer, the key to the peace I seek. Something to save or damn us.”

“There are only people there.”

“Are there? Then what compelled it beyond Heaven in the first place? What damned technology kept it there, and what made it fall? I know you saw it.”

Simon launched at the Father. “You will leave them alone!”

“Simon, wake up!” came another voice. “Wake up!”

Simon woke up with a loud gasp when Ignis shook him awake. “Leave them alone!” he cried out.

Ignis grabbed him and ensured he didn’t fall off the bed. “Whoa, whoa, calm down! You’re okay!”

“Where am I?” Simon asked.

Anna stood at the end of the bed with her arms crossed. “Same village we just chased the Father out of, Spaceman.”

Simon covered his face. “Right, right. The Father,” he mumbled.

Anna raised a brow. “You all right there, Simon? You were mumbling something mighty about the Father before we woke you.”

“I just had this dream with the Father. I spoke to him, and he told me about his history and stuff. I don’t know if it was real.”

Simon glanced between them and sighed. “I… I’ll tell you later. What happened? Is the village okay? Is Gregory okay?”

Anna shrugged. “Most everyone is fine. Some folk died, but most made it. Gregory made it too. We just nussed up that there neck wound of yours, and that’s about it. Me and Ignis been preparin’ to leave since morning came, but we were afraid you were too hurt to go anywhere.”

Simon gently rested a hand on his bandaged neck and hissed at the pain. “He got me good.”

Ignis raised his hands. “Why did he target you?”

Simon shrugged. “He’s after the Arcadis too. Maybe he thinks I’ll stop him or something. I don’t know.”

“Are you ready to get going?” Anna asked.

“I think he should rest,” Ignis said.

Simon shook his head. “No, no, I can go. Are Slubber and Lump ready?”

Anna nodded. “Just about as ready as they’ll ever be. Village folk gave us some supplies for us to be on our way, and Gregory finished all them ammo belts and that sort. He gave some gifts too.”

“Gifts?” Simon repeated.

Anna pointed at his clothes. “Yep, since you done tore up your clothes, he gave you some extra. Said it’d give you some protection.”

“Can I see?” Simon asked.

Anna nodded and walked over to the other side of the house. She returned with a pile of clothes and individually set them out in front of Simon. He stood up and found himself in simple underwear, his body washed and clean. Simon grabbed each article of clothing and put it on.

First was a set of socks, followed by a pair of rough pants that seemed to have been from the old world. They were padded and had various patches of old-world materials that were bulletproof. Next came a plain white undershirt and a metallic vest that flexed to fit nicely onto his body. Finally, he put on a leather jacket with a hood, a pair of rugged boots with metallic thread, and a set of leather belts full of bullets. One belt went around his waist for his pants, while another crossed his chest.

Once everything was on, he spread out his arms and posed. “How do I look?

“Like a gunslinger,” Ignis said.

Anna grinned. “Like you ain’t no softie that’ll get your ass beat by the Territories. We’ll see about that, though.”

Simon smiled. “Thanks. Where’s Aleksa? My gun?”

Anna gestured to the wall beside the bed. “Right there, fully loaded and cleaned by yours truly. You miss that girl, huh?”

Simon holstered it in a long holster on the back of his jacket. The entire weapon was protected except the butt. “Maybe. She was pretty. I think I’m ready to go.”

Simon covered his eyes when he went out into the blinding light of day and followed Anna to Slubber and Lump. The two beasts were saddled, and tied to a pole outside the house. With a grunt, Simon hopped onto the main seat on Lump’s saddle and helped Ignis onto the back. Anna unhitched the reins that kept the beasts tied to the poles and mounted Slubber.

Anna whipped the reins and steered Slubber west. People waved at them and said their goodbyes. Children ran after them, only stopping when they reached the hills around the village.

“‘Bout damn time we started heading west again,” Anna said.

“Yep, reminds me of when we started. I miss the wagon,” Simon said.

“You miss nappin’ in the wagon, lazy bum,” Anna said.

Simon chuckled. “That’s the truth.”

They rode for a while before Ignis spoke. “So, Simon, you’re from space. What was it like to come to Earth?”

“Unpleasant,” Simon said.

Anna laughed. “How’d you reckon he came to Earth, Ignis?”

Ignis shrugged. “That’s why I am asking.”

Simon glanced back at Ignis. “I came in a big fireball, basically. We were revolting against the Leaders who ruled the Arcadis, and they began shooting at us. Locked myself in a little escape pod that was supposed to be used to send people to investigate if Earth was habitable. Accidentally launched it and basically crashed down. Knocked me out and everything.”

“What happened after?” Ignis asked.

“Woke up, grabbed a gun, and went out into the wasteland for the first time in my life. Didn’t know that the air was breathable, so I had a mask. Air irritated my lungs the first time I took it off, but I got used to it.”

Simon sighed and looked upward as he tried to remember. “Spent the first while wandering around. Being in Earth’s gravity is tiring compared to the Arcadis. Everything was so heavy at first. I remember vaguely seeing a pond for the first time and seeing weeds. We don’t have bodies of water on the Arcadis or plants outside the greenhouse.”

“What stuck out to you?” Ignis persisted.

“The ruins. Ruins everywhere. Houses, skyscrapers in the distance, everything. All of it was empty. I thought I was the only man on Earth and would have to survive on my own. I remember thinking that I thought I was gonna starve to death or something. Then, I walked around this ruined neighborhood, got snatched up by this trap, and then met Anna and her dogs. Dog nearly tried to kill me.”

Anna cackled. “Oh, big boy just wanted to give you a kiss. I miss them hounds.”

Ignis’ face wrinkled. “Wow, must’ve been something. Now, look at you.”

“Yeah, I wonder if anyone from the Arcadis will recognize me if they’re still alive. I hope they are,” Simon said.

“If it is the Arcadis,” Ignis said.

“Maybe it is a gift from God or the sun or whatever,” Anna said.

Ignis scowled at her.

“It has to be the Arcadis,” Simon whispered.

They rode across desert dunes and wasteland plains until the miles of sand and weeds shifted. They came across an enormous brush land. Large tree-like bushes reached out from the soil. Miles and miles of garbage littered among the roots. It was like a river of trash and waste, only interrupted by brushes growing out of it.

Simon grimaced. “What is this?”

Ignis crawled forward to get a better look. “I’ve heard of this place. It’s a huge trash field spanning miles. It’ll take a while to cross.”

Anna shrugged. “Well, better go through it than around it. Simon, take the lead with Lump and have him plow through. I’ll follow with Slubber.”

Simon nodded and urged Lump forward through the garbage. The beast didn’t seem to mind as his immense mass moved trash out of the way, allowing Slubber easier access through the field. Mutant birds flew overhead. They made wretched calls and occasionally flew down to pick at the polluted garbage.

How could any life survive here? Memories of Mollie’s life came back to Simon. Flashbacks of garbage rivers in cities filled his mind, tormenting him with the smell of rot and the sensation of wading through waste. This was the world that had been left for people like Anna and Ignis. For a moment, he felt it was righteous that all those in the past had suffered and died. But they, too, were human. They had only made mistakes, though one too many. Slowly, time washed their mistakes away as the Earth swallowed their pollution and history. It would take thousands of years, but eventually, even the great cities with their titanic structures and monuments of failure would disappear too.

They traveled on for hours. Simon felt as though figures were walking among the garbage piles, as if ghosts had possessed the land and stalked them from the brush. He could count the number of times he mistook an oddly shaped stack of plastic and rubber for a human.

“I hate it here,” Simon said.

“Yep, this is what the new world was like when the old world fell,” Anna said.

“I keep seeing stuff and thinking that there are people out there.”

Anna gestured to the trash around. “There are some folk out in places like this. I ain’t seen many places like this, but I heard there are all sorts of crazed and inbred folk out here.”

Ignis nodded. “Yep, most are hermits with shacks made out of garbage, though there are some tribes out here.”

Simon frowned. “Let’s hope we don’t meet any of those.”
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12:43 PM, September 1, 2187

The trio spent days wading through the great river of garbage. It was the worst of places. It reeked constantly. Simon never got used to the smell, and it was hard to fall asleep with the wretched fumes in his nose.

The river was a death trap. Occasionally, they passed the rotten bodies of animals who had sunken into pits of garbage or been impaled on old-world scrap. They were the reason the garbage river reeked. The group never knew what old garbage bag or pile had a sharp piece of glass or metal ready to slice them open. Lump’s rough skin occasionally bore cuts from plowing through the garbage. However, his skin was too thick to suffer severe damage.

The landscape was eerily silent beside the few birds that scavenged the Wastes. They sometimes came across hillbilly grottoes and shacks. Most were built from garbage or dug into giant mounds of trash. All were abandoned. There was nothing to take, the old homes seemingly left as reminders of struggle within this stinking, wretched place.

The sun loomed above them as another day of travel began. Its warm rays showered the river of waste and made the reeking fumes intensify.

Simon sighed. “I hate it here.”

Anna chuckled. “Ain’t it just mighty great?”

“How did they live like this in the old world?” Simon asked.

Anna shrugged. “They got used to it. This was their whole world back then.”

“Mother bless us. May we never do this again,” Ignis said.

Simon looked around at the heaps and bags. “Why isn’t anyone out here? We haven’t seen any wild folk or Twilight cultists in days.”

Anna shrugged. “Suppose ain’t many folks can make it out here, not even crazy wild folk. Ain’t much food or water out here. Heck, I wonder if them Twilight fools even know what the right way is?”

“Do we even know the right way?” Ignis asked.

“Nope,” Anna replied.

“Never,” Simon added.

The pair chuckled when Ignis shook his head.

“I miss New Uruk,” Simon said.

“That right?” Anna asked.

Ignis tilted his head. “Did it feel like home there?”

Simon frowned and looked down. “Kind of. It’s hard to feel at home here on Earth. I miss being there where it was civilized.”

Anna thinly smiled. “You miss that girl?”

“Aleksa?”

Anna nodded. “Yeah, that sweet little village girl.”

Simon grabbed the necklace Aleksa had given him and rolled it in his fingers. “I think of her from time to time. I kind of want to go back, but I don’t know why.”

Anna chuckled. “I know exactly why you want to go back, Spaceman.”

Ignis looked at Anna. “Sounds like his heart found something it has never experienced before. Anyone like that on your mind?”

Anna shook her head. “Nah, ain’t no one like that in my life for a long time. It’s fine that way. I’m a handful, anyway.”

Ignis waved his hand. “Nonsense.”

Anna gestured at the surrounding garbage. “Well, ain’t like there’s anyone out here to take that place. Sorry, Lump, you’re not my type.”

The giant beast bellowed lowly.

Hours passed. A flock of white birds passed overhead, each gliding across the sky on four wings. They appeared different from the dark and dirty birds of the river waste. Soon, the piles and piles of garbage became more sparse. Brush began dominating the landscape while little pieces of trash crowded around the plants.

“I think it’s starting to clear up,” Simon said.

“Keep going. We’re not out yet,” Anna said.

Lump bellowed when he pushed over a small tree and plowed through a bush before he ascended up a hill. Slubber followed.

“Hold on. We’re going up,” Simon said.

Simon leaned forward and held on as Lump scaled the hill, gravel and dirt falling when his massive claws dug into the ground. Simon’s eyes widened when they reached the top.

A vast green plain awaited them. The sky was a clear blue with white fluffy clouds. In the air, four-winged birds with snow-like feathers flew high above in flocks. Flowers and young trees reached for the sky. The wind blew gently through the sea of green grass ahead, which made the plants dance calmly. Simon inhaled. The reeking stench of garbage had been replaced by air so clean and natural that Simon had only experienced it in Khoni’s memories. Nature had taken dominion over the land, something the east was only beginning to experience.

“Whoa,” Simon whispered.

“Ain’t that a sight,” Anna said.

“Where are we?” Simon asked.

Anna shrugged. “We’re finally out of that damn waste river. We must be going toward the end of the Territories now.”

“I heard stories that the land toward the Divide is green. Didn’t know it was this beautiful,” Ignis said.

Simon gently urged Lump forward while he took in the beautiful fields of green in awe. A distant hill awaited them as they passed through the tall green grass. A ruined church sat on the hill. One of its walls was missing while the entire structure leaned haphazardly. Vines and greenery crawled up its wooden walls as nature slowly devoured it. A few birds flocked to it, a nest or two at the top of the steeple. Simon steered Lump toward the church. Buzzing drew his attention to little specks flying around among the flowers.

Ignis pointed, “What are those flying things?”

“Heck if I know,” Anna said.

Simon squinted at them. “They’re insects. What the hell? I haven’t seen any like this since school when they showed us pictures of old-world bugs. Most of the east only has maggots and flies.”

“Catch one, Simon!” Anna suggested.

Simon shook his head. “I really don’t think I want to.”

“Coward,” she snorted.

“Whatever you say.”

They all got off their beasts. The church ruin was still. A sensation of peace came over Simon. Humanity’s presence had long ago left the church while nature devoured it. It was as if the ruin was a sigh of relief instead of the crushing loneliness and pain that lingered from the old world.

“It’s midday. Should we stop here for a while?” Simon asked.

“Yeah, been a while since I’ve had lunch a that wasn’t stinking of trash,” Anna said.

Simon took off Lump’s saddle. Anna did the same for Slubber. Once the beasts were free from their burdens, they wandered into the green fields and grazed. Meanwhile, the trio went inside the shade of the small church and relaxed. The benches and altar had decayed, leaving small piles of debris. At the entrance was a church bell that had fallen from the steeple. They all took off their shoes to get comfortable and gathered around to eat.

“I love this place,” Simon said.

“Makes you want to stay forever, eh?” Ignis asked.

“Yeah.”

Simon observed everything with the eyes Khoni had gifted him. He took in every blade of grass, every flower petal, and the distant blue horizon. The green fields seemed to extend for miles beyond the wasteland behind them.

A hawk’s cry echoed in the distance. An enormous bird with beautiful dark feathers floated along wind currents. Khoni. She didn’t seem to point out anything but enjoyed the wonderful cool drafts from the green sea below. He watched her for a while before she slowly disappeared over the horizon.

“How much further do you think the Arcadis is?” Simon asked.

Anna shook her head. “I don’t know. I reckon a good month or so if it landed anywhere near the Divide. If it landed over the Divide, that’s a different story. Ain’t many folk been through the Divide and back. I heard that most of the old-world mountain passes done been destroyed. We’ll see, though.”

“I just look forward to more of this.” Simon gestured to the green.

“Me too. We’re truly blessed to see this,” Ignis said.
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9:39 AM, September 2, 2187

They crossed the green hills at the end of the Territories. The lush landscape did not feel as desolate and empty as the rest of the world. They frequently passed abandoned homes, ranches, and towns. Each place was overgrown. Bushes and waves of grass dominated the ground around the ruins while vines grew along their walls. Sometimes, young trees sprouted out of the ground and old ruins.

Herds of horned and cloven beasts grazed in the green fields, flocks of birds following them overheard. Bugs and small rodent-like mutants that resembled rabbits and gophers. Even rarer were human mutants that were part of the new world’s ecosystem. Some were predators in packs, while others were lumbering herbivores that ate alongside other animals.

All the while they traveled, blue skies, fluffy white clouds, sunlight, and a gentle wind accompanied them.

Simon broke the silence. “So, Ignis, you came south to help and tell people about the Mother, right?”

Ignis nodded. “Yes, why?”

Simon glanced back. “What was it like coming to the south for the first time?”

“Hotter and emptier. Lots of absolutely nothing around New Uruk.”

“That’s all?” Anna asked with a chuckle.

Ignis shook his head. “No, no, there was a lot different. Different cultures, different religions, and towns. It’s hard to build towns in the north like you guys do here. A tree might fall and crush a house. Most of us stayed in the old cities. Most nations in the north are built out of the undergrounds near bays and that sort.”

Simon pursed his lip. “I wonder what other people are like around the world?”

“That’s a question we all ask,” Ignis replied.

Anna shrugged. “Heck, maybe you should be the first fool to set sail across the sea to them old countries in Europe and Africa.”

“Anyone know how I can find a boat?” Simon asked.

“I know a few boat builders in the north,” Ignis said.

Simon chuckled. “Maybe one day. Sail for who knows how long and find absolutely nothing out there. Maybe it’s a desolate wasteland, or maybe it’s green like here.”

“You should find out, Spaceman. You and all your explorin’ talk,” Anna said.

They traveled across the quiet planes for another few hours until they eventually came upon a small cliff that looked out into another extended length of green plains.

In the far distance, Simon could see shapes. He squinted and urged Lump to the edge. “Hey, I think I see people.”

Anna rode up beside him. “I don’t see a thing. How many are there?”

Simon squinted. “I think it’s a caravan. Doesn’t seem to be from New Uruk. Should we go greet them?”

“Should be fine,” Ignis said.

“They got Scab Boars?” Anna asked.

“Yeah, all of them pulling wagons and stuff,” Simon said.

Anna shrugged. “Then we can outrun them if we need to. I say we check ’em out.”

“Let’s find a way down,” Simon said.

“Giddyap, Slubber!” Anna urged.

“Let’s go, big boy!” Simon urged.

They followed the cliff in the same direction as the caravan. The ridge soon descended and merged into the plain below, which allowed them to meet up with the wagons. They rode faster. Lump huffed and bellowed lowly while he went forward like a train, moving faster than Simon expected he could do.

“Whoa!” Simon exclaimed as the beast opened up.

They quickly chased down the caravan. It had nearly thirty wagons, each pulled by two Scab Boars. Some people rode around the wagon. Most were mounted on Scab Boars though some had other beasts. The caravan slowed when the trio approached. There were nearly a hundred people in the group, all of whom looked at the two beasts.

Guns were cocked, spears raised, and arrows rested on bowstrings as the caravan halted. The mounted guards rode out to greet them, spearheaded by a black woman with a mane of curly hair. She cocked a shotgun but lowered it when she saw them.

“Is that who I think it is?” she asked.

“Victoria!” Anna called out.

Anna rode ahead and shook hands with Victoria.

Victoria smiled. “Ain’t every day you see a friendly face from New Uruk this far out into the Territories.”

Anna chuckled. “Ain’t every day you see a caravan this big out here. Y’all survived, huh?”

“Survived and thrived. Picked up some new faces, lost a few, still got that damn Father on our backs, but we’re making it.”

“I see that. We picked up a few new faces ourselves,” Anna said.

Simon waved at Victoria, who nodded back.

Anna gestured. “This here is Lump, big ol’ friendly creature, don’t mind the size. Sitting behind Simon is Ignis, from the north, one of them Ember priests. Y’all, this is Victoria.”

Victoria’s brown eyes widened. “I ain’t seen an Ember priest in damn near five years. What brings you so far south?”

“Spread the word of the Mother and help those in need,” Ignis said.

“Sounds mighty noble. You know medicine?” Victoria asked.

Ignis nodded. “A little. I’ve been teaching Simon some medicine, too.”

Victoria smiled. “You’re welcome to join us then. We need some medicine-knowin’ folk.”.

“Y’all still heading west to the Divide?” Anna asked.

“Yep, y’all too?” Victoria replied.

Anna nodded. “Took a little detour, but yeah. Y’all mind if we tag along?”

“Don’t even have to ask. Come on, y’all.” Victoria steered her Scab Boar around and waved. “Y’all get back together! Let’s go!”

The guards returned to their positions while Victoria led the trio and their beasts to the front of the caravan. The wagons went forward as the caravan’s journey once again continued.

“How’s life?” Victoria asked Anna.

“Ain’t much happened. Got separated from Simon when that crazy Father fool attacked us. Spent a good while trying to find him. Helped out this poor village that was dealing with the Father’s cult and met Ignis there. Ran off the Father, and now we’re here. Tell her your side, Simon.”

“I met some wise man out in the Wastes when we got separated. He taught me how to shoot, I learned some things about myself, and I got myself this rifle on my back. Found Lump out in the middle of nowhere. We actually met before. We scared him, and he attacked us way back in New Uruk. Tossed me like a rag doll. Turns out he’s as docile as a fly. Just doesn’t like to get scared. Ain’t that right, big boy?”

He patted the beast’s neck and continued, “Anyway, met Anna on the way to that village she mentioned. I was looking for her and a gunsmith because this rifle was broken, so we luckily happened on one another. Found the village. They were having a plague because the Father and his guys put corpses in the river they get water from. Fixed that, defended the village from those cultists, and now we’re heading west again.”

Victoria grinned. “Ain’t too boring in my book. That’s a fancy little boom stick you got there if I do say so myself.”

“Thanks. Took a lot of work to get it.”

Victoria gazed at Ignis. “Now, you ain’t told me everything. I’m sure about that. You really just down here to help folk and spread the good word?”

Ignis chuckled. “You got me. It’s true, I’m down here to do that, but I’m also looking for this gift from the Mother. Came down as a flash of light. Simon believes that it’s his old home in space, but I think otherwise. They don’t judge me for it, and I don’t judge them.”

“I remember that. What do y’all Ember folk think it was?” Victoria asked.

Ignis shrugged. “We don’t know. We just assume it’s a gift from Her. Maybe it’s a key to rebuilding the world, a key to utopia, or something like that. I guess we’ll find out.”

“Maybe it’s a crashed space station?” Anna asked.

“Hey! We don’t even know that,” Simon said.

Victoria nodded. “Sounds like y’all got an adventure ahead. As long as no space station or gift from the sun don’t hit this here caravan and kill us all, I think I’ll be fine.”
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2:14 PM, September 6, 2187

An enormous herd of wooly, horned beasts moved slowly past the caravan in the distance. Grazers. They lumbered like gentle giants, breathing heavily from orifices on their chests that filtered out once-polluted air. They were beautiful, created in old-world labs as experiments of human power. Now, the beasts lived peacefully while they went along the green sea, undisturbed by the humans who watched them.

Mostly, the vast green plain was empty and tremendous. The group mostly passed ruins of old farmsteads and old-world barns. Many had collapsed or were on their way to collapsing. Memories of Mollie’s time remained in Simon’s head. The previous world seemed cramped and full, yet the world he traveled through now was vast and spacious. Each time, he had to remind himself that most of the world had been unlivable in Mollie’s time.

“You good, Spaceman?” Anna asked when she rode up beside him.

Simon was startled to attention. “What! What? Oh, I’m fine. Just thinking. Ignis is meditating so,” he mumbled.

“You been thinking a lot. Is it about Khoni and Mollie or something else?”

“You guessed it. I’ve just been thinking about them and want to do another one of those dreams. They’re my past lives, so what else can I learn, and what else can I be given? I just don’t think it’s time just yet, but soon.”

Anna sighed. “You gonna tell me about them or not?”

“I thought you thought it was all crazy stuff?”

“Heck, you ain’t been around here on this planet long. Lots of crazier stuff than what you tell me. I’m half-bored enough to ride off a cliff, so go ahead.”

Simon shrugged. “All right. It’s just interesting to explore their memories and look around the world. Khoni lived so long ago that there weren’t any humans. It was green and beautiful like these plains. In Mollie’s world, there were cities of black towers, the sky was like charcoal, and the air withered you from the inside. There’s so much pain in her life. Watching the last flowers die, watching people fall apart from lung cancer, watching the world fade away.”

“I remember wearing masks when I was kid, was just a few decades ago. Wasn’t too bad then but still enough to kill.”

“Now this. It’s just like… It’s like I’m looking at the world through their eyes. Khoni is relieved, and Mollie is at peace.”

“That’s mighty interesting food for thought.”

Simon began, “I think….”

A few seconds passed before Anna got annoyed. “Spit it out, Spaceman.”

“I think I see a city in the distance.”

Anna squinted. “I think I see it. Might be finally crossing toward the Divide.”

“Finally,” Simon said with a sigh.

A sense of excitement took hold of the caravan at the sight of ruins and skyscrapers. They approached ancient shopping centers and neighborhoods composed of tall, crowded apartment blocks. Remnants of trash heaps covered the streets while fragments of forgotten, old-world wars scattered across the ruins. Crashed warplanes stuck out of buildings while tanks sat rusting away between sandbags and barbed wire. Flags with hammers and sickles, the old American flag, and flags with snakes hung everywhere.

All ruins were overgrown. Grass and weeds rose in enormous patches on roads once covered by perfect asphalt and concrete. Trees rose randomly beside rusted-out car shells. Vines grew all over the ruined buildings around the caravan and hung from old wires and light poles. Flowers were everywhere. Birds flew among the ruins above mutant beasts that grazed in the streets. Most beasts trotted away when the caravan entered the embrace of the old-world remnants.

In wonder, Simon looked at the incredible ruins standing in stark contrast to Mollie’s memories. In her Stygian world, no plants remained. Only blackened concrete and steel titans that rose into the sky. Garbage was once everywhere, and everything was cramped. Time was healing the concrete jungle. Collapse from wars and decades of abandonment had opened up the city, allowing forests to grow in some areas.

“Have you ever seen anything like this, Ignis?” Simon asked.

Ignis shook his head. “Nope. Never been somewhere so green.”

“It’s stunning.”

Victoria tried to keep the caravan going straight west while they followed the streets. Occasionally, they had to take another way because of rubble. The city became denser the further they went, structures and plants crowding them in closer and closer.

High above, a human-like shape stood in a window, watching the caravan. Simon met its shadowed gaze. The figure disappeared like a lightning bolt into the building.

“Holy shit.” Simon recoiled.

“What?” Ignis asked.

Simon pointed at the top of the building. “I just saw something looking at us.”

“I don’t see anything? Is it gone?” Ignis asked.

“Yeah. It looked human, but I don’t know if it was. Is anyone ever out here?”

Ignis shrugged. “As far as I know, no. If it’s just one, we should be fine.”

“Probably. I’ll just keep a lookout,” Simon said.

Simon eyed the windows and ruins looming over them, paranoid that the figure would appear again. Nothing. They traveled for hours until they came across a sunken highway cutting through the city. Once a place for hundreds of cars to travel, it was now a grand river.

It roared. Cars and debris stuck out of the raging water. Most of the water rushed from an unknown source further up. Some smaller creeks fed the river from little waterfalls that popped up from the sides of the old highway. An occasional tree rose from dry spots in the river, along with bushes and tall stalk-like plants that dominated the banks on both sides.

The caravan crossed a bridge, pausing when a command to halt went down the chain to the last wagon.

“What are we doing?” Simon asked.

“I think we’re stopping for the river,” Ignis replied.

Victoria rode down the line of wagons. “Hey! All y’all hop off and get some water and take a break. We’re spending an hour here!”

She got halfway down the line before a deep rumble echoed below the bridge. Simon’s spine tingled. A loud crack came from below, followed by heavy footsteps. A tremendous figure emerged from underneath the bridge. It rose like a solid monolith of flesh, its head standing a few feet above the bridge. It must’ve been five times taller than Simon.

The beast was human-like in shape and stood on two feet. It was bulbous and fatty, its legs like giant tree trunks that held up an ever more prominent, round gut of a lower body. Even its shoulders were rounded and bulbous, two long arms hanging from them with hands down at its vast hips. The beast’s skin was pale with giant splotches of yellow and horrific black veins underneath it. Its head was tiny compared to its entirely hairless body. The monster’s eyes, mouth, and nose were all red with blood, and its skull was so layered with fat that Simon could barely see its dark eyes.

The giant stared. No one moved. The giant’s bloody mouth opened gradually to let out a long-winded, bubbling groan that seemed to have been brewed from its wretched whale-like stomach. It turned slowly and walked upstream like it was wading through a shallow puddle. Its long arms were stained with blood. Two corpses dangled from its titanic hands, human-like and mangled.

Victoria slowly turned her mount and spoke a bit more quietly. “This ain’t no place for us. Let’s saddle up and go.”

She went to the front of the caravan and led them over the bridge. Simon looked back once at the titan, horrified. What other monsters did the city hold?
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10:26 AM, September 7, 2187

The sun rose over the ruined city and the wary caravan. The mutant titan left everyone shaken, and a sense of fear followed them while they went further into the unknown. Most people feared the return of the giant, though Simon feared something else. The figure.

The caravan went past ruined factory buildings and warehouses while passing through the remains of an old industrial center. The faint scars of the past were still visible here. The ground and walls of the area were stained slightly black. Some buildings had dark, tear-like stains that went down their walls from years of rain and weather, slowly washing the pollution away.

Simon looked up at old chimneys and rusted steel towers, envisioning plumes of toxic smoke and waste escaping into the air. He saw the soot rain down, the black residue stain the walls, and the mounds of garbage piled like snow banks around the roads. Then he returned to reality. Grass, bushes, flowers, vines, and greenery slowly ate away and covered the dirty remains of the past. He felt relieved that the monumental structures, the testaments to human failure, were fading.

A few minutes later, he rode up beside Anna. “How big is this city?”

Anna shrugged. “Depends. Old-world cities are gigantic. We might get lucky and pass out of here in a few days or come out of here in a few weeks. Depends on where we entered and where we are going. Heck, I say saddle up and enjoy the ride. Ain’t often folk are keen on going into the old cities unless they wanna live there. Some folk brave the ruins, but they are crazy.”

“You afraid of old-world ruins?” Simon asked.

“Ain’t we all? No telling what sorts of things are out there. Heck, maybe an even bigger version of that big ol’ giant is waiting for us? I say we either don’t meet one or we meet one, it kills us, and it ain’t our problem no more.”

Simon chuckled. “I guess you’re right.”

“Don’t you worry. I’m sure Ignis will protect you if the big bad monsters comes.”

Simon looked back and tapped Ignis.

“Hmm?” Ignis responded as he opened his eyes.

“Are you gonna protect me if a giant monster comes and tries to eat me?”

Ignis closed his eyes again. “I’ll think about it.”

Anna laughed.

“You hear that?” Simon asked.

“Maybe someone else should protect you,” she said.

“Guess I’m not helping him if he gets in trouble,” Simon said.

Ignis chuckled quietly.

“Hey! I hear you! Meditating my ass,” Simon said.

Ignis snorted.

“Oh, don’t be like that,” Anna told Simon.

“Yeah, yeah. Don’t bother him while he meditates. Got it.”

“Would you like it if I bothered you while you were napping?”

“No, no, I get it.”

The caravan turned down another street before coming to a halt. Simon rode ahead and looked up in awe. Skyscrapers surrounded them. One leaned against another high above them, while yet another had fallen completely, its debris blocking off two streets. Ahead was a tunnel going underground. Piles of rubble sat on the sides of the tunnel’s entrance and piled on top of it. There was no way around leaving them the tunnel or going back.

The caravan riders were called to the front, gathering around Victoria.

“All right, y’all. I ain’t too keen on going through this tunnel. Ain’t no way around the old streets, so y’all have to go out and find a way around. We need a way west. Split up into squads and be back within two hours.”

“Guess we get to look around?” Anna asked.

“I guess,” Simon said.

Anna led them away from the caravan. Behind them, the riders split up into groups, though Anna was not keen on having anyone go with them. She rode with her crossbow ready, gaze following the streets ahead. Simon watched the windows above them.

“It’s crazy how tall their buildings were in the old world,” Simon said.

“Yeah, there wasn’t a lot of space in their time,” Anna said.

Ignis spoke. “We have a city up north where people live like this. Sky bridges and zip lines between buildings. Lots of vertical living. They live on catching birds and that sort, though they are usually further inland. People near water usually live in the old undergrounds. Kinda weird, I know.”

Anna grinned. “Probably because ain’t no one up there wants to haul fish up a skyscraper while freezing their asses off.”

Ignis chuckled. “Probably.”

They found a huge river cutting across roads and through buildings. Simon had never seen such a sight. Waterfalls poured out from the windows of old buildings and splashed their way through the streets. The river roared, disappearing underneath underpasses and bridges. Small islands with trees, ruined cars, and garbage stuck out of the river. The greenery around the city intensified around the water and created dense foliage they couldn’t ride through.

“Ain’t no way through here,” Anna said.

“It’s beautiful,” Simon said.

“Wanna go for a swim?” Anna asked with a chuckle.

Simon shook his head. “I don’t think getting swept into a sewer or parking garage is a good way to go.”

Anna shrugged. “You might be right. Come on, let’s get going.”

She rode ahead. Simon looked over every rock and piece of debris the water crashed against when he felt his spine tingle. He looked up. The figure loomed high above in a skyscraper across the water, locking eyes with Simon.

“You coming, Spaceman?” Anna asked.

Simon looked at Anna and then back up at the skyscraper. The figure was gone. He turned Lump around and followed Anna.

“Yeah, sorry.”

The pair rode on for another half an hour. Nothing but hopeless dead ends met them. The river cut off most ways west, rubble blocking off the rest.

“Dammit! Why is there so much rubble?” Simon asked.

Ignis tilted his head. “War will do that. Isn’t that right, Anna?”

Anna nodded. “Heck, should’ve seen Patria when we invaded it. Damn near nothing left.”

“I can’t even imagine,” Simon said.

“Wasn’t fun. Lots of dead people,” Anna said.

“Glad you didn’t join those dead people,” Simon said.

Anna smiled thinly. “You know, for a long time, I wasn’t. But now? I’m glad I didn’t join them either.”

“You wanted to join them?” Ignis asked.

Anna nodded. “Damn near everything I regret is from my time in the military. Lots of mistakes, lots of friends dying, and lots of bad things I did. Always felt bad. London would be disappointed in me. At one point, I was afraid to make new friends because they’d die. It’s funny. I always told myself I’d go west after my time in the military. Guess I just settled for my ranch for a while.”

“Who’s London?” Ignis asked.

“He was kinda like my father when I was a kid. Saved my life and took care of me until he couldn’t anymore. War took him from me. Funny, I fell into the thing that hurt me most.”

Ignis shrugged. “You wanted to hurt the people who hurt you, huh?”

“Yep. It satisfied me, but never fully. I’m glad it’s over, and I’m glad I’m here,” Anna said.

“I think adventure is better than war,” Simon said.

“It’s a shame that war seems to follow us,” Ignis said.

Simon frowned. “Yeah. Luckily, we haven’t seen the Father and his idiots in a while.”

“Don’t jinx it now,” Anna said.

“Sorry,” Simon said.

They traveled on for a long while until an enormous blockade of cars and tanks finally cut them off. With nowhere else to go, they slowly returned to the caravan.

“Dammit,” Anna said.

“What?” Simon asked.

Anna gazed at the tunnel. “If the others didn’t find a way around, then we’re gonna have to go through the tunnel. Most of the people are gonna be too afraid to do it, though.”

“It’s just a tunnel?” Simon asked.

“It ain’t just no tunnel. It’s a highway tunnel, so there are a lot of forks and stuff we gotta navigate to find the right end. Also, there’s stuff like underground railroads and sewer access spots, so it’s easy to get confused.”

“Oh,” Simon replied.

“Yeah, it ain’t so simple,” Anna said.

“What if we volunteered to go under there?” Simon asked.

Anna scowled. “We? I don’t wanna go in no damned tunnel.”

“I mean, if you don’t want to go, then I’ll go under there alone,” Simon said.

Anna raised a brow. “That right, Spaceman? What made you so brave?”

Simon shrugged. “Nothing. I have a plan that might help with that, but still, I’ll go if it’ll help us go west.”

Anna sighed. “You tryna pressure me into it, huh? Well, I like your hide on your back, so I’ll go just to make sure nothing skins ya.”

“How about you, Ignis?” Simon asked.

Ignis shook his head. “I fear the darkness. You don’t know tunnels as I do. I’ll give you the Mother’s blessing, but I will not go into such a place unless it is safe.”

“Suit yourself. Two idiots are enough,” Anna said.

“Yep.” Simon nodded.

“So, what’s your big fancy plan to make sure you don’t shit yourself in the dark, Spaceman?”

“I think I might do another dream.”

“I can help,” Ignis said.

“Another of those mad dreams? All right, if it’ll help,” Anna said.

“It’ll help. If it works.”

They rode into the caravan’s camp and went to the front, where Victoria waited for the riders to return.

“Y’all find anything?” she asked.

Anna shook her head. “Nothing but river and rubble.”

Victoria frowned. “Some of the riders came back saying the same. Hopefully, the last few find something.”

“If they don’t find anything, I volunteer to explore the tunnel to find a way out,” Simon said.

“Alone?” Victoria asked.

“I said I’d go with his stupid ass,” Anna said.

“Ahari bless you two. If you want, then you can. We’re stuck here for a while, at least. Y’all can go relax till everyone comes back,” Victoria said.

Over the next hour and a half, the riders returned one by one. Simon watched from afar while each rider delivered the news to an increasingly disappointed Victoria, who simply shook her head and dismissed each one. Ultimately, the last rider returned with the information that the tunnel was the only way unless they wanted to strain the caravanners by taking an extremely long path around the river.

Victoria rode around the caravan and shouted, “Everyone settle down for camp! We’re gonna be here a while!”

She rode up to the trio. “Y’all sure you want to explore the tunnel?”

Simon nodded. “I am.”

“Me too,” Anna said.

“And you?” Victoria looked at Ignis.

Ignis shook his head. “I wish to stay. I will help the caravan how I can, though.”

“Fair. Well, good luck to y’all. Just tell us when you’re ready to go, and I’ll equip y’all with what you need,” Victoria said.

“Appreciate it. Let’s go get some grub first,” Anna said.

Victoria rode off. Anna steered Slubber toward the wagons where the chefs worked. Simon followed before looking at a window high above.

The figure watched them.
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11:27 PM, September 7, 2187

Simon watched the caravan fires and the faintly illuminated wagons below. Most travelers were off to bed. He slowly stepped back from the skyscraper’s broken window and turned to Ignis.

“How many stories up are we?” he asked.

“Uh, probably fifty or so,” Ignis replied.

“Wow. It’s nice up here.”

“Imagine the sunrise from the very top.”

“Would be stunning.”

Ignis gestured to the ground across from him. “Come, sit. No point in wasting time.”

“Right, sorry, I’m just nervous.”

Simon sat cross-legged in front of Ignis.

Ignis set the ritual box he carried around on the ground and pulled out a bell, some of the Jane’s Flower they had, a tesla lighter, and a bowl. He placed the bowl between them. “All right, relax and breathe.”

He lit the flower and placed it in the bowl before he rang the bell and whispered rhythmically. Simon inhaled the sweet-smelling smoke as his mind emptied. He became aware of his body. He felt his blood pumping in his veins, his muscles tense to keep him upright, his lungs expanding to let him breathe, everything.

Images of caves flashed in his mind. He heard primitive whispers of long-extinct tongues, the click of stones striking against another, and saw fire. Next, he saw a stone club, a broken skull, a primitive home burning, and he heard crying.

* * *

Simon woke up. He came to his senses and looked around the room, finding himself in a bunk bed among other bunk beds underground. The entire room was held up by wood and filled with mud. The room was dimly lit by a single light bulb hung from the ceiling.

He sat up, finding himself dressed in some sort of military uniform. Memories returned to him as he examined his boots and crawled his fingers over the green uniform. He wore a round, disc-like helmet and found that he had been sleeping with a gun. He was a soldier. His name came back to him. James. His name was James. An American soldier from Detroit, Michigan. While the memories returned, he looked upward in realization. He was in hell.

“Fuck,” he whispered.

It was the spring of 1918 in Europe. James desperately wanted to go home every day. Alas, every day pushed him further into Europe and toward the German lines. He reached into his pack beside him and pulled out a black-and-white photo of his son, Anthony. He missed Anthony. It had been over a year since he saw his son, and James worried he wouldn’t return. What pained him most was that he had lost a picture of his wife, Margaret, months ago.

He grabbed his rifle and hung it over his shoulder before cautiously going outside and into the trenches. It was crowded. Snow melt and spring rain had turned the trenches and no-man’s-land beyond them into a muddy, damp wasteland. As he stepped out, a layer of water went up to James’ ankles. Everything was dirty. Like most soldiers, James feared the disease and death that mud possessed. At any moment, he could get trench foot or get stuck. The fear of falling into a water-filled crater and drowning was horrifying.

Owen walked up to him. “Morn’ James. You sleep good?”

“Barely. Any news?” James asked.

“Cameron lost his head last night, and ol’ Stevey’s got a case of trench foot. Lucky bastard got sent away. We still have to go up and over today,” Owen replied.

James sighed and rubbed his face. “We’re fucked.”

“Ay, don’t say that. Best not to think of it. You want a cigarette?”

James nodded. Owen pulled out a surprisingly dry cigarette from one of the uniform pockets and handed it to James. James put it in his mouth and leaned forward as Owen pulled out a lighter and lit it for him.

James inhaled deeply and let out a relieved exhale. “Thanks.”

“No problem, mate.”

“You know why we’re going over today?”

“Word has it that the damn Krauts been pushin’ hard against our lines. Commanders want us to go over and wallop ‘em.”

James sighed. “How long till then?”

Owen shrugged. “Can’t tell ya. We were supposed to go up in an hour, but now it’s two. Soon it’ll be three, so there ain’t no telling when we’ll go over.”

“Just gotta wait ti–”

“Shells! Shells! Take cover!”

James gasped and grabbed his helmet, ducking under a small crevice beneath a wall of sandbags at the top of the trenches. He covered his ears while whistling pierced the air. The ground shook as explosions sent dirt and debris into the air. His heart stopped with each blast, eyes pinched closed while he gritted his jaw.

The thundering explosions slowly ended after ten minutes.

Owen tapped his shoulder. “We’re still kicking, mate.”

James opened his eyes and lowered his hands slowly. His heart pounded while he panted. “Is it over?”

“It’s over.”

James let out a shuddering sigh. “You have another cigarette? I dropped mine in the mud.”

Owen nodded and produced another cigarette. James lit it and then sat next to him while they waited.

“You miss anything from back home?” Owen asked.

“My son and wife,” James said.

“Aye, I miss my lady. Bet she’s home right now looking over the green fields near our home, thinking about me.”

“I miss a cold beer in the evening while sitting on the porch,” James said.

“Aye, a good drink and a peaceful sunset. I miss the pub.”

“Can’t blame you. I miss my bed.”

“Aye!” Owen chuckled.

Another soldier walked up. They stood and saluted the man when he approached.

“At ease, you two. We’re going over. Get your shit together and meet everyone else down the line.”

“Yes, sir!” the two said.

James and Owen arrived at an area where the trench widened. Dozens of men stood ready around the ground, packed like sardines. Soldiers passed around five large kegs. As the pair arrived, a soldier placed a half-full keg into their hands.

A soldier handed it to James. “Rum for your spirits.”

James drank a large swig of the rum, face wrinkling in disgust. He hated rum. Shaking his head, he drank until he couldn’t take it anymore and handed it to Owen. Owen drank it and passed it to the next soldier.

His heart pounded in his head. They were so close to death, yet the moment seemed so far away. As much as he didn’t want to go over, he wished the call to go would come now. He didn’t want to wait.

“All right, men! Fix your bayonets, load your gun, and wait for the order to go over!”

The men fixed their bayonets and made sure their rifles were loaded. The order did not come. They kept drinking the rum. James drank as much as possible to numb his fear and deaden his instincts. The soldiers kept waiting. Most prayed, some cried, while others quietly conversed and hugged their friends.

Another hour passed while the last of the soldiers crammed into the space. There was no more than an inch between all of them. A trio of officers stood by the ladders leading into no-man’s-land, each one waiting patiently to go over. In the distance, machine gun fire and explosions echoed.

“Up, men! Up! Stand ready!” shouted an officer.

The soldiers stood with their rifles facing the trench exit. Whistles echoed in the distance, each whistle coming closer until the last one was only a short distance over the trench.

An officer blew his whistle and waved the horde of men over the trench. “Over! Over! For king and country, lads!”

Screams came from the men when they charged. James followed Owen. Thousands of men charged up over the trenches into no-man’s-land alongside James’ platoon. They ran through barbed wire, past deep pits of murky water full of dead men, and past the blackened remains of once-green trees. Corpses and remains of gear, like helmets, were everywhere. The stench of rotten flesh permeated the air.

Ahead, the German line opened fire and gunned down the hordes of men charging toward them. People dropped left and right as young men and boys got stuck in the barbed wire. Men’s bowels hung out while they screeched and called for their mothers. James kept going forward after Owen.

An explosion erupted beside them. James flew to the ground, landing with a grunt and getting up as quickly as he could.

“Owen? Owen! Owen!” he shouted.

Owen was gone. Everyone else was gone. James could see the shapes of men running toward the German line in the distance, though everyone who had charged up with him was gone. He fell to his knees. He was alone in an isle of fire, smoke, and stink.

Alone in a sea of darkness.

* * *

Simon sat up with a gasp and gripped his face. He let out a horrified scream while memories of mutilated corpses, men drowned in mud, and the fires of war tormented him. His heart thundered.

Ignis grabbed the thrashing and crying man. “Simon! Simon! It’s okay! You’re back! You’re back.”

“Owen! Owen! Please, where are you?”

Ignis shook him and growled. “Simon! Snap out of it!”

Ignis struck Simon across the face.

“Oh my god,” Simon whispered.

“What happened?” Ignis asked.

Simon stared at Ignis, mouth agape and eyes wide. No words left his mouth.
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7:08 AM, September 8, 2187

Simon stood while Ignis circled him. Ignis waved his bell and a bundle of smoldering incense while he spun, a grumbling chant echoing from him. The only word Simon understood was “Mother.” The ritual went on for a few minutes before Ignis eventually stopped and stood before Simon.

“Hopefully, the Mother smiles upon you while you are down there. I asked for her blessing, but she is not always kind.”

Anna approached them. “How do you feel after your little journey, Spaceman?”

Simon looked down at the ground. “I can barely feel my heartbeat. It’s quiet. I feel calm, and I’m not scared of the tunnels at all. I was just a little nervous yesterday, but now that’s gone. I just feel sad, like a sense of pain.”

“Who were you?” she asked.

“James. I think my ancestor from a long time ago war in the old world. It was horrifying.”

Ignis raised a hand. “It is best we don’t ponder the horror but accept his gift graciously. I assume he gave you courage.”

Simon nodded. “I think so.”

Anna held up a rectangular lantern covered in small LED bulbs and gave it to Simon. “Well, I convinced Victoria to give us some electrical lanterns, so we’ll be good on light down there. Your gun loaded?”

Simon nodded. “Cleaned, loaded, and ready to go.”

“Ain’t no point in wasting time then. Let’s get going,” Anna said.

At the entrance to the tunnel, a group of five guards stood by the gate and waved at them.

“Ahari bless,” one of the men said.

“Ahari bless,” Anna said.

“Y’all the two who Victoria wants to explore the tunnel?” the man asked.

Simon nodded. “That’s us.”

“Ahari favor y’all then.”

Anna smiled thinly. “Thank you. Come on, Simon.”

Entering the tunnel’s darkness, they turned on their lanterns and peered down. Bright white light flooded the blackness. The interior was swampy with algae-filled water pooled in various tunnel areas and dripping from the ceiling. At the same time, a thick layer of green covered everything. Remnants of cars stuck out of the growth.

Simon felt entirely calm. He fixed his focus like a predator. He held his rifle with both hands and hung the lantern from his hand on the gun barrel.

They passed piles of rubble where the ceiling had begun to collapse. Skeletons laid in the brush around them. Only some were from humans. Some were human mutants, others were animals, though many were picked clean.

Eventually, they came across four forks on the highway. A low concrete wall divided two sides of the road. A ramp curved down on each side. On the right was a chain-link fence. Simon approached the barrier and saw another tunnel with two train tracks below. His gaze locked onto a figure below. Its body was shrouded in darkness though he could see its eye reflect the light from his lantern.

“We’re not alone,” Simon calmly said.

When Anna approached, the creature ran off into the darkness.

“What?” she asked.

“It’s gone now. I’ve been seeing this thing watching us. It might be that thing in here with us.”

Anna sighed long. “Of course,” she whispered.

“Let’s just find the way out.”

They ventured further in until they encountered an area where the ceiling had collapsed. A massive pile of debris separated them from the rest of the tunnel. Sunlight flooded into where the collapse was, and green hung from the edges of the destruction. There was no passage ahead. They hopped over the divide cutting across each side of the highway, returning slowly.

“What now?” Simon asked.

“Check out the ramps?” Anna suggested.

A crack echoed as the ground beneath Simon gave way.

“W–!”

He landed on a pile of garbage and rocks, letting out a pained groan.

“Simon! Are you okay?” Anna cried from above him.

He rolled onto his feet and dusted himself off. Simon stood, grabbed his lantern, and went over to his rifle to pick it up. The gun was fine, but the lantern flickered slightly and had a scar of broken lights on one side.

“I’m fine! Just took me by surprise.” He looked up and sighed. “How the hell do I get back up?”

Anna shrugged. “That’s a mighty long fall, so I ain’t hopping down there with you, Spaceman.”

Simon shook his head. “Better if none of us have a broken ankle. I’ll find a way out. Just keep looking around the tunnel.”

“You sure, Spaceman?”

Simon nodded.

“Suit yourself. Now don’t make me find your body, all right?”

“Same for you. Be safe.”

“You, too.”

Anna disappeared. Simon held up the lantern, looking back and forth in the tunnel. A pair of eyes watched him. Simon went forward down one way of the tunnel, gun ready. His heart did not beat fast, and he didn’t feel nervous. Instead, Simon felt entirely focused and calm.

He came across a fork in the tunnel and went down until he found a branch to the right. Simon raised his gun at a human figure. A pause passed before he realized it was just a mannequin.

“The hell?” Simon whispered.

He approached the mannequin and looked it over before he ventured in. The tunnel went a long way before more branches met him. Simon peered down at each before choosing a direction. The tunnel eventually opened into a small area with a platform and a set of rusted machines. Three mannequins stood by the devices, each facing toward the way Simon would come out. He eyed them for a moment and then ventured further into the tunnel system.

The tunnel opened again into a round room with nine tunnels. Simon spotted the figure when he entered the room. It looked at him for a second, and then sprinted down one of the nine tunnels faster than he could blink.

“Hey! What the hell do you want!” Simon yelled.

No response but for the echo of his voice. Simon went forward and followed the creature. He was unsure if it led him further into a maze of darkness or could lead him out. He had to take the chance. There was no Khoni here. Occasionally, he’d come across mannequins in rooms that ominously seemed to face whichever direction he appeared from.

The tunnel turned and came to an exit door. Simon wiggled the handle. Locked. He kicked it twice before the door erupted open and unveiled a sewage tunnel that spanned far out to the left and right. A layer of muck and water stagnated beneath the platform that extended out from the door.

Simon approached the edge of the ledge and lit up the muck with his lantern. Dozens of bodies laid in the mud, all covered in slime and dirt. Mutants. The creatures opened their eyes and hissed when Simon disturbed them. Unlike most human mutants, these had scales and amphibian-like appendages protruding from various parts of their bodies. All stood and clambered toward Simon.

Simon sprinted down the way he came, slamming the door behind him. He ran back to the room and quickly went down a random tunnel. Distantly, he could hear the hisses and cries of the mutants fade, though he wouldn’t be safe for long.

The tunnel continued for a while before becoming a massive room full of strange silo-like machines. Simon looked around in wonder and froze as he heard a voice.

“Hello?” came from the other end of the room.

Simon walked across the room full of pipes. “Who’s there?” he whispered.

“Hello?” the voice asked again.

“Who are you?” Simon asked.

He found the corpse of a man. He was dressed from head to toe in leather armor and hide clothing. A gas mask obscured his face, and he sat propped against a backpack. The mask was from an older time, though the body was disturbingly fresh. The dead man had no weapon, though a portable radio rested in one of his hands.

“Hello?” came a voice from the radio.

Simon blinked. It was not the voice of a man or a woman but rather a distorted sound that sounded somewhat like “hello.” He knelt beside the radio, squinting when the sound changed.

“Run.”

The figure growled from above, hanging from pipes. Simon shone the light upward. Its entire body was long and gangly. It had a head that looked as if it had been stretched with a huge, toothy mouth and sunken eyes. Its skin was dark, and soft little hairs dangled from its head. Simon aimed and shot. The creature moved out of the way just in time and disappeared somewhere else in the room.

“Stay the hell away!” Simon shouted.

Simon ran to a door and kicked it open. He bolted through a long hall full of mannequins while the pitter-patter of feet followed him. Simon swung around and shot again. As the sound echoed, he found nothing behind him. He gasped.

He didn’t wait to find out where the sound went or came from while he ran down the tunnel. Another door barred his way. Simon opened it and came upon another highway tunnel full of cars.

“Yes!” he said.

Simon ran out into the tunnel and again heard the pitter-patter. He turned and watched as the figure ran past him and slowed on the opposite side of the car. Simon pointed his gun at it and watched it slowly sink below view. He hopped into the car to try to catch it by surprise. He lowered the gun and looked around. It was gone.

“What the?”

The tunnel around him flooded with light when he raised his lantern and found no traces of the creature. Simon eyed his surroundings. Nothing. He hopped off the car and went down the tunnel. There were no more sounds of feet pitter-pattering or creatures hissing. Again, he was alone.

The tunnel extended for a long while until he saw the light at the end. His heart jumped. Simon rushed toward the tunnel’s end, emerging into the daylight. More of the city awaited him. There was no caravan, yet he could see distant smoke from the caravan’s fires when he looked behind him and over the tunnel. He had made it to the other side.

“Crap,” he whispered.

He had to find the way back. Wandering back in, the tunnel extended for a long distance until he saw a figure illuminated by light farther down into the depths. He aimed his rifle and brought his finger to the trigger.

“Spaceman! Is that you?” the figure called out.

He gasped and lowered the gun. They walked toward each other and chuckled happily.

“Ain’t you a sight? Where have you been?” Anna asked.

“You don’t wanna know. Where’s the way back?” Simon asked.

Anna pointed between the two highway roads making up the tunnel. The concrete divider between the roads was vacant at that spot, with a highway ramp only a few yards beyond.

Simon smiled and pointed the way he came. “The way out is that way.”

“You’re kiddin’?”

“No.”

Anna chuckled and shook her head. “How far up? Caravan’s about ten minutes up that ramp and back.”

“About fifteen minutes.”

“Any danger?”

Simon shook his head.

Anna sighed and began to walk back. “Was really that simple the whole damn time. You see that figure?”

“Yeah. I don’t know where it went, but I almost shot it.”

“We’ll keep a lookout for it.”
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5:21 PM, September 8, 2187

Riding Lump, Simon eyed the dark. The squeaks of wagon wheels and the grunts of men moving rusted car frames filled the tunnel. They slowly progressed through the underground jungle. Anna rode beside him. She was just as wary when she peered into the darkness, though not a single sound came from the unknown depths beyond them.

“I wonder where it went?” Simon whispered.

“That little critter following us?” Anna asked.

Simon nodded. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“All sorts of strange things out there. I’m surprised it didn’t take your head off. Heck, I’m surprised you didn’t shit yourself.”

“Me too,” Ignis said.

The trio grinned.

Simon shrugged. “Yeah, me too. I guess that was the gift from the last dream. I could walk down into the tunnels with no weapon and not feel slightly nervous.”

Anna smiled. “Ain’t you mighty brave now? Just remember, a bit of fear is healthy sometimes.”

“Yeah, you’re right.”

A shout came from down the tunnel, “We’re through, y’all! Let’s get on with it!”

The trio rode toward the head of the caravan alongside a few mounted guards. They passed cars and rubble until, eventually, they found the light. The caravan exited to another overgrown street and spread out as the road widened.

“What happened in the tunnel?” Ignis asked.

Simon pursed his lips. “Well, we found a dead end in the tunnel, so we decided to find another way. I fell down a hole right after and got separated from Anna. That figure that’s been following was down there along with, like… mannequins? They were everywhere.”

“Mannequins?” Ignis repeated.

“Mhm.” Simon nodded.

“Didn’t you also encounter some other critters?” Anna asked.

“Just some other mutants but nothing like that thing….”

“Heck, why didn’t you shoot it?” Anna persisted.

Simon shrugged. “I missed, somehow.”

“You? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you miss,” Ignis said.

“I have.” Anna chuckled.

“Won’t happen twice if I see it again,” Simon told them.

“I hope we don’t see that giant again,” Ignis said.

“I can get on board with that hope,” Simon said.

The street ahead widened into a massive square among the skyscrapers. It was a jungle. An odd lake filled with some islands dominated the space. Enormous trees with twisting trunks rose from the waters, their green tops dominated by multi-colored flowers. More flowers covered the ground. Strange human-shaped bushes, mainly composed of flowers with base colors like blue, yellow, and red, stood out.

A group of mutant, deer-like animals with branch-like antlers covered in purple flowers roamed the strange forest. Each one had four eyes and six legs. They raised their heads when the caravan entered their domain and retreated slowly into the flowery brush.

“What are those things?” Simon asked.

“Not a clue,” Anna told him.

Ignis stared. “They’re beautiful. Look at the flowers in their antlers.”

The first wagon went forward into the brush and rolled over the only length of land not separated by water. The rest of the caravan followed. Every wagon and rider went into a single-file line when they went onto the small path. Lump contently submerged himself into the murky waters alongside the route, his colossal mass crushing plants and roots. The saddle only sat a few inches above the water.

“Ain’t he happy like a fish?” Anna remarked.

Simon nervously smiled. “As long as he doesn’t decide to go deeper, we’ll be fine.”

“Good luck with that.”

Colored birds watched them from above while they went through the small forest of flowers and flowering trees. Soon, the first wagon got out of the brush and onto a street on the opposite side. When it did, a cry came from the center of the caravan.

“Stop! Stop! We’re stuck!”

Anna sighed. “Always one. Go help them with Lump?”

Simon shrugged. “I’ll try.”

He turned Lump around and went to the center of the caravan. One of the heavy storage wagons had sunken into the mud. A woman and a man had already hopped out to try to push it free, though their efforts were futile.

“Hold on, hold on. Don’t make it worse,” Simon said.

“It’s in there for sure,” the man said.

“Stuck like a nail,” the woman said.

“I got it,” Simon said.

He hopped off Lump. Mucky sounds came from his shoes when he climbed onto the wet soil of the path and gently led Lump to the edge of the wagon.

“Come on, buddy. Put your nose here,” Simon urged.

The beast grumbled and placed his head under the wagon.

“All right! Pull the wagon forward!” Simon cried out.

He heard a whip and the orf of the two Scab Boars at the front of the wagon. While they pulled, he pushed against the wagon and urged Lump to lift.

“Come on, Lump! Lift it! Lift the wagon, buddy!”

He waved a few times before the beast slowly raised its head and pushed the wagon out of the mud. The wagon jerked forward when it came free. Simon chuckled happily and patted Lump’s head before he got back on and waved the rest of the caravan onward. A few people thanked him while they passed. He waited until the last wagon went past him and followed the tail end of the procession out of the forest.

Once they were all out, Simon looked back. The deer-like creatures approached the edge and watched as the caravan departed into the distance. He waved at them and continued forth to the front of the procession.

“What happened?” Anna asked.

“Just one of the heavier wagons sunk. Nothing Lump couldn’t solve.”

Ignis smiled. “Lucky, we got the beast on our side.”

“Yeah, definitely. Certainly, helped when the Father attacked,” Simon said.

“I wonder where that fool of a man is now. Probably lost in that river of garbage,” Anna said.

Simon grinned.

The caravan carried on for another few hours. The dense city jungle of concrete and green opened up once more and faded into smaller buildings. They were leaving the city. Simon looked back one last time. The figure stood on the road far behind them, its black body now in full sunlight. It watched Simon for a moment before turning and disappearing into the ruins.

Simon said nothing. After a few more hours, the city faded into sparse ruined buildings across another green plain stretching far beyond the horizon. Simon dipped his head back and sighed in relief. They were finally free from the city of mystery.

The image of the strange figure haunted him. What could’ve happened if it had caught him? What did it want? What other odd horrors like it lurked in the city? How many perished and died in the ruins? He thought of these questions for hours until a cry disturbed his contemplation.

“It’s the Divide!”
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6:58 AM, September 9, 2187

Simon awoke once more in a field of flowers that spanned the horizon. The sky was still blue, and the sun rested overhead with gentle rays. It was cool with mild winds. He blinked and sat up. In the distance, an apple tree stood alone on a hill. Simon approached the tree slowly, the sound of singing heard.

“Amazing grace… How sweet the sound… That saved a wretch like me.”

Simon walked around the tree to find the Father knelt before the tree with his head bowed. He had his hands together in prayer. His song stopped once he noticed Simon.

“You’re back,” he said.

“Why?” Simon asked.

“I don’t know. Do you believe in God, Simon?”

Simon shook his head. “There is no God. It’s impossible.”

The Father laughed. “You’re a man of the profaned sciences now? Those ancient beliefs of math and systems and how the universe works?”

“Yeah, I believe what we were taught and what they showed us in school.”

“God hates a forked tongue, don’t lie. You didn’t believe everything. And now you live with these heathens, these infidels, and now you believe what they believe.”

“The Ahari?”

“A proper word is demons, either physical or immaterial creatures that shape our world and how we live. Demons.” His dark eyes narrowed. “You’ve seen the work of demons, how they torment the good people of this Earth. They make crops fail when they are angry, they make babies ill, and they destroy lives. You’ve killed some. You’ve felt some. There is no good in them.”

“What are you talking about? There are mutants and animals, and then there is the Ahari.”

“You don’t believe in the immaterial, yet you recognize those demons. Don’t you see how lost the rest of the world is? How lost New Uruk is? How lost you are? The belief in God is ancient, righteous, and helped shape the old world before they forsook Him.”

“Those people in the old world were murderers, just like you.”

“I do not kill without reason. You remember when we first met. If we wanted, we could’ve simply attacked and killed all of you, but no, we humbly asked for what we needed. It was not until you heathens attacked us we fought back.”

“You–”

“We came in peace. It was your people’s sin to attack us, to be hostile. It was your injustice. What could be expected from godless people?”

“What about the village?”

“We tried to help them, but they refused. Some people must be forced into God’s light, yet you meddled and killed some of my flock. Don’t act like you were in the right. We came to help liberate that village from you, yet it was too late.”

“You were making them sick!”

The Father shook his bald head. “A hard sacrifice to help them. Now you think you’ve won, but you haven’t. I will build a new Eden along the Divide and raise a prosperous, God-fearing home for the lost and confused. Then I will destroy New Uruk.”

“Why?”

“So the mistakes of the past won’t be repeated. First, I need the Vessel.”

“You won’t find anything but scared people,” Simon said.

“Will I? We will see. Wake up.”

Simon gasped as he woke up in the wagon. He rubbed his face and groaned as he processed the dream. The Father was still out there.

* * *

“Drink,” Simon whispered.

He propped up Emma, one of the caravanners, and helped her drink from a cup of reddish liquid. She swallowed and laid down.

“Thank you, Outworlder,” she whispered.

“You’re welcome. Are you comfortable? Do you want to rest here for a bit?”

Emma nodded. Simon got out of the covered wagon and stepped onto a small platform to access the wagon bed. He yawned and rubbed his eyes. The dream had woken him early and left him exhausted with haunting thoughts. His stomach tingled. What if the Father was right in his cause?

“How is she, Spaceman?” Anna asked when she rode up beside the moving wagon.

“Dysentery… She’s doing better with the medicine, but we still need to boil all our water.”

“Agreed. Lump! Come here!” Anna called.

The lumbering beast came toward her and went up between the wagon and Anna. Simon hopped onto his saddle with a grunt.

“You okay, Spaceman?” Anna asked.

Simon nodded. “I had another dream about the Father.”

“That fool bothering you again?”

Simon nodded.

Anna tilted her head. “Well, what did he the fool say?”

“He asked me if I believed in God before explaining that the Ahari are demons and everyone who believes in them is lost. He basically told me that we were the evil-doers and that he’s gonna build some kind of kingdom to destroy New Uruk.”

“Why destroy New Uruk?”

“He used to be a Patrian, so I assume revenge, but he tells me that he’ll destroy it so the mistakes of the old world won’t be repeated.”

Anna let out a cackle. “That fool really thinks that we’re gonna trash the world again? Heck, those thoughts are on everyone’s minds, don’t you worry.”

Simon sighed. “I’m afraid I still don’t understand the Ahari.”

“What’re you saying, Spaceman?”

“I just don’t… get them? I think I can feel them sometimes, but I just don’t grasp them. I can’t really explain it.”

“Oh, I see. Look, you ain’t able to see the progress you’ve made. The fact you can feel anything dumbfounds me. Heck, here I was, thinking you were gonna be numb forever. Let it take its time. They ain’t as profound as you think.”

Simon smiled. “Maybe I’m a little too hard on myself. Hey, where’s Ignis?”

Anna looked behind them. “One of the wagons down there. He’s also helping another sick person. That’ll be the last time they all drink from a river like that, that’s for sure.”

“Yeah, that was stupid.” Simon looked ahead at the distant rocky spines and peaks of the Divide. “Those mountains are beautiful.”

“Ain’t they? I don’t think I’ve ever seen mountains like that, never been this far out west.”

Simon squinted. “I think I see ruins.”

“Another city?” Anna asked.

Simon shook his head. “No, ruins. They’re destroyed. No skyscrapers or buildings.”

Anna frowned. “I heard about a place like that along the Divide, some old-world city called Colorado Springs, and a place called the Air Force Academy.”

“What about it?”

“They got nuked.”

Simon recoiled slightly. “I heard about some places that got nuked in the old world… Do you think it’s still radioactive here?”

Anna shook her head. “I once visited nuclear ruins. Been a long time since they were radioactive. It just means there’s nearly nothing left.”

The landscape around the ruins faded from green to a prairie of low-growing brown plants sparsely rising out of the soil. Then they came to the ruins. Piles of rubble spanned across the distance all the way to the very base of the mountains. The skeletons of broken skyscrapers and buildings rose from the ruins, rarely rising high or standing sturdy. All the ancient concrete was blackened. Shadows from when the bomb dropped were burnt into the remains, along with ghostly visages of human figures. These figures were once people who were vaporized, their only remains being their shadows.

Simon looked around at the horror. Among the few skyscrapers that rose in the rubble were light poles that were twisted, bent, and blackened from the fires of the old-world bombs. Plants sporadically rose from the ruins, though most of the land was suffocated by concrete and steel debris.

The caravan carefully moved. Once they were closer to the mountains, Simon looked up in awe.

The Arcadis. 

* * *

The massive space station stuck out of the mountain ridges like a knife. Its giant rings and monumental pieces protruded high into the sky, though many parts of its side had been crushed into the mountains. Simon recognized every aspect of the ship, though its true immensity dumbfounded him. It was larger than any skyscraper and seemed to span a mile across with its giant ring. All the wagons stopped.

“It’s real,” Anna whispered.

A tear rolled down Simon’s cheek. “Oh my god. My home is here.”

People got out of their wagons to look at the titanic space station in awe.

Ignis approached Simon and stood beside him. “It’s beautiful.”.

“I used to live there.”

Ignis shook his head. “It must be a gift from the Mother. Such a thing from the old world must hold knowledge beyond our time.”

“We need to go there. We need to find my people,” Simon said and rode up to the front of the caravan to Victoria. “Victoria! Victoria!”

Victoria snapped out of her awe-struck gaze at the Arcadis and turned to Simon. “Outworlder?”

Simon pointed to the Arcadis. “That’s my home. That’s the Arcadis. We need to go there and see if anyone is left.”

She nodded. “That’s the plan. It’s just stunnin’. Everyone saddle up. We’re going to the space station!”

The caravanners around them snapped out of their awe-filled trances and slowly returned to their wagons. They moved forward again toward the wondrous wreckage.

Did anyone survive? Did they stay at the Arcadis? What was left in the station? Could there be anything that could help New Uruk or the people of the caravan? He had never thought of it. There was more to the Arcadis than finding the home that he missed. There was technology, history, and advancements. Hopefully, some of the Developers had survived. Then again, he hoped anyone had survived.

They went forward for nearly an hour before five people rose from the ruins around them—Twilight cultists. Simon’s stomach dropped. Each was armed with a white weapon from the Arcadis, ranging from plasma and laser to regular guns.

“Halt there! Who are y’all!” one shouted.

Victoria rode forward. “We’re w–”

Another one pointed her gun. “Ay, those are them New Uruk folk! Fire!”

The five Twilight cultists opened fire on the caravan. Their strange weapons stunned the caravanners as the plasma burnt through wagons, and lasers pierced through metal armor. Simon unholstered his rifle and fired. He locked onto head after head, nailing every cultist and dropping them like dolls. When they fell, he urged Lump forward and went to their bodies.

“No… No, no, dammit, no!” Simon said.

Anna rode up behind him. “Simon! What’s wrong?”

Simon hopped off Lump and picked up one of the white plasma rifles. “This is from the Arcadis.”

Victoria’s face wrinkled from anger. “Dammit! That damned Father got here first.”

Anna looked at the rifles. “Yep, these are like them fancy guns you had when you came here. I’m sorry, Simon.”

“We need to go there! What if they have my people hostage? What if they’ve killed them?” Simon asked.

Victoria shook her head and pointed to the caravan. One wagon had burnt down, though no one was hurt. “If they’re armed with weapons like these, we need a smarter way to approach the station. Ain’t no way I’m rushing in there to get melted.”

Anna nodded. “You’re right. Ain’t no point in dying. We need to make camp far away from here.”

“What about my home? My people?” Simon asked.

Victoria shook her head, “It’ll be fine. We’ll save them. For now, let’s get the hell out of here.”
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1:23 AM, September 10, 2187

The caravan had settled in a circle for the night. There was no sleep under the peaceful stars as they kept fires going and argued.

“We need to go beyond the Divide,” one of the caravanners said.

Simon shook his head. “The Twilight Cult cannot have control over the Arcadis. We’ve seen the power of the technology they now possess. What if they turn their eyes back east?”

“They got here first. I ain’t riskin’ my children and family for a lost cause,” said another.

Anna sighed. “Y’all don’t think they’ll come for your children and family once they’re nice and comfy here in these mountains?”

“It ain’t our problem if we’re far away. We risked everything to start a new life out here in the west,” a third caravanner said.

Victoria approached the sizable central fire and spoke. “Y’all, listen up! There ain’t much we can do about the Twilight folk. Ain’t no one knows what happened to the passengers of the Arcadis. Maybe they’re dead, maybe they’re alive, maybe they’re prisoners, or maybe the Father tricked them into working for him. We don’t know. Now, we can either leave the Arcadis behind or try to investigate. Either way, the Twilight cult now has dangerous power.”

Simon stood. “The Arcadis can help all of us. They have agricultural technology, weapons, medicine, food, and everything you need to start a new settlement. If we leave, all that is left to the Twilight cult!”

Victoria nodded. “You make a fair point, Outworlder, but it is up to everyone here to decide.”

The crowd roared in various opinions, each arguing for a place to speak before Victoria silenced them.

“Calm down, y’all! We will take a vote in the ‘morrow! Go to your wagons and sleep on it!”

Murmurs came from everyone while they snuffed out the fires and went to bed. Simon stormed off outside the wagon circle and went toward the distant hills rising into mountains.

“Dammit, why don’t they get it?” he growled.

“Simon!” came Ignis’ voice.

Simon turned to Ignis and Anna.

“What?” Simon grumbled.

“Are you okay, Spaceman?” Anna asked.

Simon shook his head. “We can’t just leave. My people are alive. I know it. I have to save them.”

Ignis sighed. “That’s the trouble. If the caravan doesn’t want to risk it, then we can’t do anything.”

“The Father will come after us anyway, so why run?” Simon asked.

Anna nodded. “We both know you’re right, Spaceman. But it’s still up to the rest of the caravan.”

Simon crossed his arms and groaned. “Idiots. All of them. Just leave me alone. I’ll come back when I’m calmer.”

“All right, don’t get kidnapped, Spaceman,” Anna said.

Ignis and Anna descended the small hill. Simon glanced back at them and then toward the Arcadis in the distance. There had to be answers. His people were still there. He longed for his gun stored in the wagon. No, it would be too tempting to shoot it and bring attention to him. He still had his knife.

Simon walked into the night toward the Arcadis. He descended from the hills and into the ruins below. The concreted plain was nearly lifeless. Only rodent-like creatures lived in the rubble, each nocturnal critter watching while Simon sprinted past.

He ran over the concrete and through the skeletons of ancient buildings. Eventually, he came to the foot of the mountain that the Arcadis had crashed into. The space station was even more monumental in person, its tremendous body extending far into the sky.

There were lights everywhere, from torches and flashlights across the mountains. Simon squinted at each. Patrols. The area was crawling with Twilight cultists. Simon was a ghost, silently creeping up through the foliage and toward the space station. His heart was calm, his hands still, eyes focused as he didn’t make a single sound along the way. Simon eavesdropped on the conversations of the Twilight guards when he neared them.

“God truly has blessed us with the Vessel,” said a guard.

“Truly, though, the Dwellers are fools. They know nothin’ beyond the Vessel,” replied another.

“They are from Heaven above. Of course, they know nothing of the Earth. It is below them,” replied the first one.

The people from the Arcadis were still alive! He kept crawling upward with new hope. After five minutes, Simon crept up to a small plateau in the mountain. The Arcadis loomed above, casting a massive shadow over an enormous camp sprawling out from the base of the crashed ship.

Twilight cultists were everywhere, though they were mixed with people from the Arcadis dressed in the suits that the Workers wore on the ship. He recognized some, though saw no one he really knew.

He had to find a way inside and talk with someone he knew. Dressed like a wastelander, Simon couldn’t blend in with the Arcadis folk. Then an idea came. He crept back down the mountain in search of a patrol.

A pair of armed cultists stood at the cliff’s edge and looked out at the ruins. Simon drew his knife and crept behind. He slashed one’s neck and kicked him off the cliff, sending the blade through the second man’s throat before he could react.

“Shh, shh,” Simon whispered.

Simon directed the man’s head over the cliff to keep blood off his clothes. Carefully, he removed the cultist robes and switched them with his own, hiding his clothes in a bush and scaling the cliff again.

Simon carefully emerged from another bush and entered the camp. He walked confidently as if he belonged. Dressed in the marked tunic of a Twilight cultist, Simon kept the hood over his head to shroud his face. No one bothered him while he made his way through the camp.

The old-world technology of the Arcadis was everywhere. Each tent was filled with loot from the ship, ranging from medical machines and weapons to agricultural tech and more. The unknowing residents of the Arcadis had no idea to whom they were giving their technology. Simon wandered around before he made his way inside the Arcadis. Two guards stood at the entrance closest to the ground, eyeing Simon as he approached.

“God bless,” Simon said calmly.

“God bless, brother,” the pair said.

Simon went inside the station without another word and entered his home once again. He remembered the metal halls like the back of his hand. Somehow, there was still power, though most lights around the halls and rooms were dim and flickered. Simon moved around in search of the Residential Sector. He didn’t know what had happened to the Leaders or if the revolution had succeeded.

He remembered working in every area of the Arcadis, the Peacekeepers’ brutality, the Leaders’ cruelty, and the fear everyone once had of being shot out into space for any minor crime. He missed Thaddeus and Thomas, names he had nearly forgotten. Then a sense of anger filled Simon when he remembered Albert. They had been friends for so long. How could he have betrayed Simon to the Leaders? In the end, his betrayal was for the greater good anyway. It was better to know that Albert was a traitor than never to know at all.

A man walked out of a room and bumped into Simon. “Oh, I’m sorry.”

Simon grabbed him. “Hey, hey.”

The man backed away fearfully. “Look, I didn’t mean to!”

“Calm down, idiot. I’m not with them. It’s me, Simon. I’m the one who helped the Defiants win against the Leaders.”

The man’s eyes widened. “S-Simon? You’re alive? We all heard you died escaping the Arcadis.”

“I didn’t. Look, I need your help. Tell me what I need to know, and I’ll help everyone here.”

“Help everyone? I guess… Come with me,” the man said.

He led Simon further into the Residential Sector before he brought them into a room and closed the door behind them.

“Okay, what do you wanna know?” the man asked.

“What happened after I left?”

“We overwhelmed the Peacekeepers. You were there for the guns?”

Simon nodded. “Yeah, they killed my friend Thaddeus.”

“Yeah, well, guns run out of bullets, so we overwhelmed and killed most of them. We were about to break into where the Leaders had barricaded themselves when an explosion went off in one of the engine rooms. Destroyed a part of the station and knocked us off orbit. We think someone blew it up in a last-ditch effort to kill some Peacekeepers chasing them or to bring everything down. Probably thought it was all over when the Peacekeepers brought out guns.”

Simon looked down in realization. His dream was real.

“Thomas…” he whispered.

“What?”

“Nothing, nothing, just tell me more.”

“We killed the Leaders, but we all knew something was wrong. Panic. Fear. Some people lost their minds when they realized that we were not only knocked off orbit but also slowly falling to Earth. Once we knew, most of us accepted it and celebrated. It took years, but we all thought we were going to die when we saw Earth come closer and closer to the windows. I couldn’t even describe the crash. It was hot. Being thrown around like that. I never want that to happen again.”

“I know how it feels.”

“Horrible. Most everyone got hurt or knocked unconscious when we hit the planet. Some of the Sectors got crushed, but the Nutritional Sector got destroyed entirely. Half of the Residential Sector got crushed too. Funny enough, the part that was crushed had the Leaders in it.”

Simon smiled. “Those bastards deserved it. What happened to all the people who helped them, the traitors?”

“We found out who was working with the Leaders and killed them. Mostly we threw them out into the wild or shot them.”

“What else?”

“The fires from the blown engine and the crash raged on for months. There were some other fires, but we put those out pretty fast. After that, we were all lost. We were sure that the planet was empty of human life, so we didn’t go out to search for anyone. We simply just figured out how to survive.”

“How was that?”

“Tough. We tried to grow crops, but the ground here is like a desert. We hunted, but the animals here are like monsters, so we lost many. Even though the Nutritional Sector was destroyed, the Agricultural Sector and the Storage Sector survived, so we had food, though we were afraid it wouldn’t last forever. We’re still afraid.”

“You survived, though.”

“Barely. The Arcadis kept us alive, and now we’re here. A week ago or so, the people you see outside came.”

“The Twilight cult.”

“Yeah, they’re led by some guy called the Father, and they all believe we’re from Heaven. We just sort of accept it. Some of them have been respectful of us, some of them are a little less respectful. They remind me of Peacekeepers if the Peacekeepers had chill pills.”

“Why are they like that?” Simon asked.

“Well, some of them respect us because they think we’re from Heaven. The others don’t because we don’t believe in God. The Father has kept most of those people at bay, though. He claims he wants to work with us to build a nation.”

Simon shook his head. “He’s lying. They’re not here to help anyone. They’re here for the technology so they can conquer civilizations out in the east. They must’ve spoken about a place called New Uruk.”

The man nodded. “They did. They said it was full of wicked people who wish to kill us.”

“It’s not. These people are crazy. They’re tricking everyone for their own gains.”

“Some of us were thinking that.”

“Look, I need your help. Who is leading now?”

“Some of the Defiant leaders, Andrew, Liam, and Marissa. Why?”

“I need to talk to them. I’m with a caravan from New Uruk who can help everyone here. We just need the help of our people, and we can chase off the Twilight Cult. They’ll do nothing but enslave everyone here otherwise.”

The man nodded. “I can do that. Anything. You helped free us, so it’d be the least I can do.”

“I think I should leave now. I think it’d be best if someone were to leave a set of clothes for me on the edge of the camp to wear. Then we can meet in here without arousing suspicion.”

“Good idea. I’ll talk to them.”

“Oh, before I go, what’s your name?”

“Steven. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Simon.”

“It’s good to meet you too. Be safe, don’t trust the Twilight cultists or the Father.”

The man nodded.

Simon checked the hall before he found his way toward the exit of the Arcadis. He went through the halls and avoided speaking to anyone when he passed the two guards again. He halted before a group of five people.

Four were armed Twilight cultists, and the fifth was the Father. The man was dressed in his usual white robes and grinned. He chuckled and spread his arms. “I was wondering when I’d see those pretty white teeth again.”
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8:07 AM, September 10, 2187

Simon tugged at the ropes holding his arms and legs to the chair. The dimly lit small room reminded him of the Deck, the cold room where all Arcadis prisoners were held in the past. So far, Simon had found no way out. The cultists had taken his clothes and left him naked. He had no idea how he’d sneak past anyone if he escaped. They left him in the room for hours. Alone, Simon struggled until he grew tired and sat in silence.

The door opened, and the Father walked in. He was alone. A glistening, thin metal needle rested in his hands. A shiver snaked down Simon’s spine.

“How are you feeling, Simon?”

“Why are you here, Joshua? There is no gift from God here,” Simon said.

The Father chuckled. “What do you mean? You saw it for yourself… People like yourself are gifts from Heaven, weapons made by angels to kill heretics and sinners.”

Simon let out an angry groan. “You can’t do this! You can’t abuse them! You can’t use my people, my friends, those I fought for!”

The Father’s head tilted. “I can, and I will. And one by one, I will help them see the Lord, as I will help you and everyone else see Him. Perhaps we will be friends one day, and you will be baptized?”

“I don’t want your lunatic religion!”

The Father laughed and came closer to Simon as he waved the needle. “People called me crazy, but when their eyes opened… Do yours not fill with horror when you see the industry of the old world coming back to life? The greed, the constant need to expand. Look at those you have been with. Why do they need to go so far out here? There is land in the east, yet they have to consume. They must devour every new thing, every good and innocent thing.”

“You are crazy. The old world is gone. Everyone fears making those mistakes again. They’ll rebuild better, they’ll learn.”

Joshua shook his head. “You are truly lost. I’ll help you understand, but first, I must get rid of your friends before they disturb the birth of a new nation.” Joshua leaned forward and rested the tip of the needle on Simon’s forearm where his Individual Chip was. “You remember this?”

Simon shook his head while trying to pull away. He had forgotten entirely about his implant. The memories of once being tortured with it came back when the Father prodded it.

The man chuckled. “Of course, you do. Every single one of your people has one. I learned about this little needle device quite quickly. Everyone is afraid of it. Seems you are too?”

“Get it away!” Simon groaned.

“Tell me, Outworlder, where is the caravan?” Joshua asked.

“I’m not telling you!”

The Father pushed the needle into Simon’s forearm. Power surged through the implant and shocked Simon’s whole body. He thrashed and screamed in agony, the Father grinning as he tortured Simon.

After a while, he pulled the needle out. “Let’s try again. Where is the caravan?”

Simon panted and threw his head at the Father, narrowly missing.

The Father drew back and chuckled. “I guess I’ll have to do it again.”

“No! No!” Simon shouted.

Again, the needle entered Simon’s skin and sent shocks throughout his body. He thrashed and yelled in pain when the electrical shocks made his skin and muscles painfully spasm. Joshua drew out the needle. Simon’s head dropped while he panted heavily from the pain. His body quivered, and sweat drenched his skin.

The Father paused. “You’re a stubborn man, Simon.”

Simon panted, unable to respond. The Father pulled back one of his sleeves, revealing the necklace Aleksa had given him. He unraveled it and held it in front of Simon. “Is this dear to you?” he asked.

Simon’s eyes widened. “Leave that alone!”

The Father smiled and tore the necklace apart, snapping the string before dropping the bone amulet and crushing it.

“No!” Simon shouted.

“You know I can do this all day, Simon. Just answer the question. It’s not the only one I have,” the Father said.

Simon slowly looked up. “I’m not telling you. Ask away, but I won’t say a word.”

“As you wish,” Joshua said.

The needle entered Simon’s skin again.

The torture lasted for hours until Simon reached his limit, his body drenched in sweat and his muscles cramping. He wept. Each pulse from the needle made him convulse until he finally snapped.

“Stop! Stop! Please! I’ll tell you!”

The Father withdrew the needle. “You’re gonna answer my questions?”

“Yes! Please, just stop,” Simon mumbled.

The Father lowered the needle and crouched in front of Simon so that they were eye to eye. “The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit. Speak then, Outworlder, and the pain will stop. Where is the caravan?”

Tears rolled down Simon’s cheeks as he reluctantly spoke. “South… They’re south, between the mountains in a valley. They are an hour or so away.”

The Father smiled and cupped Simon’s head. “Good, good, I’m glad you trust me so. I’ll be back, and we can discuss God and your place beneath him.”

The Father stood and left the room, leaving Simon to his misery.

Simon wept. He had failed. Now, the Father would bring his entire army to the caravan, and there was nothing Simon could do but weep. He screamed in anger and threw himself around in the chair.

If he hadn’t snuck into the camp, everyone would still be safe. There would be no army marching toward the caravan. They had no idea.

Now and then, Simon tugged at the ropes holding him down until he was exhausted. It was futile. He was trapped for good. More time past before Simon gave up everything and hung his head lowly. The door stirred. Simon looked up, eyes widened. The Father?

“I won’t tell you more, bastard!” Simon growled.

Another person came in.

Simon squinted.

“Simon?” Steven whispered.

“Steven?”

“What’s going on?”

“The Father caught me. He’s torturing me.”

“He’s what?”

“He’s torturing me as the Peacekeepers did on the Deck. He was looking for my caravan.”

“Did you tell him?”

Simon nodded.

“I have to get you out of here. I’ll sneak you out. I just need to find some clothes.”

“How did you get in here?” Simon asked.

“I was doing work near here and heard the shouting and saw the Father go past me. He didn’t notice me.”

“There’s no guard?”

Steven shook his head. “There was two, but they went with the Father. They left your clothes outside, one second.”

Steven left and came back with Simon’s knife and the cultist clothes Simon had stolen. He threw them down and freed Simon from the ropes. Simon fell to the floor when the ropes released him, his muscles aching from the still position and torture. He let out a relieved groan. Steven picked him up from the cold metal floor and helped him put on the clothes. Once he was fully dressed, Steven gave Simon his knife.

“Oh my god, I am so sore,” Simon said.

“How long has he kept you in here?” Steven asked.

Simon shrugged. “I don’t know. Hours?”

“You’re right, aren’t you? They’re not here to help?”

“They’re not. They’re here for themselves.”

Steven grimaced. “We all had a feeling, but we wanted to be accepting of people from Earth, so they could teach us how to live here.”

“My caravan can, but I must get back and save them. What’s the way out?”

“Follow me.”

They left the room and went past the Storage Sector. Together, they followed the halls, occasionally walking on the ceiling or walls where the station leaned. They exited through the Residential Sector and came out to the camp.

Simon pulled up his hood to shadow his face. The camp was nearly empty of Twilight cultists, though dozens of the Arcadis’ crew were awake in the morning.

Steven quickly escorted Simon toward the camp’s edge.

“Steven?” Simon whispered.

“What?”

“Did you tell the new Leaders about me?”

“Yes, they’ll meet with you soon. We already have a set of clothing ready to be hidden. It will be hidden up the hill at that tree,” Steven said and pointed.

Simon looked up to a leaning pine tree far above them and nodded. They kept going to the edge of the camp until a trio of Twilight cultists saw them.

“Hey! You two!”

Three cultists shouted and pointed at Simon, “It’s the Outworlder! He’s escaped! Shoot them!”

Simon and Steven sprinted for the bushes. Simon crashed through the bushes and raced down the hill when a cry came from behind him. He glanced back and watched when Steven fell with a plasma burn through his chest.

“Steven!” Simon shouted.

“Kill the Outworlder!” shouted another cultist.

He had no time to help Steven. Simon ran through the bushes and ducked into deep foliage. He ran and ran until he turned up a hill. The shouts of the cultists became distant and disappeared entirely.

No one. No one was around Simon.
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5:16 PM, September 10, 2187

The Arcadis towered beyond the distant ridges and crests of the mountain range. Simon crawled up the rocks and between the bushes of the mountains for hours, body aching. The air became thinner and harder to breathe. Eventually, his body reached the edge of exhaustion, and he stopped underneath a tree atop a rocky crest.

Simon cried again. There was nothing left he could do. He had lost Aleksa’s amulet, along with his will. Simon felt too weak to return to the caravan, yet he wanted to go back to help. Instead, he collapsed against the rocky ground and laid there.

“Dammit! Dammit!” he cried.

He rolled over and felt his knife. Simon lifted his head slowly and grabbed the blade with his left hand before shifting his gaze to his forearm. The implant. His face flushed red with anger. The caravan would’ve been safe if he didn’t have the implant. He refused to be tortured with it one more time.

Simon sat up and rested the tip of his knife on his implant.

“Fucking thing,” he growled.

He pushed the blade’s tip into his skin and groaned in pain.

“Dammit, fuck!” he groaned.

Simon slowly pushed the knife in until he felt flesh give way to the implant. His body quivered while he tried to handle the pain. He drew the knife gradually up in his arm and split his skin, growling in pain when slicing his arm open. Blood covered his arm and poured onto the ground.

“Come on, come on,” Simon whispered.

Simon let out an agonized scream as he pulled the knife to the very end of where his implant sat in his arm. He stopped and panted heavily. The wound burned while blood flowed everywhere. Inside, Simon could see the black material of the implant put into his arm years ago when he was a toddler.

He had to cut more. Simon took the knife and carved up his forearm more. Sweat drenched him. Finally, he could dig his fingers into his forearm. He pushed them and groaned as he pinched and pulled on his implant. Pain shot up his arm and made him pull his fingers out.

“Fuck!” he cried.

With a deep inhale, Simon again dug his fingers in and pulled on the black implant. It came out slowly, though it felt like it was ripping his arm apart. As he got it out of his flesh, he noticed black wires attached to it. Each black wire extended deep into his arm like claws.

The pain didn’t stop him. Simon pulled the implant out until he could wrap his hands around it, each tug making him scream. Tears rolled down Simon’s cheeks, blood flowing down his fingers. He was so close, though it felt like he’d rip out his entire arm if he tore the implant out.

He lifted his knife and pushed the blade through the wires with a loud grunt. They all fell back into the wound, freeing the implant. Simon stared at it before he stumbled onto his feet and threw it down the mountain with an enraged yell. He fell to his knees. The identity he once had as Worker 4221 was gone. A sense of freedom took hold before the burning pain of the wound reminded Simon that he was bleeding out.

“Stay calm, stay calm,” he whispered.

Simon tore off his stolen tunic and wrapped it tightly around his arm. His arm immediately soaked through it. Simon shakily returned to the shadow of the tree he had stopped at and sat beneath it. He was even weaker now. Simon sat in the shade and tried to conjure the strength to get up. Instead, his eyes drooped until he slowly closed them.

* * *

He opened his eyes. Simon was no longer on the mountain but in a deep, lush forest. He stood and walked. Something felt different. Memories of being Simon disappeared and faded entirely as he looked down. He had hooves? Four?

Then he recollected he wasn’t a human but a cloven beast. The creature went through the woods, crushing brush and stepping over fallen trees until he came upon a small pond in the forest.

Any sense of humanity left as the cloven beast looked upon itself and realized that it was some sort of elk. He was a giant, a stern wall of muscle and power. His horns, a forest crown, reached high and mighty to the sky. With a big huff, the elk stomped the ground and walked off.

The Horned King remembered everything. This was the forest where he was born. He had lived here all his life and been the guardian of many herds. As of now, he had no flock. The king had no people, yet he searched. He remembered his last herd dying to sickness and wolves, the dark creatures of the inner woods that haunted him.

As autumn slowly passed, the primeval forest around the Horned King was entering slumber. The deciduous trees had a range of yellow, orange, red, and purple colors. Leaves and pine needles crunched beneath the elk’s hooves. The air was chilly. A mild breeze combed through the sleepy forest, causing the trees above to rustle gently.

The Horned King carefully looked between stout, tall trunks and peered at thick foliage. He never knew what danger could be out here. Even so, the stag gracefully wandered. Now and then, he’d graze or eat up one of the last berries or mushrooms of the season before winter. He needed to get plenty fat for winter. Every bite counted.

The forest cleared as the ground rose into a hill. The Horned King went to the crest. Beyond were miles of forest interrupted by titanic peaks rising into a tremendous mountain range spanning far beyond what the elk could even imagine.

Even animals could understand beauty. The Horned King gazed longingly at the snowy peaks and the fiery leaves of aspen forests that seemed like bruises on the giant bodies of mountains. Slowly, the elk tipped his tremendous head and crown back, letting out a call. The call pierced the forest for miles with a high-pitched echo.

No response. The stag huffed. Mating season was coming, yet he had no herd to rule over. A sense of nervousness pestered him. What if there were other males to fight this year? He had never lost, yet he bore battle scars on his chest and head. The Horned King didn’t plan to lose anyway. Besting any stag wasn’t a challenge.

The elk froze when dozens of howls echoed across the forest, seemingly responding to him. Wolves. He pricked up his ears, a going down his spine. The demons of the woods were awake. The stag went down into the trees again with a bit more haste.

No more howls. The elk continued for a while before feeling comfortable. He raised his head and let his voice pierce the forest before waiting. Another elk’s cry responded. The stag pricked his ears up and cried again, the same voice replying.

A herd? He went toward the response with an eager stride. The stag came across a creek and crossed it, stopping when he heard a rustle. He looked toward the sound and waited. Nothing. Nothing came out of the brush, and nothing disturbed the water.

He continued through the forest until it opened into a large plain surrounded by forest. A whole herd of elk! There were only a few other stags and dozens of females. He walked out from the woods with a prideful stride toward the others, some of the females greeting him. The males stared.

The herd wandered along the small plain. The Horned King looked around at his new adversaries and his new herd. Something felt wrong. He strode to the edge of the flock, his gaze going over the grass.

Wolves launched out of the grass. Their black, demonic shapes growled and barked, sending the herd into a chaotic panic. Two went for the magnificent stag. They quickly retreated as the stag reared up and swung his horned crown at them, nearly goring one. More wolves came out of the forest.

This was no battle for him. He turned and ran off with the rest of the herd while they ran across the plain with thundering hooves and wolves barking on their tails. The wolves ran between them to split them up, targeting the females and weaker elk. The herd went toward the tree line. They split and went into the trees, three wolves coming out of the line and separating some of the drove.

Five wolves blocked the Horned King’s escape into the woods. He reared and swung his horns as they nipped at him. The stag let out a pained bellow when one of the wolves bit his hindquarters. Over a dozen wolves surrounded him while he kicked and swung his horns around. There was no escape.

His great heart thundered wildly. He kicked and swung. Each time he revealed a vulnerable area, the wolves bit him. They stayed out of the circle of danger where he swung his horns, wearing him down gradually with bites. His body became covered in blood and bites.

His breath became heavy as he tired. Slowly, he lowered his head, allowing a wolf to go for his neck. His massive body fell with a loud thud as the wolves piled on top of him and ate him alive. A wolf bit into his neck and started eating. The world grew dim until it finally faded. A hawk’s cry sounded in his ear as the world disappeared.

* * *

Simon woke up with a panicked scream, grabbing his chest.

“Get off! Get off!” he shouted.

There were no wolves, no forest, nothing. There was just the mountain around him and the clouds above. The horror of being eaten alive tormented him. Simon gripped his skin and neck, memories of the elk’s life coming to him. The stag’s life was like Khoni’s, yet he had more hardships. Simon couldn’t figure out the Horned King’s name, yet he felt a sense of peace. It was as if he was ready for something.

A hawk’s cry came again. Khoni. Simon stood and looked down the mountain to see Twilight cultists scaling it. Time to leave.
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8:19 PM, September 10, 2187

Simon flew down the mountain while night rolled in. The shapes of the Twilight cultists and their lights crept through the brush, yet none caught Simon. They crawled upward while Simon descended. It wasn’t long before he was down the mountain and in the ruins beyond.

He had to get back. His arm still bled, though the tunic around it kept him from bleeding out entirely. Simon pinched above the wound in hopes of stemming the blood. He ran over the wasteland of debris. How far had the Father gotten? Was the caravan still alive? Were they battling now? Would the caravanners survive?

His heart thundered, and his lungs burned. He pushed on until distant lights caught his eye. The lights were fires. The caravan. Some wagons were on fire, and flames crawled over the ground. Plasma lit up the night while gunshots echoed across the mountainous expanses.

The battle still raged. Twilight cultists crawled the hills surrounding the caravan, firing down upon the scared people. There were only a few defenders to fend off dozens of attackers that swarmed in the darkness.

Simon hid near the Twilight line of soldiers firing from afar. He searched for the Father, unable to see him in the chaos as the two sides exchanged fire. The caravan had huddled most of the beasts inside a ring of wagons, though Lump was nowhere to be seen. Among the defenders was Anna, and a cowering Ignis sat behind her.

The Father shouted, “Rush them!”

Simon snuck toward him, knife ready. Like a predator, Simon came out of the dark and launched upon the first cultist he saw. He plunged the knife multiple times into the woman’s neck and side. She was dead in moments.

The knife plunged into cultist after cultist. Simon made his way up a hill toward the Father, who sat and watched while his army of cultists surged toward the caravan. Anna shot a few cultists down, though there were too many for her. Simon glanced up at the Father, then down at Anna.

Anna couldn’t kill them all. Simon ran down from the hill and toward the caravan. He sliced up the first cultist he saw, then the next, then next, wildly slaughtering like a crazed mass murderer. There were no thoughts left in his blood-drained mind while he made his way to Anna. She cried out as a pair of cultists attacked her with spears and knives.

Simon ran between burning wagons and plunged his knife into the neck of the first cultist. As the cultist fell, Anna impaled the man attacking her with his own spear and threw him to the ground.

“Spaceman!” she cried.

“Simon?” Ignis asked.

“Rose, where is my gun?” Simon asked.

She pointed to the wagon they had spent the journey sleeping in.

Simon ran toward it. “Cover me!”

Anna rose with her crossbow, firing at approaching cultists while Simon ran into the tent. His rifle, Aleksa, awaited along with the ammo he still had from the gunsmith. He grabbed it and returned to the fight.

Like a drunken gunslinger, Simon emerged half-naked with a belt of bullets around his torso, holding a gleaming rifle. Blood covered him. Simon gunned down cultist after cultist. The defenders watched him with horror and shock while he mercilessly ended cultists.

The caravanners rose from their cover behind the wagons and joined Simon in repelling the advancing cultists. Anna followed him while they pushed out from the wagons and up the hill.

Simon set his gaze on the Father as the caravanners rushed up the hill, pausing at every rock and tree. Simon did not stop. He went straight for the Father, clawing and sprinting upward with the gun.

The Father shouted, “Kill him! Kill the Outworlder!”

The cultists around him were too stunned to react, allowing Simon to aim his gun and pull the trigger. It clicked, empty.

“Fuck!” Simon growled.

He drew his knife and threw it. The blade flew through the air and cut the Father’s cheek before nailing itself to a tree. The man stumbled and gasped. Even prophets bled. A group of cultists swarmed the stunned man and kept the caravanners at bay while they escorted him away.

“Retreat! Retreat!” came a cry among the Twilight ranks.

The horde fled over the hills. A few more cultists were shot down before the exhausted caravanners gave up any pursuit. They had defended themselves, though the battle was costly.

Anna approached Simon when the caravanners returned to their burning wagons, “Simon? What happened?”

Simon fell to his knees, exhausted. “I had to find out if my people were still alive. I went to the Arcadis in the night and snuck in. My people are still alive.”

“They are?” Anna asked.

Simon nodded. “They might help us kill the Father.”

“What happened?”

“I snuck in and talked to someone named Steven, who told the new Leaders of the Arcadis about me and what’s going on. The Father caught me, though. Tortured me for hours to find out where the caravan was. I couldn’t hold it in. He used my implant like they did on the ship. Once he found out, he came here.”

“How the hell did you escape?”

“Steven helped me. They shot him when I got out of camp. I just ran, and ultimately, I cut out my implant and fell asleep. I was probably exhausted, but I had another dream, I was an elk. I don’t know why. I just feel ready for something after that, like some sort of fear has left. After that, I came back, and then all this happened.”

Anna knelt beside Simon and gently removed the tunic from his bloody arm. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Simon.”

“Is it bad?”

“It’s terrible, you crazy fool. Come on, let’s get some of Ignis’s help.”
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11:02 AM, September 11, 2187

Crying and somber prayers echoed while people buried their dead. The Twilight cultists were burned. The battle broke many families and left many without their Scab Boars or wagons. The bodies of the boars were butchered, though without them many of the wagons were stuck with nothing to pull them.

While the burials carried on, a few people from each family assembled in the center of the caravan. Victoria stood in the middle. Simon, Anna, and Ignis sat among the folk gathered around. Silence loomed until everyone arrived.

Victoria spoke to the crowd. “Morning y’all. I rounded y’all up to discuss whether or not we should leave this here place and move on.”

“I say we pack up and head over the Divide! Ain’t no use dying here while the Twilight got them fancy space weapons!” shouted another.

“Agreed! I ain’t losing more for no dream of getting technology. I have my technology: iron and gunpowder,” shouted another man.

Simon sighed angrily.

“And y’all think them Twilight folk won’t chase us! They know we’re here. Why wouldn’t they chase us to finish the damn job?” said a woman.

Victoria raised her hands. “Quiet! Quiet! This ain’t no time to bicker. We got a few choices. We can pack up and go East, we can pack up and go over the Divide, or we can stay here and try to fight the Twilight.”

“Why should we stay? To die?” another woman asked.

Victoria pointed to Simon. “Tell ’em, Outworlder.”

People stared at Simon, faces red from anger and tears.

“The Arcadis people know I’m here. They trust me. I was a martyr to them, and now that they know I’m alive, they’ll listen to me. If we turn them to our side, then they can help us. Maybe we attack the Arcadis, and the Arcadis people turn on the Twilight in the battle. The Father and his army wouldn’t know what hit them.”

“Lunacy!” another man shouted.

“Shut up! You don’t know your ass from your elbow. The Outworlder might be onto something,” snapped a man across the circle.

A woman asked, “How do you reckon you can even talk to them fancy space folk anyway?”

“Well, that’s easy. They have an outfit ready for me. A quick shave and that outfit, and I’ll fit right in. They wouldn’t be able to tell me apart from the rest. I just can’t come face to face with the Father again.”

“What about your forearm?” another man asked.

Simon looked at his forearm wrapped in bloody bandages. “It’ll be fine. I can hide it. I just need to talk to them. Plan something, then we can move forward.”

Victoria stood. “What do y’all think of that? If we succeed, we get the technology and the help of the Arcadis folk.”

A murmur came from the conflicted crowd before a roaring mix of voices rose. Some people wanted to leave, and others wanted to stay.

Victoria shouted, “Quiet! Quiet! We will decide this in a while. I will talk with the Outworlder, and y’all think about it.”

Everyone murmured again. The circle disassembled as people scattered around the caravan camp.

Victoria went to Simon, Anna, and Ignis and crossed her arms. “Look, I trust y’all. Could y’all really make the Arcadis folk turn on the Father?”

Simon shrugged. “They already don’t trust the Father and his men. They’re probably marching back into a camp full of many angry Arcadis crew members now that the Twilight killed one of them. They shot the guy that helped me escape. So, they might trust me. The last time they trusted me, we had a revolution.”

“Revolution?” Victoria asked.

“Long story for another campfire,” Anna said.

“I just need to get into the camp and talk to the new Leaders,” Simon said.

“How are you gonna sneak back? They might double up guards or something,” Victoria asked.

“I don’t know. It was really easy to sneak in before, but now they might be afraid of us,” Simon said.

Ignis popped up. “I’ll help with your disguise. I could also make a distraction.”

“That right?” Anna asked.

Ignis nodded. “Yeah. If we can get some supplies, I can make some little firecrackers to distract the guards.”

“What’s a firecracker?” Simon asked.

“Little explosive things, kinda like bombs. They just make little pops, and they’re loud,” Ignis explained.

“Sounds fine and dandy to me. Bring me, so your ass don’t get shot,” Anna said.

Victoria nodded. “All right, sounds like y’all have a plan. I’ll talk more with the caravan. Not like we’ll be leaving any time soon.”

“Yeah, I think I can sneak into the Arcadis tonight. I know where they have clothes for me,” Simon said.

The trio went to the remains of their wagon and looked it over.

“Well, I’m gonna miss this wagon,” Simon said.

“Uncomfortable as any wagon,” Anna said.

“How are you supposed to look like someone from the Arcadis?” Ignis asked.

“Short hair and no facial hair. All the men have to shave and have short hair,” Simon said.

Anna’s brow wrinkled. “Heck, what about the women?”

“Short hair, too, usually down to the neck or in a ponytail. Most have ponytails,” Simon said.

“Boring as hell. I like my wild mane,” Anna said.

“I didn’t say you needed a haircut,” Simon said.

“No, you didn’t. Here, Ignis,” Anna said.

She gave Ignis a small knife from her pocket.

“Oh, thank you. Sit down, Simon,” Ignis said.

Simon sat on a crate. Ignis began to cut off the scruffy, dirty hair that covered Simon’s head. Anna walked away before returning with a bowl of water and a rag. She scrubbed Simon’s face.

“Gah!” Simon let out.

“Sit still, Spaceman. You’re dirtier than the ground,” she said.

Simon opened his mouth only for Anna to wipe his tongue with the dirty part of the rag. He coughed and spat while the pair laughed.

“Guys! Guys! Take it easy, first the haircut, then a bath,” Simon grumbled.

“No, I think I like it this way,” Anna said.

They continued cutting his hair and washing his head until the ragged, dirty wastelander Simon had become was washed away. Once again, he looked similar to when he landed on Earth, but with a few more scars.

Anna stepped back and looked him over. “I think you’re ready, Spaceman.”
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10:47 PM, September 11, 2187

Night. The trio moved over the post-nuclear ruins of the ancient city. They rarely paused for a break. The concrete wasteland was unsettling. There were few living things among the rubble, meaning that any sound became deeply disturbing. Simon kept his eyes peeled.

“How far is the Arcadis?” Ignis whispered.

“Far, just keep going,” Simon replied.

Their shoes crunched on the concrete while they knocked over rocks and debris. The sky was clear. In the distance, the half-moon illuminated the impressive body of the Arcadis. Getting closer, Simon could see the lights of Twilight patrols carrying torches and flashlights.

Soon, they were near the mountain’s base, which acted as the Arcadis’ ultimate resting place. They gathered behind some bushes and hid.

“Ignis, you have the distraction?” Simon asked.

Ignis pulled a small can full of gunpowder. “Right here. Isn’t a firecracker, but it should be loud.”

“All right, I’ll sneak up the hill to the tree. You guys pop this off in a few minutes and run, all right?”

Ignis and Anna nodded.

“Good luck, Spaceman. Don’t get caught again,” Anna said.

“I’ll try my best. Once the device goes, just get back to the caravan.”

Anna nodded.

Simon stayed close to the bushes and trees while ascending. Passing his old clothes, Simon started going right, away from the Arcadis and toward the tree that hopefully held his disguise. He went over the crest. The camp was in chaos. Twilight cultists ran everywhere, taking care of their battle injuries and moving supplies.

The Father’s angry voice echoed over the camp. “I was precise about my words! Do not harm the Dwellers. How hard is that? Harm, don’t harm, harm, don’t harm. I don’t recall stuttering. And how could you let the Outworlder escape?”

Simon let out a quiet snicker before he crawled higher up the mountain and came to the designated tree. The old pine tree was somewhat short and curved slightly. Out of sight and out of light, Simon went toward its base.

“Where are you?” he whispered.

He looked around the tree roots before seeing a small pile of rocks. A swift kick revealed a jumpsuit from the Arcadis. He tossed the Twilight clothes and put on the suit. It was a slightly loose fit, though not terribly noticeable.

“Perfect. Come on, guys,” he whispered.

Simon crouched by the tree and watched the camp. An explosive bang echoed across the mountain, causing the bustling encampment to come to a halt. Yelling and orders erupted among the tents while a horde of armed cultists rose to respond to the sound. Simon chuckled. The entire army was so on edge that it took little to cause a stir. While the riled horde went down the hill, Simon ran to the tents and snuck among them.

Cultists ran past him without batting an eye while Simon went to the Arcadis and entered its dimly lit halls. The leaning station posed a challenge. Following the halls, he walked on the floor, the walls, and even the ceiling while he navigated the maze. Some parts of the station were inaccessible on foot, though the ship’s residents had made ladders to get to those parts.

Simon ran into a woman. “Hey, hey,” he said.

The woman turned and gasped. “Simon?”

“I need to speak to the Leaders.”

The woman stood there stunned before she stuttered out anything, “A-All right. I can go get them.”

“Good. Tell them to meet me in the residential sector, room 427,” Simon said.

The woman nodded and left quickly. Meanwhile, Simon wandered into the remains of the Residential Sector. Like Steven had said, the luxurious side of the sector where the old Leaders used to live was destroyed. The rest of the Residential Sector was still intact. He went from room to room while he wandered around. Finally, he reached his old room.

Simon stood in silence. It was the same square room with a window now looking out at a small mountain area. How large the room had once felt. Now it felt tiny. There was a cramped bed built into one wall, while a cabinet built into another wall stood across from it.

He paced around the room until a small vent drew his attention. Was it still there? Simon knelt by the vent, unscrewed it, and snuck his hand inside. Nothing. He reached in further and felt his stomach drop when he caressed a book. He clawed and pulled it out as if someone would steal it from him.

It was still here. The book was black with the title “The Omnipotent Eye and Individuality by Carl Kavanaugh,” written in gold letters. He flipped through the pages. Going through chapter after chapter, Simon refreshed himself with the book’s discussion of the inclusion of the internet in old-world life. The pages discussing government surveillance and curtailing individual rights once seemed so important. Tyranny. His life under oppression here on the Arcadis was over, though now it had appeared again through the Father.

He flipped through the pages before the door opened, and a trio of people entered.

“So, the rumors are true,” the woman said.

“The martyr of the revolution is truly alive,” one man said.

“It’s good to see that there are no longer tyrants leading the Arcadis. Who are you guys?” Simon asked.

“My name is Liam.”

“Andrew.”

“Marissa.”

“A pleasure. Sit down, stand, whatever you want. We have a lot to discuss,” Simon said.

The two men sat on the floor while the woman sat in Simon’s old bed.

Simon placed the book beside him and leaned against the wall. “I’m not gonna waste any time. The Twilight cultists outside the ship are not here to help any of us.”

Liam leaned forward. “We heard rumors of that. None of us trusted the Father and his cult when he arrived, but we needed help to survive. Now that they’ve killed one of our own, that has changed.”

Marissa shook her head. “It was a sad loss. You were there, Simon. What happened?”

“The Father captured me right outside the Arcadis. He took me inside and tortured me using my implant.”

The trio looked at Simon’s arm wrapped in bandages.

Andrew raised a brow. “Your implant… It’s gone?”

Simon nodded and continued, “I told the Father where my caravan was. I couldn’t take the torture. Once I confessed, he left, and Steven eventually came in and rescued me. We were both sneaking out of camp when the cultists outside noticed and simply started shooting. I made it out, but Steven didn’t. They shot him in the back.”

“If they shot Steven for leaving, that means we’re prisoners,” Liam whispered.

Marissa tilted her head. “Who are these Twilight cultists?”

“They’re from the East. The Father’s name is Joshua Crawford. He’s someone who lived in a nation called Patria that was the enemy of the nation the caravan is from, New Uruk. Patria is gone, yet Joshua is bent on destroying New Uruk.”

Andrew shook his head. “Why? Revenge?”

Simon shrugged. “Control, but he also sees that the mistakes that made the old-world collapse are repeated in New Uruk. He’s wrong. They’ve learned from the past, but they’re still growing.”

“What does the Twilight want from us?” Liam asked.

“I don’t know entirely. All I know is that they want our technology to build a new nation to destroy New Uruk and conquer the rest of the continent. Joshua wants to build some society based on his religion.”

“That’s insane,” Andrew said.

“It’s worse than we thought,” Marissa told the other two.

Simon nodded. “They have our weapons, but most don’t know how to use them well. Hell, even we don’t know how to use half of our technology, but still.”

“What is your plan?” Liam asked.

“We’re not entirely sure yet. First, we need to set up a way to communicate,” Simon said.

“We can have meetings or send messages back and forth with people,” Andrew said.

Simon shrugged. “It’s hard for me to sneak in and out of camp, and the caravan has nothing you can send messages to. Did anything survive that we can use for communication?”

Marissa shook her head. “The Arcadis didn’t have a lot of communication devices. Many of them were moved to the Leaders area of the Residential Sector, so they’re gone.”

Simon sighed. “Of course. What else could there be?”

Andrew pursed his lips. “They sometimes send scavengers out with us to look for things and hunt. How often would we need to meet?”

“Once or twice at a minimum,” Simon told them.

Marissa tilted her head. “It could be easily done. If you sneak onto the edge of the camp, you can see when they send out hunting parties. You just have to talk to whoever is sent out.”

“That could work,” Simon said.

Liam furrowed his brow. “What’s the plan to get rid of the Twilight cult?”

“Well, we thought of having the remainder of the caravan confront them head-on. Then, we’ll distract them. You guys act like you’ll help the Twilight and then shoot them all in the back.”

Marissa raised a brow. “That’s it?”

Simon nodded. “I’m no battle expert. We’ll all lose some people since the Twilight Cult outnumbers both of our groups, but if you start shooting them in the back, they’ll fold.”

“It’s as good a plan as any,” Andrew said.

Simon nodded. “All we’ll do is draw them down the mountain to confront us, and then you’ll join them. Sounds good?”

They all nodded.

“We’ll talk further about it. If we succeed, what then?” Marissa asked.

Simon shrugged. “I don’t know. The people in my caravan are settlers from the East who want to start a new life here. Maybe they can help the Arcadis?”

Liam said, “A conversation for once we’re rid of the Father.”

“Yes. I have to know, why did everyone select new Leaders instead of doing something else?” Simon asked.

Liam shrugged. “Comfort. We didn’t know anything else beyond having Leaders, so we all voted, and we three came out to be the new Leaders. Many are nervous about it, but we have all learned from the tyranny that we lived under.”

“Never again,” Marissa said.

“Agreed,” Andrew said.

“I see… All right, we will be in touch. I’ll talk to my people and see when the battle shall happen,” Simon said.

“Sounds good. Do you need help sneaking out?” Marissa asked.

Simon shook his head. “No, I just need someone to distract the Father.”

“I can do that,” Andrew said.

“You sure?” Liam asked.

Andrew nodded. “Yes, I already have something I need to talk to him about. Come on, Simon.”

Simon and Andrew walked side by side.

“It’s just like old times, huh?” Andrew asked.

“What?” Simon asked.

“You know, sneaking around the Arcadis, trying not to get caught and that sort.”

“Oh yeah. I miss those days with the Defiants, so much I would’ve done differently.”

Andrew nodded. “We all would’ve done something different. If it wasn’t for you killing most of the Peacekeepers, we wouldn’t have been able to overthrow the Leaders.”

“I just wish we knew they had guns.”

“We all do. At least it’s over. Let’s just make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

They went out of the Arcadis and down into the camp. The dark encampment had settled as some of the Twilight went to sleep. Dozens of patrols surrounded them, though Simon didn’t worry about them.

Andrews stopped. “Be safe, Simon. Hopefully, we will meet again when we’re free from the Father.”

“Hopefully. Spread the word, and don’t let the Twilight know.”

“Understood. Now go before anyone notices you,” Andrew said.

They shook hands. Simon walked through the camp avoiding the Twilight cultists, while Andrew went to where the Father resided. Simon hastily went to the edge of the camp and disappeared into the bushes when no one was looking. He crawled up to the pine tree, then walked down.

Descending the cliff side, he finally came upon the site where he assassinated two Twilight cultists. He froze when a patrol passed him. Once they were further down the hill, Simon found the bushes where his clothes were hidden.

Quickly checking for patrols, Simon put on his clothes and folded up the Arcadis jumpsuit. Like a goat, he went down the mountain to its root and returned to the caravan. Once he reached the base of the hill, he was free.
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11:56 AM, September 16, 2187

Simon sank into the pine needles and dried foliage. Ahead stood the Arcadis. Like always, it was busy with cultists and Arcadis’ occupants as the afternoon came. Anna laid beside him while they observed the camp from a distant bush.

“What are we looking for?” Anna whispered.

“A hunting party or search party, something. We just need a few Twilight cultists and an Arcadis member to go out,” Simon replied.

Anna squinted. “Then what? Follow them?”

“Follow them, kill the Twilight, then pass a message to the Arcadis member.”

“This is stupid. Why can’t you sneak in again?”

“Because it’s hard, and I don’t wanna get caught again. Who knows what they’ll do with me then?”

“I guess we’ll sit here then.”

Most of the day, people sat around the camp and waited. Patrols broke up the boredom. Time again, cultists went around the encampment and along the mountain. They walked around calmly, as if they’d never get attacked.

Simon pointed down to a distant patrol. “You see them?” he whispered.

Anna squinted down the hill. “The patrol?”

“Yeah, look at how they’re moving. They’re bored and unfocused. Just look, they’re messing around half the time.”

The patrol walked and kicked around rocks. They were joking and laughing.

“What about it?” Anna asked.

“If the whole caravan snuck up here, we’d take them by surprise. None of the Twilight believe that we can attack back.”

Anna squinted at the patrols below. “You might just be right, Spaceman.”

“They’re arrogant. They did a number on us, but they weren’t ready to attack us at all, and now their numbers are way lower. Still a lot, but between the Arcadis and us? We should win.”

“Well, what good can a bunch of fools in robes do against caravan folk anyway?” Anna chuckled.

“Hey, don’t knock the robes till you try them. They’re very comfy.”

“Bah, I ain’t ‘fraid of no uncomfiness. You can look ridiculous if you want.”

“You happen to be tough as a nail, so….”

Anna smirked. “Why, thank you. One of my most ladylike traits, if I do say so myself.”

“Oh, absolutely, you’re so ladylike.”

Anna chuckled. “Think I might do my makeup and wear fancy clothes as them pretty New Uruk bells do.”

“The rich women?”

“Yep. Them fancy wives of water barons, caravan lords, and herd kings.”

“I’ve seen them. Bright-colored clothes and stuff.”

“That’s right. Ain’t none of them would be as soft as they are if it wasn’t for peacetime. No one was like that during the wars I fought in. Now we got all these softies.”

“Well, no war is better, right?”

“Yeah, don’t get me wrong. All these prim and proper folk just rub me the wrong way.”

“I don’t blame you. It’s like the Leaders from the Arcadis before they died. All fancy and better than the rest of us.”

“See? Frustrating.”

Simon nodded.

A long while passed before the camp stirred at all. Simon’s head perked up when the Father and the Leaders walked among the encampment talking. He watched, yearning to hear just one word of their conversation. How did the Leaders talk with the Father? What did they talk about? Were they truly on Simon’s side? Only time could tell.

A group of three gathered in the camp. Two were cultists, while one was an Arcadis member. Each was armed.

Simon tapped Anna and pointed. “Hey, we might have a group going out,” Simon whispered.

Anna perked up. “Where?”

“Those three near that tent in the middle with the crates.”

“I see them.”

“Let’s see if they leave camp.”

The group of three moved around the camp. Eventually, they went to the Father, spoke to him for a few minutes, then descended from the camp down to the hills below.

“They’re going, they’re going,” Simon said.

Simon crawled toward the hill’s edge and descended. Anna followed. They passed through bushes and hid behind trees, distantly trailing the trio when they went through the mountain. No matter how far away they got, Simon always spotted them or their trail in the soil. Soon, the Arcadis became distant as they went further into the mountains, away from the ruins of the city below.

“This must be a hunting group,” Anna whispered.

“They’re a dead group,” Simon replied.

Anna nodded. “You decide when to strike, Spaceman.”

“Not yet. We need to get farther away, so the rest don’t hear us. You take one. I take the other.”

They followed the trio for another long while until they descended into a small forest between the mountain slopes. They went into the darkness of the trees, the air growing colder. Soon, only brush and tree trunks surrounded them. Simon tapped Anna’s shoulder and pointed to a cultist.

Anna nodded and moved away from Simon. The pair made a large U and flanked around toward the cultists.

Anna shot first. The crossbow bolt flew across the air with a whistle and nailed the first man through the throat. He fell, gargling blood and spasming. The other two gasped.

The other cultist stuttered, “Where di–”

Simon exhaled and shot his rifle. The man fell dead, brains and blood spraying everywhere. The last man, the Arcadis member, shielded his face from the blood as his eyes filled with horror. Simon and Anna came out from the bushes.

“W–wait! Stay back!” shouted the Arcadis member as he raised his gun.

Simon raised a palm. “Whoa, whoa, calm down. We’re with the caravan. We have a message for the Leaders.”

“I’d put that gun down if you ain’t a fool.” Anna raised her crossbow.

Simon put his hand on her crossbow and lowered it.

The man looked between them and put the gun down. “Sorry, I didn’t know. You’re Simon?”

“Yep, this is Anna,” Simon said.

“I’m Haden. What’s the message?”

“We’re planning to attack in a week from now. Tell them we’re doing the same attack plan and to be ready in the evening.”

“Anything else?” Haden asked.

Anna stepped forward. “Once the sun begins to rise and we attack, join the defenders for a few minutes before turning. That way, the Twilights will be truly surprised. The more chaos, the better.”

Haden nodded. “All right, I understand. What do I say happened here?”

Simon pursed his lips. “You got attacked by the caravan. You killed the attackers and got away.”

“Well, we gotta make it look realistic… like he put up a fight,” Anna said.

The two men looked at her.

She glanced between them. “What? You think they’re gonna believe him with a little bit of blood on his forehead? Gotta look like he fought for it.”

“How?” Simon asked.

“Yeah?” Haden added.

“Simple. Beat the shit out of him,” Anna said with a smile.

“Wait, no,” Haden began.

Simon shrugged. “I mean, you’re right. They might suspect you killed the two cultists if you come back clean.”

Haden’s gaze darted back and forth as he stepped back. “You aren’t serious, are you?”

Anna stepped forward. “I am. Up to you. If you wanna get away with it, then you gotta take some pain.”

“Simon, come on,” Haden said.

Simon shrugged.

Haden sighed and stepped forward. “Fine, fine, can’t be worse than crashing to Earth.”

“I’ll take this one, Spaceman.” Anna approached and put a hand on Haden’s shoulder, “You ready?”

Haden deeply inhaled and exhaled. “Yep.”

Anna kneed him in the stomach before cutting across his face with a fist. He fell with a pained groan. She kicked him in the jaw and grabbed him.

“Anna!” Simon began.

She ignored him while she dragged the man around through brush, pine needles, and dirt before hitting him a few more times. Once he was dirty, bloody, and bruised, she stopped.

“There! You look prettier now,” she said.

Simon came to Haden’s side and helped him to his feet. “You didn’t have to go that hard.”

“Fuck.” Haden groaned.

Anna shrugged. “I did. You ain’t ever seen someone survive an attack like the one we’re bluffing about. I coulda done worse. It’ll heal up.”

“You okay?” Simon asked Haden.

“Fine. It’s fine. Are we done?” Haden asked.

“Yeah. You remember the message?” Simon asked.

Haden nodded.

“All right, head back. We’ll see you in a few days,” Simon said.

Haden gave another half-hearted nod and began to limp back with a hand on his side. Eventually, he disappeared into the forest and the mountains beyond.

Simon turned and punched Anna in the shoulder.

“Ow!”

“Dick,” Simon said.
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1:37 PM, September 22, 2187

The caravan camp pulsed with life and energy. People moved among the wagons, transporting weapons, counting ammo, and preparing. A nervous feeling hovered over the encampment. Some people chose to stay behind for the children, others desired blood, and some were possessed with fear. Simon went to the camp with Ignis, helping as many as possible.

“Outworlder! Can you help us?” a woman called.

“Coming!” Simon said.

Ignis and Simon went over and lifted a food box into a wagon.

“Thank you,” the woman said.

“No problem,” Simon replied

The pair walked away to the center of the camp.

Ignis shook his head. “There’s so much fear.”

Simon nodded. “Yeah, they’re all nervous. I think the only one who isn’t scared is Anna.”

“Are you scared?” Ignis asked.

Simon shook his head. “No, I haven’t been scared of anything since that one dream. I feel a tingling, though, like a kind of excitement. Maybe I’m nervous about death?”

“The dream about war?” Ignis asked.

“Yeah.”

“Are you gonna have another dream?”

“I might. I have been thinking about it since I cut out my implant. It’s like the last time I dreamed I didn’t learn anything. More like I got prepared for something.”

Ignis raised a brow. “Maybe you’re prepared for another dream then? Do you want to do a ritual?”

“No, I think I’ll handle the next dream myself. Are you nervous about the battle?”

Ignis chuckled. “Of course, I’m terrified. I’ve never been to a real battle. Mother bless us. Hopefully, we come out all right.”

“And if we don’t?”

Ignis bowed his head. “Then may the Mother take us gracefully into her arms. It’ll be fine either way.”

“I can get behind that. Do you even have a weapon?”

“Anna gave me a rifle to use.”

“You know how to use it?”

“Well enough. By the way, why do you sometimes call her Rose?”

“Oh, it’s an old name for her.”

“Tell me about it. Anna doesn’t ever talk about it, and you rarely use it,” Ignis persisted.

Simon went over to a wagon and leaned against it. “All right, fine, I’ll tell you.”

Ignis grabbed a box and sat in front of him.

“Anna’s full name is Anna Rose West. Rose is her middle name. Her adoptive father, London, used to call her Rose when she was a kid. London died early in her life, and she stopped using Rose sometime afterward. Only a few people called her Rose after that.”

Ignis tilted his head. “What happened to London?”

“I don’t really know. All I know is that London died in the first war between New Uruk and Patria. She doesn’t like to talk about it.”

“I see. I guess Anna lets you call her Rose because she trusts you?”

Simon pursed his lips. “I guess. I don’t really know. Maybe it makes her happy. Maybe it stops her from forgetting. I wouldn’t use it if I were you.”

Anna marched over.

“Oh, here she comes. Look natural,” Simon said.

She scowled. “What are y’all two doing?”

Simon shook his head. “Nothing, really. Helped a few people, but now we’re discussing tomorrow’s battle.”

Anna sighed. “We’ll see how my old joints do tomorrow. Been a long while since I’ve been in an attack like this. Just like old times.”

“Hopefully, one of the last times,” Simon said.

“Doubt it. Sometimes you need to a lil’ fighting. How do y’all two feel about tomorrow?”

“Scared,” Ignis said.

“Impatient,” Simon said.

Anna smiled. “Look at you, Spaceman. Don’t you worry, Ignis. Simon here will protect you.”

Ignis chuckled. “Hopefully.”

Simon winked at him. “I got you.”

Anna pointed at them. “Now, y’all make sure y’all’s guns are clean and loaded. Don’t forget ammo, and make sure you eat good tonight.”

“Understood. How’s the rest of the caravan?” Ignis asked.

Anna looked back. “In my opinion? As fine as people who ain’t soldiers can be. They’ll be fine. If them space folk know what they’re doing, then the Father’s army will get folded.”

A hawk’s cry echoed over them. Simon looked up, while the other two didn’t react at all. A bird flew high over them. It circled the caravan once or twice before flying toward the mountains.

“You’re right. Just gotta believe,” Ignis said.

“Uh, hey, I’ll be back,” Simon said.

“Where you going, Spaceman?”

“I have to go investigate something. I’ll be back.”

“Better not run too far off again. Be safe, fool,” Anna said.

Simon went into one of the wagons and grabbed the last of the Jane’s Flower leftover from the village. He ran out of the tent and in the direction the bird went. Lump came out from the herd of Scab Boars grazing in the distance and approached Simon.

Simon rubbed his nose. “Don’t worry, buddy, I’ll be back.”

The beast grumbled, nudged Simon, then allowed him to go on his way to follow Khoni. He crawled up the mountains, searching for the bird.

As he got to a peak, the hawk cried again. The flapping of wings brought Simon’s gaze to a branch where Khoni perched in a tree.

“Hey, Khoni, where are we going?” he whispered.

The hawk cried again and took off down the mountain, gradually gliding. Simon followed, going through trees and bushes. Eventually, he found himself in a valley. Khoni led him through the trees until the foliage opened into a quarry. Simon paused and took in the damage.

It was a deep scar in the land. Gigantic cube-like chunks had been carved out of the mountain, some going down for half a mile before stopping. Rusted old-world machines decayed in the quarry. They were skeletons, horrors from a polluted past. Part of it was overgrown.

Slowly, Simon ventured into the depths of the quarry and into the mountain. In some areas, he had to climb. In others, he descended ancient, rusted steps while he followed Khoni. The deeper Simon went, the less light there was.

At the bottom of the quarry was a small lake surrounded by layers and layers of looming walls. Despite the reddish rocks surrounding it, the lake itself was black. It was an abyss. The darkness absorbed Simon’s reflection and only slightly shimmered from the fragments of light that reached it. Khoni approached the edge and disappeared into the Stygian water.

He pulled out the last of the Jane’s Flower and his tesla lighter. The lighter weakly came to life with quiet crackles. Simon lit the flowers from both ends, smoke filling the air. Deeply inhaling the smoke, he set the lighter down and relaxed.

Smoke entered his nostrils and lungs while he emptied his mind and slowed his body. To his surprise, Simon’s mind emptied quickly, and he sank into his body without a drum or bell. Eventually, all he could hear was his heart. At first, its rhythm felt normal. Gradually, it slowed until it became alarmingly slow.

* * *

A deep, rumbling scream echoed for what seemed to be a second and infinity. Then, nothing. Simon opened his eyes to darkness. Tiny shimmering sparks caught his eye. The sparks moved and danced around him, coming together over time.

His eyes widened when the sparks exploded into cosmic webs and clouds. They were giants of purple, blue, red, orange, brown, and every other color Simon could imagine. The galaxy formed in front of him. Stars came to life, light clusters swirling together while the cosmos were born. Some danced on their lonesome, while others crashed together and grew more prominent.

Simon was an insignificant speck. Stars were born and died in the blink of an eye. Black holes formed, consuming the galaxies near them. Even so, the universe around him filled with bright, beautiful light that Simon couldn’t comprehend.

A cloud of stardust swirled like a vortex until it abruptly formed into a star with a bright flash. The Sun. The dust around the star slowly became planets. One world was a hellscape. Debris from the rest of the universe crashed into it, turning its cracked surface into a molten blanket of unbearable heat—the Earth.

Just as the bombardment slowed, another more minor planet crashed into Earth. Molten debris exploded everywhere while the Earth was fractured. As it circled the Sun, the debris slowly was sucked back into the planet’s gravity. The leftovers from the other world began to orbit the Earth. Simon blinked in surprise. The moon!

Hell unfolded on Earth while the two planets spun around. Storms, raging seas, volcanoes, and chaos on the Earth. He found himself drifting toward the planet. Then an invisible force grabbed him, a cry coming from him while he crashed to Earth. As he met the surface, he merged with the planet. The seas calmed, volcanoes became dormant, and the Earth grew blue. Life formed, and oxygen filled the air. Simon felt cold multiple times, though he eventually warmed up.

After a while, Simon took a deep breath and opened his eyes. Beyond him was a giant lake surrounded by hills covered in plants he had never seen before. He felt deep stone roots and wind. Simon was a mountain. The stars above him spun in beautiful circles while the moon passed the sky dozens of times. The earth shifted. The lake grew and shrank until it eventually disappeared. Forests grew and died, and plains replaced them before forests took over again. For a time, the land became a desert. Then, green came back before snow replaced it. Great glaciers formed. They destroyed the land and ground against his body, though they eventually melted. Simon closed his eyes and opened them again. The land was green, and other mountains formed around him. Great red rocks stuck out like blades in the ground.

He was one with the Earth and the universe. There was no difference between him and a rock or a tree. Everything was stardust, and everything was connected.

In comparison to the birth and life of the universe, his human life was insignificant, a speck. For a moment, he had true peace.

The sky slowed until, eventually, small buildings formed at the root of his immense, rocky body. Buildings grew into towns that grew into cities until skyscrapers were born. The city grew. It breathed and changed and moved like the land around it once did. Roads formed, bridges were built, towers rose, and buildings densely popped up beside one another. Unlike the movement of hills and mountains, the city was like a cancerous scab.

With time, the sky blackened. The skyscrapers became stained, smog layered over the city, and the city, in its immensity, sprawled out toward the horizon. The world became darker. He couldn’t see the stars or the beautiful universe anymore. Instead, there was only a charcoal layer above. He inhaled and let out a grief-filled moan. It was all gone. He closed his eyes again, then opened them.

A bright flash, like the birth of the Sun, blinded him. The bright light was a fireball. It consumed and leveled the entire city, vaporizing everything near its center. Outward from the apex of the flame, the land burned and blackened. Everything was engulfed in an explosion that hadn’t been seen since the bombardment of Earth.

Simon blinked. The city was gone. The sky was even darker when nuclear ash fell like snow, and the flames of atomic hellfire died out. Beyond the ruins was a desert. Then the sky began to clear, and grasslands formed. Trees returned to the mountains that neighbored him, and eventually, the scar of the city became nothing more than rubble. Simon sighed with relief and closed his eyes.

* * *

Simon woke up and blinked. He was not possessed with the horror or grief as the other dreams had given him. Instead, he awoke peacefully. Sitting up, Simon pushed his fingers into the ground around him. He felt a “heartbeat.” The pulse of the living Earth and the tiny vibrations of wind, plants, and living animals. He saw little difference between himself, the rock walls around him, and the trees above.

It had been midday when he came to the quarry, but now it was night. Simon stood and walked out of the quarry, eyes wide at the carved-out rocks. He didn’t feel as bad as he did before. The quarry would fade in millions of years, and the scar would heal. The machines would turn to rust and then disappear into the ground. Everything would be forgotten.

He wandered through the night. He gazed at the stars and held onto their beauty in his mind, remembering the beautiful cosmic array of early galaxies and star clusters. Simon found a tree and gently touched it. It was made of star matter, like Simon. He leaned against it and felt what the tree felt. It was content with where it was. It got enough water and nutrition and was rarely bothered.

Simon wandered again. He saw glimpses of color, shape, and light that faded as soon as he looked at it. Whenever he saw one, he followed it until it disappeared. It took a while for Simon to realize that these glimpses were Ahari. They were everywhere. In plants, in some rocks, in animals, sometimes in foliage, and sometimes in the sky. They were playful and unbothered. There was no one to bother them out here. No humans, no garbage, just peace and the gradual shifting of the ecosystem around them, living and dying.

Simon found himself on a peak. He saw the Arcadis and the distant light from the caravan. Simon had to go back. He could simply walk away and leave all the worry behind. It wouldn’t matter anyway. Then he remembered his friends, those who depended on and looked up to him. They would all disappear, but in this lifetime, it mattered. They mattered to him.

He sighed calmly, then started the walk back.
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4:09 AM, September 23, 2187

An army awaited inside the caravan circle. People sat around and held their guns, bows, and other weapons in nervous anticipation for the battle to come in the morning. A partly full-waning moon illuminated the land enough for the army to have no torches.

Four people pointed their guns, one shouting, “Who goes there?!”

Simon raised his hands, “It’s Simon!”

“It’s the Outworlder! Someone tell Victoria!”

A person ran from the group and into the caravan while the other three returned to their spots. Anna and Ignis walked out to Simon. He could feel every footstep around him. At first, it was strange, though he got used to it fast.

“Where have you been, Spaceman?” Anna asked.

“I just had to do something,” Simon said.

Ignis drew closer, squinting into Simon’s widened pupils. “Khoni brought you out for another dream, didn’t she?”

Simon nodded.

“What did you see?” Ignis asked.

Simon’s eyes widened, and his gaze fell to the ground. “Everything. I’ll tell you about it later,” Simon whispered.

“We ain’t got the time, anyway. We’re about to head out,” Anna said.

“I’ll grab my rifle,” Simon said.

Simon wandered to the other end of the caravan and grabbed his rifle. Two bandoliers crossed his chest, holding all the bullets he needed.

He whistled; a grumble was heard when Lump came to his call. “Hey, buddy.”

Lump orfed happily when Simon rubbed his snout before hopping on. Wandering back out, Simon joined the army.

Victoria shouted, “We’re moving out, y’all! Grab your guns, grab your bullets, and let’s move!”

A cascade of armed caravanners left the wagons behind as Victoria led them down into the rubble-covered fields at the foot of the mountains. Ignis hopped onto Lump. Nervous murmuring filled the air, but Simon felt no fear. He had seen war. His heart beat slowly, his hands were still, and his mind collected.

Anna trailed Simon on Slubber. Her crossbow was ready, and she surveyed the horizon. On the other hand, Simon sensed through the saddle that Ignis quivered slightly. He awkwardly held his rifle, an object that was like a stranger to him. Many people did the same. Everyone was nervous. The coming battle was for their lives, for the peace to settle so far out west, and for the generations after them.

The Arcadis towered over the small army while they marched. People looked up in awe as they got closer. Simon sighed.

As they neared the foot of the mountain, Victoria turned to the army. “We’re climbing the hill! Get low and shut up! Attack on my mark!”

The murmur of the army ceased. They climbed up the hills toward the Arcadis, avoiding the patrols of the Twilight cult while they got to the crest where the camp was. They went around the encampment. Soon, all the caravanners settled in bushes and behind trees, forming a long line in the hills beyond the encampment. Simon and Ignis got off Lump, Anna following.

Situated beyond the lights of the camp, the army was entirely hidden. They nervously waited for Victoria’s command while watching the Twilight cultists below. Simon could feel the vibrations of every footstep, every voice, and every nervous breath around him and down in the camp. He searched for the Father among the encampment, though he couldn’t find the man. Instead, he noticed dozens of Arcadis members. Each of them wandered around with weapons, impatiently waiting and conversing.

Anna and Ignis laid beside Simon in a bush. Slubber and Lump waited behind them.

“You ready, Spaceman?” Anna whispered.

“Yep, how about you guys?” Simon asked.

“Oh, y’all two can bet that I’m ready to kill some Twilight fools,” Anna said.

“Nervous but ready to get it over with,” Ignis said.

Whispered orders came down the line.

“Ready and aim! Pass it along,” the person beside Anna whispered.

The trio whispered it to one another and down the line. Soon, every person aimed their guns at the camp.

“Fire!” Victoria shouted.

Gunshots erupted. A storm of bullets flew and downed cultist after cultist. Twilight and Arcadis members alike dove for cover while the encampment was pelted. They shot back. Most had no idea where to shoot when they aimed into the darkness.

“They’re in the hills!” shouted one Twilight cultist.

“Burn the bushes!” shouted another.

Plasma and lasers cut up and burned the foliage on the hill. Fires came to life. They burned down the vegetation, illuminating the army and scattering the caravanners.

“Advance! Charge!” Victoria ordered.

The army ran toward the camp while the fires ate up their cover.

“Let’s go!” Anna shouted.

Simon and Ignis followed Anna in the charge. Lump trailed Simon, and Slubber followed Anna. Simon gunned down cultist after cultist. As the wall of screaming caravanners cascaded down, the Arcadis members turned their guns. Horror went through the camp. The people of the Arcadis gunned down the cultists. The sheer surprise of the betrayal allowed the horde of caravanners to flood into the encampment and engage face-to-face with the confused cultists.

“Behind you!” Simon shouted.

Anna turned and shot a cultist in the face. Ignis shot another man in the chest. The man kept going, only falling to a bullet through the throat from Simon. Meanwhile, Lump crashed through a tent, crushing screaming cultists. Slubber let out orfs and gored a terrified cultist, guts splattering everywhere.

Simon had one focus while he slayed cultist after cultist. Find the Father. He had to. He searched for the white robes the man wore, though it seemed fruitless. The horde of caravanners rushed further into the camp. The trio and the beasts split up among the tents, quickly losing one another among the fires and the bodies. Simon continued his search, killing as he went and reloading as often as possible.

A screaming cultist swung an ax wildly toward Simon, spinning the blade through the air. Simon ducked when the man got close. He smashed the butt of his rifle into the man’s face and flipped him. As the man fell, Simon shot him in the heart.

Simon looked up at the horror surrounding him. The entire camp burned, people fought and killed each other everywhere, and cries of agony filled the air.

“Simon! Simon, help!”

Ignis. Simon ran across the camp towards Ignis’ voice and came out to an opening. The Father. Ignis’ rifle laid far away from him on the ground, leaving him nothing to fend himself with. The Father wildly swiped at him with the knife. He planted the blade into Ignis’ chest, pulling it out and stabbing it multiple times until Ignis dropped.

“Ignis! No!” Simon shouted.

Joshua ducked when Simon shot at him. A cultist came out from a tent and grabbed Simon, tugging at Simon’s gun. Simon kicked out the man’s knee and dropped him, shooting him in the face. Joshua tackled Simon while the body fell, the world spinning when they collided. Simon cried out and shielded himself. The man swiped at him again and again with the blade, slicing Simon’s cheeks before Simon kicked him off. They separated. Simon drew his knife from his boot and held it up, circling the Father.

“This is all you have, Simon? This pathetic mob! They’ll all feel the fury of the Lord! I thought you understood what was being done here, but you can’t see beyond your pride and arrogance. You are wrong, Simon!”

“It’s done, Joshua! These people will not be enslaved, and they will not fear you! Just let go!”

“You won’t stop the reckoning! I’ve seen the visions! His wrath is coming! The angels are weeping, and they aren’t weeping for you! Hell, take you! Kill him!”

Simon felt the vibration of two pairs of footsteps behind him. He turned and planted a knife in the neck of a cultist, ducking as the other swung a bat over his head. The cultist hit his comrade instead. With a quick twist, Simon stabbed the man’s armpit and chest, repeatedly stabbing until the man fell.

The Father was gone.

“Joshua! Where are you?” Simon shouted.

Over the cries of battle and crackling flames, Simon heard nothing. The man was gone.

“Ignis! Ignis, are you okay? Talk to me!” Simon said.

Simon propped Ignis onto his knee and held his head. The once clean robes of the priest were now stained a dark crimson. Blood pooled around him, pouring out of his mouth.

He weakly blinked, hand lightly grasping Simon’s. “Simon? Did we win?”

“I don’t know. Come on, stay with me,” Simon said.

“Simon, Simon… It’s okay. It’s okay.”

“No, no, no, don’t let go, Ignis. Don’t let go.”

“It’s fine. The Mother will take me. Help the others, help them,” Ignis weakly said.

Simon cried out, “Help! Someone!”

No one responded. Simon looked down and tore open Ignis’s robes to reveal his soaked chest. He pressed on individual stab wounds, though he could do nothing. “Dammit! Ignis, stay with me!”

Again, Ignis grasped his hand. “Listen to me, listen… I’m done. Help the others.”

Simon again propped up Ignis’s head. “No, no. I’m staying. I won’t abandon you.”

Ignis coughed and smiled. “I don’t need it. I already feel Her warmth. Get back to the battle.”

“No, I’m stayi–”

Vibrations came from behind him. Simon spun around, knife narrowly missing the Father’s neck. Joshua blocked the blow and stumbled back.

“Your friends are dead, Simon! There’s nothing left to fight for! Look at the infidel. He’s broken! God has chosen me, and he won’t let me fail!” Joshua taunted.

Simon growled and swung at the Father. They went back and forth with their knives, swiping and stabbing. Each blow was blocked or dodged, returned with another as they went back and forth.

“Move, Spaceman!” Anna shouted.

A bolt flew past Simon and into the Father’s chest. Joshua gasped and stumbled back. He gripped the bolt, eyes wide. Simon raised his knife and brought it down, only to be blocked by Joshua’s forearm.

“No!” Joshua growled.

Simon released the knife. Its shining blade shimmered as it fell between them, only to be caught in Simon’s other hand. He plunged it into Joshua’s chest. Joshua groaned, his body bending while Simon repeatedly stabbed him and walked him backward. They came to the camp’s edge. Joshua grabbed Simon’s stabbing hand and prevented him from pulling the knife out, gazing into Simon’s eyes with a hateful fire.

A loud rumbling groan came from behind him. Simon released his knife and jumped aside. Lump’s massive body blasted past and rammed Joshua. The Father flew over the cliff, disappearing into the valleys below.

Simon fell to his knees. He panted and gazed at his shaking hands covered in blood. The Father was gone. Lump nudged Simon.

Anna approached from behind.

“Is it over? Did we win?” Simon asked.

“Last of the Twilight fled for the hills. We won. Where’s Ignis?” Anna asked.

Simon’s breath stopped, his gaze falling. “He’s… He’s dead,” he whispered.
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12:03 PM, September 23, 2187

Simon knelt beside Ignis’ body. His eyes closed while he held the priest’s cold hand. He had been there for hours, unmoving and silent. Grief. Simon had only experienced loss a few times before. The pain he had when his friend Thaddeus died returned. It was different this time.

Death and the dead did not scare him anymore. The grief came not only from Ignis being gone but Simon’s failure. He should’ve done something. How did he lose Ignis in the battle? Simon’s mind ached in anguish. He was too focused on finding the Father, yet didn’t realize that the Father had hunted him and his friends.

Anna knelt beside Ignis’ body. She was silent.

“Where is the Father’s body?” he grumbled.

“Gone. He’s deader than a door nail, for sure. Night critters probably ate him up.”

“Good. Bastard deserves it,” Simon said.

Anna put a hand on Simon’s shoulder. “It ain’t your fault, Spaceman. I didn’t get here in time either.”

Simon brushed her hand off. “I was too focused on trying to find the Father. If we had stuck together, he would’ve lived.”

“It ain’t your fault. I was helping them Arcadis fools. Our side only lost a few. Rest of the Twilight cult ran for the hills, four or five dead men. The winter will kill ‘em.”

“They’re building pyres?” Simon asked.

Anna nodded. “As Ignis would’ve wanted. Ain’t no one here can give him the rites of his cult, but we’ll burn him like them northern folk do.”

“What are we gonna do?”

Anna tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

“What are we going to do? Go home? I don’t want to stay here.”

“Ain’t you wanting to explore the world, Spaceman?”

“I thought you would want to go back to the ranch?”

Anna shook her head. “That old place can rot. Ain’t no good for anything but living in.”

Simon smiled thinly. “I’ll think about it. We need to see what the Arcadis folk are gonna do.”

“If they had any sense, they’d stay with the caravan.”

“We’ll see.”

They sat with Ignis for another while.

A couple of female caravanners came over.

“Ay, y’all, the pyres are ready,” one of the women said.

“We’ll be over in a bit,” Simon said.

Simon sighed. “Maybe we should go north? Find his family?”

Anna shook her head. “I reckon he ain’t had a family, but we could visit his home.”

“I’m gonna miss him.”

Anna let out a pained exhale, “Me too. I’m gonna miss all that Mother talk.”

Simon chuckled softly. “Yeah, it’s gonna be a little quieter without all that. Should we go burn him?”

“I think it’s time. Need help?”

“I got him.”

Simon put his arms under Ignis’s body and lifted him slowly. Anna trailed as Simon walked through the burnt remains of the camp. Most of the bodies had been picked up. Those from the Arcadis and caravan were given proper burials and pyres. Meanwhile, the Twilight cultists were haphazardly stacked and burned. They stunk. Simon ignored the smell of dead bodies and burnt meat.

Weeping filled the air when they got to the pyres. Many were already burning, though some were still being made. One was open. Simon walked over and laid Ignis upon the wood. A man came over and poured a foul-smelling liquid on his body before stepping away. Simon knelt there for a bit.

Anna approached him once more from behind. She handed him a torch.

Simon stood and looked over the body one last time before he dropped the torch on the pyre. The flames exploded to life. The fire ate away the body. Simon watched, standing in silence for hours until there was nothing but ash.

* * *

“Outworlder! Outworlder!”

Sitting on the ground talking, Anna and Simon looked up to see a female caravanner approach them.

“What’s going on?” Simon asked.

“The Leaders and Victoria are havin’ a meetin’. They’re calling for you.”

“Where at?” Anna asked.

“In the Arcadis,” the woman said.

The pair crossed the camp and entered the Arcadis. The dimly lit halls still had flickering lights, which somewhat annoyed Simon. He wished he could fix them like he once did.

“So, this is what a big fancy spaceship is like?” Anna asked.

“Yep. You like it?”

Anna snorted. “Heck no, this was your life? Metal on metal, cramped, boring as all hell?”

Simon laughed. “It wasn’t that bad! Was scary sometimes with the old Leaders, but it had a routine.”

“Earth life is better,” Anna said.

“You know, I think we agree on that.”

“Shoot, I bet y’all had the worst meals here too.”

“Well, robots made our food, so yeah, Earth food is better.”

They entered one of the old mess halls of the Arcadis. Its massive expanse, full of tables and food vending machines, was only occupied by four people sitting around a table. Simon and Anna joined the four. Sitting together were the Leaders Andrew, Marissa, Liam, and Victoria.

“Howdy, y’all. Ahari bless,” Victoria said.

“Ahari bless,” Anna responded.

“Ahari bless,” Simon repeated.

“It’s good to see you, Simon,” Andrew said.

“Good to see everyone made it through. What’s this all about?” Simon asked.

“We’re here to discuss what we should do,” Marissa said.

Victoria leaned forward. “I’ve been telling them to join us. We can benefit from their technology, and they can benefit from our wisdom.”

“Sounds like a good idea to me,” Anna said.

Andrew shook his head. “It is, but some of us are wary of trusting another Earth group.”

“We trust you, Simon. You’ve helped free us twice,” Marissa said.

“You want my opinion, then?” Simon asked.

The Leaders nodded.

“All right, well, when I crashed to Earth, Anna here saved me. She took me in, fed me, and taught me how to survive. She, like everyone from the caravan, is from New Uruk. I think New Uruk is the best chance for Earth and humanity. The Twilight were a cult. Of course, they used you. These settlers will help you, just like Anna helped me. If you really want, let people wander and explore the world. Let them settle.”

“What do you mean?” Andrew asked.

“If you four are truly better than the Leaders of the past, then let the people of the Arcadis choose their own destinies and guide them when they ask. I say settle with the caravanners, and if not that, go east to New Uruk. If people want to explore the world, then let them. Let them choose their destinies and not be bound to you, the Arcadis, or anyone else. Let us finally be free.”

They all looked at each other.

Victoria nodded. “I respect your words, Outworlder. Damn near what I was sayin’.”

Liam’s gaze dropped. “You’re right. We’ll make an announcement about our decision. We four want to settle with the caravan, but everyone else can do what they like. What are you two gonna do?”

Simon and Anna looked at each other and shrugged.

“We might go north,” Simon said.

Anna shrugged. “Was thinking about going home but ain’t nothing that way. I think I’ll be happy with some explorin’ before these old joints don’t move so great anymore.”

“Oh, you’re not that old.” Simon chuckled.

“Older than you, Spaceman.”
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8:46 AM, October 13, 2187

Simon sat with Anna in front of the fire. He eyed the lush greenery from the ruined church. Green grass and bushes had turned red and orange with the fall. The air was crisp and chilly. It bit the skin, though Simon was not as bothered with it as he was years ago when he first experienced seasons.

“That was a journey,” Simon said.

Anna chuckled. “Was mighty fun. I’m proud of you, Simon.”

“Proud of me?”

“Yeah. You first came to me fresher than this green grass. Didn’t know nothin’, couldn’t even shoot a gun. Now you’re a gunslinger who ain’ afraid of nothin’. Heck, come hell or high water, you’ll handle it.”

“Hey, it’s all thanks to you. I’m glad this happened. The Divide was beautiful.”

“Heck, if Ignis was right, it’s even more beautiful in the north. Wonder what them northern folk are like?”

“Probably all of them will talk about the Mother.”

“Shoot, probably.”

Simon added another log to the fire and grabbed a snack from his bag. “What was your favorite part of the journey?”

“Oh, the garbage river down yonder.”

Simon stared at her, mouth agape.

Anna stared back without blinking before cracking up. “I’m just kidding, Spaceman. My favorite was seeing your silly face light up when we found the Arcadis.”

“Yeah, that was… an experience.”

“What was yours?” Anna asked.

“My favorite? Remember that village girl I met when we first began the journey? My favorite part of the journey was meeting her.”

Anna chuckled. “Why’d I expect anything else? Yeah, she was mighty pretty. Didn’t you name your gun after her?”

“Yep, Aleksa. I admit that finding out that most people on the Arcadis were still alive was cool too.”

“Could go back if you want, Spaceman.”

Simon chuckled. “I don’t think her father would like that.”

Anna smiled. “Yeah, them village folk are protective.”

A hawk cried. Simon stared at the blue sky above, spotting Khoni overhead as she went over the green hills.

Anna looked at him and raised a brow. “That the bird again?”

“Yeah… Did you hear her?”

“No, I just know you looking up like that means something along those lines.”

“I’m gonna go see what she wants.”

“All right, don’t die. Bring your gun, Spaceman.”

Simon grabbed his rifle and whistled to Lump, who grazed beside Slubber in a field.

“I’ll be back,” he said.

“Don’t rush. I’ll be here enjoying the view.”

Simon mounted Lump and rode off over the hills following Khoni. He rode until the church disappeared behind him. Nothing but the green surrounded Simon. The only thing that interrupted the tides of grass was leafy bushes whose colors changed as winter approached.

Khoni flew up into the sky and then nosedived for the ground. As she disappeared over the hill, Simon saw a figure standing alone where Khoni had descended. The figure wore hide clothes covered with furs, bones, bells, feathers, and other objects. Simon squinted and rode forward.

“Weaver?” he whispered.

“I’m glad to see you, my friend.”

“Weaver? Why are you out here?”

“I journey from time to time. Fate had us meet. I’m glad to see your journey is over.”

Lump warily moved his head to the man, grumbling happily when Weaver itched his neck.

“I see you’ve made a friend as well,” Weaver said.

Simon smiled. “Yeah, Lump’s been with me for a while.”

“I remember seeing visions of him. Loyal thing. Take care of him. Tell me, how have you been? What have you learned?”

Simon hopped off Lump and stood beside Weaver, staring out into the endless fields of grass and flame-colored bushes.

“I’ve lived through many lives. I’ve lived in the old world, gone through war, been eaten alive, and seen the universe’s birth. I’ve seen so much, felt so much… The world is wholly different from what it was before this journey.”

“Remarkable progress. You have much to learn, yet you know more than most. I wish you luck on your future journeys.”

“I have a question.”

“I have an answer.”

“Why did you help me?”

Weaver shrugged. “That is my job. I help people, animals, and spirits. You are not special. You simply stumbled my way. I saw honesty and goodness, and on the other side of the road, I saw a wicked thing. A man from a dead empire, a cruel man. I know he’s gone, and the world is better because of it.”

“The Father… He wanted the Arcadis.”

“In his hands, he would’ve misused it. Now that those of New Uruk have the power of the Arcadis, they can truly rebuild. Maybe they will make a country like old America? Before the darkness, where everyone was fed. Who knows? The path ahead is full of good deeds and crime, of good and evil.”

“You think they will rebuild like that?”

Weaver nodded. “It is destined. You gave them the tools to do it. Your role is done, but I have a feeling that you will continue helping them.”

“I will. I can heal, and I can slay terrors.”

“And that is why I chose to help you, so you can help others. Where will your journey take you now, you think?”

“North. I want to explore.”

“There is much to see. I’m proud. I grow tired now. I think I’m going to go.”

“Will I see you again?”

Weaver shrugged. “Perhaps. We will see what is fated. Ahari bless, and may fortune be with you, Outworlder.”

“Ahari bless, Weaver.”

Weaver smiled and nodded, then began to walk across the green hills to the horizon beyond. Simon watched him for a moment, then headed back on Lump. Soon, the church came into view. He hopped off Lump and joined Anna again by the fire.

“How’d it go, Spaceman?” Anna asked.

“Good. Met an old friend. He’s gone now. Hey, we got more jerky?”

“Sure, I’ll cook some up.”

Anna stood, brought some more meat from her bag, and began cooking it over the fire. “I wonder how them Arcadis folk are gonna fair with them caravanners?”

“Oh, they’ll be fine. I wonder if they’ve found a place to settle yet?”

“Hopefully, they get some buildings up before winter bites their asses.”

“I mean, they do have the Arcadis.”

“You’re right. Didn’t you tell me there were other space stations like the Arcadis?”

Simon nodded. “Yeah, what about them?”

“Shoot, maybe every space station ain’t the same. All this green ought to be visible, and the sky is clear. Why don’t they come back down to Earth?”

Simon hummed before answering, “I don’t k–”

A bright flash covered the sky in blinding white light and orange flames. The sky burned. Simon shielded his eyes, glancing once when he saw a metallic mass rocket across the sky. It left behind a smokey trail that faded, the bright light of it disappearing as it fell north beyond the horizon. A distant, thunderous rumble echoed over them.

“Is that…?” Anna began.

“Another Ark station.”
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