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Chapter One
 
 

yra and Alyssa fell into their traveling routine with ease. For Alyssa, it
was a relief to be back out on their own. She loved the Millville community
but she'd forgotten how claustrophobic it could be between the walls of a



settlement. Now they were on the move, the sunny days were hot and dry.
When a thunderstorm blew in, after bathing in the clean water falling from
the sky, they rested in the tent, listening to the rain drumming on the roof.
The days were mostly silent. Alyssa wondered what the forest and fields
would have sounded like before the brown rain, when all of the insects and
birds and other animals were plentiful.

There were the occasional insects that buzzed near their faces and sucked
their blood. Near ponds, especially in the evenings and early mornings, they
could hear frogs croaking in their watery homes in the reeds. They always
stopped to look when a bird flew overhead. Kyra would tap her shoulder and
point. Most of the time it was the bird's silhouette, black against the bright
blue sky, but once in a great while they could actually see the bird as it landed
in a tree or next to a pool of water. They'd stand very still, hardly daring to
breathe, as they watched it eat, drink or groom itself. Occasionally Alyssa
would point out an interesting plant.

They were at the edge of a clearing in the woods when Alyssa stopped
suddenly. "Look, Kyra." She motioned her friend over. "See this?" She
cupped her hand around a rosette of ground-hugging leaves. A slender stalk
rose from the middle with tiny green seeds packed in a single layer up the
top third of the stalk. "It's plantain." Alyssa turned the leaf over as Kyra
squatted down next to her. "See the veins running in parallel up the leaf?
They come from the leaf stem, not branching out from a central vein. There
are always an odd number. That's how you can tell it's plantain. It can be used
for healing soft tissue injuries, liver problems, and can help draw out an
infection. Good for wound care."

Kyra nodded. "Like a cut or something."
Alyssa grinned. "Yes, like a cut. Very useful." She stood up.
"You aren't going to pick some?" Kyra asked looking up at her friend.
"No. I'd want to use it fresh, so there's no point in picking this one."
Kyra rose and adjusted her pack. "Okay." She looked up into the clear

blue sky to check the sun's position. "How about a rest break?"
Alyssa nodded and the two went through their normal hand-washing ritual

so Alyssa could eat. As they rested on the ground, Kyra brought out her maps.
The last town had had a camping store with a great supply of maps covering
the area Alyssa and Kyra were walking through. She spread the map on the
ground between them.

"We're here," she said, pointing to the map. "We've come over a hundred
miles from Millville. This is a good place to decide if we want to keep going
west to Ohio or turn south a bit and cross over into West Virginia."



As the two chewed on the last food bars they'd picked up at the camping
store, they studied the map.

"West Virginia has a lot of mountains," Alyssa pointed out. "That might
make it hard this winter unless we find good shelter or a community."

"True." Kyra sipped from her water bottle. "We could drop south just
enough to hit Wheeling. A big city might have a better chance of having a
survivor community."

Alyssa nodded and pulled her hair, now worn in a single braid, off of her 
shoulder and to her back. Before they left Millville, she had obtained a bit of 
rag, wove it into a braid, and began using it to tie her hair back. Wearing it 
loose was too inconvenient. She couldn't see what she was doing as she 
healed with it hanging as a curtain over her face, and the strands kept sticking 
in her eyes, her mouth and over her nose.  "What's this grayed out area on the 
map?" 

Kyra picked it up and looked at the map key. "It's an American Indian
reservation, the Ogonqwas."

"It's halfway between Wheeling and Canton. Maybe we can hit Wheeling
for supplies then head there."

Kyra used a blade of grass to measure. "It's about a hundred miles to
Wheeling, then another thirty or more to the reservation. That's going to
take a couple of weeks. It's already early September."

Alyssa ate the last of her bar and washed it down with water.  She wiped 
her mouth with the back of her hand. "A long way, I know, and we don't know 
if there will be any survivors. How far is it if we skip Wheeling, go directly
to the reservation?"

It took a moment for Kyra to measure. "Straight shot… well, as straight as
we can… sixty miles or so." She looked up from the map. "Why the interest
in the reservation?"

Alyssa scratched at her elbow. "I don't know, I think we should try
something different. The people in the last two survivor communities both
had let crazy people take over. I know that didn't happen to our community
but why don't we at least try the reservation? I should hope that, like where
we come from, sensible people had control and kept things from getting out
of hand."

"I think Malcolm used to say the definition of crazy was doing something
over and over the same way and expecting a different result."

"If we're wrong and there are no survivors, we aren't all that far from
Wheeling where we can at least resupply."

"Hmm. You have a point." Kyra looked at the map again, running her



finger along the lines. "There are only tiny towns on the way to the
reservation. It could be hard to resupply."

"I've been moving at about four miles a day, that's about fifteen days, give
or take, for us to get there. What do you think? I can try and step up the pace."

Kyra picked up the map and folded it. "Why not? If there's nothing there,
we can head for Wheeling. Even if there's no community in the city, we
should be able to find a place to overwinter. But don't go faster. You'll get all
worn out. We can take our time. Winter won't hit for three months yet."

Alyssa tucked her water bottle in her pack and stood up, swinging the
pack onto her back. "Good. Let's get started."

Alyssa noticed that Kyra moved slowly all afternoon. It wasn't new. She'd
been behaving like that since they left Millville. She was worried. Kyra didn't
sleep well at all. She'd watch as Kyra dropped into a deep sleep beside her in
the tent, but in the middle of the night, she'd wake up, screaming. Or worse,
thrashing and crying in her sleep. It woke Alyssa up every night so she was
tired, too.

When they'd first left the Millville community she tried to talk to Kyra
about it.

"Just bad dreams," Kyra had brushed off Alyssa's concern after a middle-
of-the-night-episode. "It's either Frank or those damn dogs. Some nights
they're both in my dreams, together, attacking. With fire." She took a deep
breath and got her breathing under control.

Alyssa put an arm around her friend's shoulders. "We can talk about it. Get
it out in the open."

Instead, in the dark, Alyssa could only hear her friend wiping eyes and
feel her head moving.

"This is enough talk. I'm sorry I woke you."
So that was where she'd left it. Now it was a regular thing. Kyra woke up

screaming, tears streaming, gasping for breath. Alyssa soothed her and they
both went back to sleep. At least, Alyssa did. She wasn't so sure that Kyra did
the way she dragged through the day. She was worried about her friend but
wasn't sure what else to do.

That night as they ate by the tiny campfire, Alyssa broached the subject.
"I'm worried about you."

Kyra stopped stirring her food around in her cup and looked up. "What?"
Alyssa took a deep breath and put down her pot she. "I'm worried about

you. You drag through the day, wordless. You have gigantic black shadows
under your eyes. You wake up screaming every night. This isn't good. "

Kyra's head slumped down to her chest. "I said I was sorry about the



nightmares."
"That's not it, Kyra." Alyssa struggled to explain her concern. "You know

that's not it. What you had to do is bothering you. That's why you're dreaming.
What did Malcolm say about this kind of thing?"

"PTSD. That's what he called it. Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. He said a
lot of soldiers had it." She put the still full cup of food on the ground.
"There's no real cure." Her hands picked restlessly at the hem of the jacket
she had on against the cool night air. "He said he went to a group. They all
talked about their memories of whatever was giving them the PTSD." She
looked across the campfire at Alyssa. Her face was a mask of pain and fear.

Alyssa was frightened. She'd never seen Kyra less than confident. "You
can talk to me."

"You'll hate me, Alyssa." A tear rolled down her face. "You'll hate me or
you'll be afraid of me." She dashed the tears away with the heels of her hands.
"I don't think I could bear that."

"Nonsense." Alyssa scrambled up from the ground and walked around the
fire to sit beside her friend. She put her right arm around Kyra's shoulders.
"Now, I was with you for the fight with the dogs. That wasn't on you. Those
dogs would have killed us and had us for their supper. You're more worried, I
think, about killing Frank. So, tell it. Tell all of it from the beginning." She
gave Kyra a squeeze of encouragement.

"Okay." She sniffled and took a deep breath. "You remember how we
prepped, tying the red rag around my thigh and strapping the knife there?"

Alyssa nodded. When Frank had demanded Kyra to wear a blue dress, they
had both panicked. How would Kyra get a knife into the office with Frank?

"Well, I went down with the guard and he ushered me into Frank's office.
Frank poured the liquor, just like we planned." As Kyra stared into the fire,
her voice dropped into a monotone, speaking the words as though she were a
witness and not the primary participant. And while the night noises, insects
buzzing and a slight whisper of a breeze through the branches of the forest
surrounded them, Kyra poured out every detail of Frank's death at her hands.

 
 
 

Chapter Two
 
 

eventeen days later, mid-morning, Kyra brushed aside early falling
leaves from a track. "They're moving around their land." She stared up from



her crouch over the tracks.
A shudder moved through Alyssa. These people were comfortable enough

to explore their territory? She coughed out words past her dry mouth. "They
must be well protected."

Kyra's right eyebrow arched. "You think?" She stood and scanned the
woods around them.

Alyssa watched her friend change from ravaged, guilt-ridden victim to
protector. Kyra's nostrils flared as she sniffed the air. Her eyes narrowed,
then widened as she changed her perspective. The friend she'd been
comforting became the confident woman Alyssa was used to. Kyra's mouth
opened slightly and Alyssa could see her friend's jaw work, opening ear
canals. Her head swiveled in every direction in a slow scan. She shook her
head. "I don't hear anything."

The breath Alyssa hadn't known she'd been holding released. "We're
safe?"

"Safe enough." Kyra shrugged and slung her bow back over her shoulder.
She pointed at the sky filling with clouds. "I smell rain and the threat of a
thunderstorm." Kyra flapped her tunic top to allow a breath of air to cool her
in the muggy air. She scrubbed her hand across her forehead. "There must be
a community nearby." She pointed at the stumps of inch-and-a-half diameter
saplings cut six inches above the ground. Alyssa knelt next to the cut wood.

"It's so young. It's hard for me to tell." She felt the stump, and a flicker of
life flowed through her hand, the remains of the force moving from roots to
cut stem. Alyssa wiped the sweat running into her left eye with her upper
arm. "Um, no. Not apple. Ash. The ash sapling has been cut. Bows. They've cut
the trees for bows." She looked up at Kyra, eyebrows scrunching together.
"Arrows, too. They're making bows and arrows." A wash of fear poured
through her. The other communities also left their sanctuaries. They had to
for wood to burn. But, this was the first time they'd encountered people who
were out and about harvesting supplies. She stood up from her examination.
"What do we do?"

Kyra adjusted her pack and then her bow, making sure her quiver of
arrows was in reach. "Let's see what they're up to." She motioned for Alyssa
to clear the path. "We'll go west, checking for sign, and follow the trails back
to their home."

Alyssa shivered. Kyra's tone of voice was flat and her normally blue eyes
a steely-gray. She nodded and began healing.

Four hours later, Kyra called a halt. She'd been trailing just a few inches
behind Alyssa, watching every sign. "There. Look, it's been trampled,



multiple times. There's hardly any sludge left on that path."
Standing up and stretching her hands far over her head toward her back,

Alyssa groaned. "You're right. There's hardly enough brown rain residue
there for me to heal. This path has been well used."

Kyra pulled her shoulder blades together and threw her head back to look
at the clear blue sky. "My back is screaming at me."

"That's because you've been on my ass for the last mile." She stretched the
same way Kyra did. "You could at least let my skirt swing free."

Her answer was an eye roll. "I'm just trying to see the sign before you
obliterate it." Kyra put her bow and the nocked arrow down on the ground at
her feet. She pulled her clasped hands up over her head and stretched
backward in an arch, bending her spine nearly level to her hips. She brought
herself back up slowly and pulled her still clasped fists to her toes. Exhaling,
she released her hands, shook them a little and brought herself back to a
standing position. "There, that feels better."

"What are you looking for?"
"Travel signs. The forest floor is a map of people or creatures passing

by." Kyra waved a hand around her at the forest. "They travel by the easiest
path. Deer, dogs, squirrels, people, it doesn't matter. They like to take the
easy way, just like we're doing."

Alyssa looked around her, more than a bit frightened. Flashbacks of the
dogs that attacked them rose unbidden in her mind. Her heart began to race.
"Uh, are we in danger?"

"I don't think so." Kyra sniffed the air and sighed. "But this is a well-used
path. We have to proceed with caution."

Alyssa wanted to scrub at the spot between her eyebrows but her hands
weren't clean. "Should we go on?"

Kyra picked up her bow and re-nocked the arrow, though she didn't draw
it back. "Yeah. Let's move on. Follow the path. I think we're getting close."

"You plan for us to watch them, like we did at Millville?" Alyssa
understood her friend's plan but was all of a sudden annoyed that Kyra was
making a decision without talking to her about it. "And what if I don't want
to?"

The slight late summer breeze whispered through the leaves of this maple
grove, where the leaves were already beginning to turn yellow, orange or
red, depending on the night-time temperatures. "What?" Kyra stopped
scanning the surrounding area to stare at Alyssa.

"You heard me. Stop treating me as though I'm a baby. It's insulting."
She watched Kyra's face turn from watcher to human and immediately felt



bad. Her friend was already in pain; she didn't know why she was so angry at
her.

"I'm sorry." Alyssa flapped her hands, still covered with the brown rain
residue. "I'm just… you're just…I don't know." She took the two steps back
on the path that she'd just made. She could see Kyra's jaw working.

After a deep breath Kyra said, "Yeah, well." She sighed again and began
rescanning the area, raising bow and arrow from the ground. "I'm not so easy
to live with."

Feeling like a huge jerk, Alyssa nodded. "Yeah, well. Back at ya. I'll try to
keep the sign clear." She bent to her work but felt abused and put-upon. In her
mind she dwelled on every occasion where Kyra took control, making her
feel weak and ineffective, as though she couldn't solve a problem herself. She
swept her hands back and forth on the path as though she were scything the
plants in front of her.

"Alyssa. Alyssa! ALYSSA!"
Alyssa stopped, rose and turned in one smooth motion. "What?"
Kyra pointed. "You're heading straight into a clearing."
Her friend's deadpan voice brought her anger to a cold stop. "What?"
"You were about to step right into a clearing, in plain sight of the

community." Kyra drew her bow, creating a slight tension, ready to pull and
fire. "You mind if we drift back into the woods?"

A blush crept onto Alyssa's face, the heat of it making her more
embarrassed. "No. Of course." She felt so stupid.

They melted back into the woods and Kyra found a spot for them from
which to watch the complex in front of them. She opened her mouth slightly
and inhaled, turning her head one way then the other. She shook her head. "I
just smell us." She grinned. "Rank, too."

Alyssa grinned back. There hadn't been a lot of streams or rain lately.
"Sorry. I'll order more shower water." It was their running joke that rainfall
was shower water.

"No problem."
Kyra's soft grin reassured Alyssa. She hadn't seen it in a long time. "Now

what?"
"They have a good location. It's in a valley, sheltered from the wind. They

have good lines of sight. We have to stay very still or they'll see us, if they
have any watchers at all."

A flood of fear washed over Alyssa. "You think they have watchers? Why
would they do that?"

Kyra's fingers twitched on her bowstring. I don't know. The other



communities didn't have watchers. Hell," she said after a breath, "they didn't
even have clean windows."

Alyssa looked at the buildings in front of them. The haphazard group of
attached buildings looked like a cross between a school, gym, meeting hall
and greenhouse. "Damn. You're right. The windows are all clean."

Kyra's grip on the bow and arrow tightened. Her head turned back and
forth. "I don't have a good feeling about this."

The two women drifted back until they could barely see the buildings.
"I can get some water," Alyssa volunteered. "There was a stream a quarter

mile back."
"No. Don’t. Something's wrong." Kyra crouched behind an oak that Alyssa

had healed not two minutes earlier.
"What do you mean? They cannot possibly know we're here. How could

they?" Alyssa squatted behind a bush. She examined the leaves. It was a young
sumac, its green leaves just starting to turn a brilliant scarlet in the crisp fall
night air.

A downward wave of Kyra's hand indicated her need for silence. Alyssa
felt a flood of anger that took some effort to suppress. Kyra knew what she
was doing. She shouldn't get angry over a peremptory wave to shut up.

"We could have been seen, Alyssa. I think we should drop back more."
Alyssa watched Kyra draw the arrow back even farther. She's scared,

Alyssa thought. That brought a whole new wave of insecurity over her. "Yes,"
she whispered. "Let's drop back."

The two of them drifted back the way they came, doing their best not to
crack sticks under their feet. There was nothing they could do about the
rustling of dead leaves. Half a mile away, Kyra signaled a stop. She let go of
the tension on her bow. "I think we're fine."

Alyssa sighed with relief. She felt as though they'd had a close call. As she
turned to Kyra for help with washing her hands, she watched in amazement as
a blue jay flew to an oak tree limb just above her head and croaked out a call.
"Kyra," she whispered and pointed. "Look!"

Squatting four feet ahead of her on the path, Kyra capped her bottle and
looked where Alyssa was pointing. Wonder spread across her face as the bird
called again.

That's when confusion hit. Black, yellow and white forms sped from the
surrounding bush. The jay took off with a scream. Kyra sprang to her feet,
pulling her bow up and bringing back her arm to shoot.

Alyssa tore her eyes from the branches and spun, just as Kyra had taught
her, catching a white, plastic-clad figure in the facemask with her elbow. A



blow to her head caught her off guard, making her see explosions of color.
Blackness fell.
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