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Chapter 1
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He closed the door and shook himself out, the rain falling from his coat in splashes on the floor. Howell took off his coat and hung it up, removing the fat padding from about his frame at the same time. It too was wet, but only a little. He placed this on the hook beside his coat. The last hook of the three was for his mask — whichever one he chose to wear that day. He lifted it from his head, feeling the water stuck in the fine fake gorilla hair on top. He hung it up by one of the eye holes; it would be dry before he used it again. 

As he made his way along the short entrance corridor, he glanced at the mail as though he hadn’t already been through it this morning. He looked at his name in print. Howell Warren. How many years had it been that the postal service was down before letters finally started to arrive again? Five, six? 

Howell went into his small lounge and before looking at his computer went to the press and took out a bottle of Jack Daniels and poured himself a measure. His hands were shaking as he lifted the tumbler to his lips. Funny he’d not noticed until now the physical effects were still with him. He slumped down on his threadbare sofa and sighed, closing his eyes for a moment. Images of what he’d seen came back to him, though, so he opened them again and sat up straight. He shook his head in disbelief at what had happened at the store. He’d seen a man’s face. It was the first time in years and how he wished it hadn’t happened.

The last face he’d seen had been his wife’s. Shirley had passed away not long after the emergence of the Sleeping Sickness. To this day he never knew who was responsible. Her death was such a shock, so sudden and awful that Howell was lost in his own grief for so long, it felt like a whole different planet when he finally emerged back into the world. He still missed her and felt guilty about it. He was with Catherine now — well as much as two people who’d never actually met in real life could be together. She’d lost her husband around the same time Howell lost Shirley, and they’d bonded online in a group for people in their situation. He looked at the old pendulum clock in the corner — a relic from the free for all before the world came back to some kind of normalcy after the solar storm nine years ago. It was close to seven o’clock. Time to turn on the internet and see if it was possible to talk to Catherine this evening.

To his surprise, the old HP tower CPU blazed into life, and the internet connection was alive right away. This almost never happened, and it was odd to think the internet had once been as easy as turning on a tap. A news story came across the bottom of the screen and he shook his head. Senator Swain — or Swine as Howell liked to think of him — was advocating a tougher line on the province of Asitwas, pressing for some kind of sanction, though the headline was not specific. They never were anymore; you always have to go digging to find out what the story is all about.

A chime rang out and Howell slumped a little. It was a message from Catherine, and if she was sending via chat, that meant her video wasn’t working this evening. He wasn’t going to get to hear her voice or see her mannerisms and body language as they spoke.

Internet is not great, chat only I’m afraid. 

As he thought. He typed his response.

Bummer. Weather bad up there?

Not really, wind and rain but nothing out of the ordinary.

Same up here. How’s your day been?

Fine I guess, I didn’t leave the house today except to take a walk this morning. It was nice to get out for a little.

Howell didn’t like the idea of her walking around the streets on her own, but what could he do about that from here? In fact, what was he even doing still living in this city?

What’s today’s number up there? Howell knew the answer to this already; it was one of the first things he checked each day along with his own city’s number.

13, but it was 20 the day before. I think the month average has been 19 a night.

Still pretty high. We had twenty-seven last night. Month average is twenty-two. This higher number could be explained by the larger population of his city and the later discovery here of the Sickness. 

Depressing. How was your day?

Howell sat back from the keyboard a moment and looked at her question. Should he tell her what happened? How would that make her feel? At that moment, something clicked in his mind. He loved Catherine — he’d wondered about this recently, but now he was sure — he had to share his life with her, good and bad. They had to be together. They had to come together in real life.

Pretty bad in the end. I saw someone’s face this evening, about half an hour ago.

Oh my God, no! How? What happened?

It was something so stupid. I was in line at the grocery store when two guys up ahead started arguing about how long the first guy was taking. They got into it, and one ended up pulling the mask from the other. Everyone who was there looked away, but it happened so fast, I’d say most of us got at least a glimpse at him.

That’s awful. Did you recognize him, from before I mean?

No, thankfully. His face dropped, and he scrambled around the floor with his hands on his face like someone had thrown acid in his eyes.

What did the other guy do?

He grabbed the man’s mask and shoved it back on him, saying how sorry he was and then he took off in terror. 

Did the cops come?

No. I don’t think anyone called them. The guy just left too, left all his purchases behind. The rest of us stood there for a moment not knowing what to do and then the cashier just started ringing up the next customer.

God, what a shock. Are you OK?

I’m fine. I would have been happier if it didn’t happen, but already I think his face is dropping out of my mind.

That’s good. Jeez, I don’t know what I’d do if I saw something like that happen.

Thankfully, I think it’s pretty rare.

In the moment after this, when she didn’t reply right away, Howell took a chance and typed.

I want to get out of here. I want to see you, be with you.

What followed felt like the longest moment of his life. The cursor flashed there, waiting for him to type some more. The blue light was on to show she’d seen his message. She wasn’t typing yet though. Had he blown it. Wait... she’s typing something!

I want out of here too, and I want us to be together. For real.

Howell jumped up out his chair and punched the air in triumph.

“Yes!” he cried out. He sat back to the computer and typed.

I’ve been thinking about Asitwas. What do you think?

Asitwas. You hear Senator Swain is trying to have the place shut down?

Just heard something about it now.

She hadn’t answered him, and he was worried by this. He pressed on.

What do you think?

I don’t know. I’m a little scared of the idea, but also living without a mask is something I really want. Can you give me a couple of hours to think about it?

Of course, but just so you know, I’ll go anywhere to be with you. If you want to stay where you are, I’ll come to you.

Can we talk again at 11?

Absolutely, but if you need more time, that’s fine too. This is a pretty big life change I’m asking of you.

I want to be with you, Howie. It’s just the how and where I need to mull over. Talk to you at 11.

See you later.

Eleven o’clock was a long time away, but Howell took comfort in the fact she’d said yes to the meeting up part. He stood up and noticed he hadn’t put his shopping away when he’d come in. The bag was on the floor beside the cabinet the whiskey came out of. He went and packed it away, topping up his drink while he was over there. 

There was a grinding noise out on the street, and Howell walked over and looked down the five stories to the road below. A car was in the intersection, steam coming from under the hood. Cars were so unreliable these days, but the plus side to that was almost everyone had a little car engine repair 101 under their belt. While he watched the few people on the street gather around the car to exchange repair advice, Howell’s eye was drawn to the skyline to the west, the meridian aglow with the recently set sun. He could never usually look towards the sun without wondering if another coronal event was about to transpire, but this time he had something weightier on his mind. Out there, about a thousand miles away, was the city of Asitwas, a place with no masks, no fat suits, no disguises at all. A place where they lived like none of this had ever happened, like the Sleeping Sickness didn’t even exist. How he longed to feel the sunlight on his face. How he longed to see Catherine’s face, cup it in his hand and kiss her. That was only possible in a place where everyone lives as it once was.
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Chapter 2
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Entry 1

Don’t ask me why I’m writing this. I’m sure in the future there will be hundreds of books on the subject of the Solar Flare and the Sleeping Sickness crisis. What I hope to achieve is to get down on paper, the impressions, recollections, and facts of everyday life from the point of view of an ordinary man in this much less than ordinary world.

Let’s start with the Coronal Mass Ejection - what we who lived through it simply call the Solar Flare. It arrived with very limited warning on St Patrick’s Day 2017, at least where I live here on the eastern half of the United States, only a hundred miles from the seaboard. 

The result was chaos. We’d had a couple of hours warning, but no one really knew what was going on. It was like suddenly the world was shut off. There was no powerful wave or earthquake or any of that Hollywood nonsense. Everything around us just stopped dead at 3.17pm. All electronics, ninety-nine-point- nine-nine-nine-percent of cars. All cell phones, computers, even those stupid hover-boards and electric scooters.

Without putting too fine a point on it, the world went to shit for a little while after that. Most people worked together to get communications and food supplies back on track, but there was a sizable number of people who took the opportunity to cut loose and do whatever the hell they wanted. If so many people hadn’t come on board so fast to remedy the world, I seriously believe it would have been the end of the human race. Sick killers and worse went about with impunity, setting up communes with slaves and hostages most people believed were for sex in the first instance and food for later on if it came to it. I guess the scariest part of that whole thing was that so many people from the police and the army turned out that way. 

As it happened, we good guys are an industrious bunch, and it was less than a year before major restructuring was taking place. At the time if felt like a very long year, but looking back now it seems a miracle how much we were able to achieve in such a short time. Some electricity was back, but of course it would be a few years before the first large scale transformer was back online, but we got by with only using power when it was absolutely necessary. 

As I said above, there will be a million tomes and personal stories about how humanity came back from the Solar Flare, but it was what happened during that reconstruction that really interests me and keeps me up at night — literally. 

I remember the first time I heard about the Sleeping Sickness — though it wasn’t called that at that time. I was on my way home from working on a new fence around the generator when my buddy Frank fell into step beside me.

“Did you hear about those two guys up in Fairfax?” he asked.

“What two guys?” I asked him.

“One was standing at the side of a road waiting for a car to pass and then suddenly he splatted all over the place, like he’d fallen from a massive height and hit the ground, only he was just standing there. They say he was a total mess.”

“What?” I thought he was setting up a joke, and I was waiting for the punchline.

“They say the other guy was in a store and he suddenly started choking. The people in the store tried to help him, but he couldn’t breathe. The ones who were closest to him said they could see marks on his neck like finger grips, and it looked as though he’d been strangled to death even though no one was touching him!” The look in Frank’s eyes was what alarmed me first. He didn’t fully believe what he’d heard himself, but I could see an underlying unease that instantly seeped inside me. 

“Where are you hearing this crazy shit?” I asked, feigning a laugh but sure I wasn’t selling it.

“Some guy came down from that way to work on our transformer. I didn’t talk to him myself, but I saw him, and he didn’t look well at all.”

“What do you mean?”

“White as a ghost,” Frank said, gravely shaking his head. “A man terrified of the whole world around him.”

Later on, I dismissed these stories and felt stupid for being scared. But soon more and more stories started to appear from all different places. It seemed like everyone who came into town — which in fairness was not that many people — had a story to tell about some gruesome unexplained and impossible death.

Despite how many tales I heard, I had to admit I didn’t believe it until I saw one of these horrific events for myself. One evening, I was out for a walk. I’d been asleep earlier in the day — this was another side effect of the Solar Flare, it seemed everyone’s sleep patterns were off — and I had some sluggish energy I needed to burn off. 

As I rounded the bottom of the hill, there was a guy outside the corner store that didn’t look so well. He looked white and clammy, like he had food poisoning or something like that. I kept my distance in case he puked but asked was he OK. He looked up at me, then as though I’d scared him, and I’ll never forget the look of fear in that man’s eyes. 

I’m not sure if it was really the case, but in my memory, I felt sure at the time this was one of those cases everyone had been talking about. I wanted to turn on my heels and run, but something kept me rigid to the spot and I couldn’t even look away. I felt that somehow if I was standing there, offering him help, nothing bad could happen to him, at least for the time I was there. I don’t know where this strange feeling came from, but I know I believed it in that moment. 

Unfortunately, a moment was all it lasted.

The piercing scream rattled my eardrums before I saw the first of the blood. The lower leg of his jeans suddenly ripped jaggedly and pulled away like something had bitten it away. It took a moment for my mind to catch up and see that his leg had been taken along with it. It flopped on the ground — I can still remember the dull thud it made — and I looked up at his face as he fell over to the ground. He screamed in agony, writhing around and clutching his leg just above the ragged severance. 

The scream drew the customers and staff from the shop and new screams joined that of the fallen man. A couple of people took one look and took off up the street, probably feeling something could happen to them if they didn't. I have to admit I had that same feeling. Was I in danger standing here? Was I asking for trouble? I couldn't leave though. I bent down to the man and tried to put him on his back.

“Someone call an ambulance!” I called out as I pulled off my belt and tried to make a tourniquet around the wound. It was hard, and with all the blood making the leather slick, it took me about seven tries to get it on in any way that might be suitable until help arrived. I pressed my coat against the end of the wound and held it there, not sure this was the right thing to do. 

The storekeeper brought out some bottled water and put them on the ground. I didn’t know what he wanted me to do with them, but I offered some to the now whimpering and crying man beneath me. Those still around offered advice, but none of us really knew what to do more than we had already done. Someone asked what happened and I told them.

“This has been happening all over farther north. It looks like it’s here now,” an older woman said. Her voice was grave and her face white from the shock of seeing the man’s pain. Her voice was monotone and ominous. It would turn out she was right. I just wish I hadn’t been there when it happened.   
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Catherine was panicked after her chat with Howell. She’d wondered about them meeting up at some point, but she supposed she’d just never been sure it was going to happen. Nothing in this world could be taken for granted anymore, and she was scared of finding happiness only to have it snatched away from her again. 

She’d lost her own husband to the Sleeping Sickness in what looked like a car crash — she was only glad she didn’t have to witness it as he was at work at the time.  A colleague from his work called to the house to tell her what had happened, and she’d never forget what he — Earl was his name — said as he was leaving.

“My advice is that you remember him as he was and don’t see him now. We can take care of getting him to the morgue before the burial.”  His eyes were so sad as he said this, and it tore her heart anew. What kind of state could he have been in that they didn’t even want her to see him? 

Max had been the love of her life, and they’d been together for six years when he passed away. He’d gotten her through the scary initial ordeal when the sickness was first recognized, but once he was gone, it was like all of her fears came back afresh. They still didn’t understand what was going on back then, but in years to come she could at least be happy knowing it hadn’t been her fault. She never found out whose fault it was, and she felt this was for the best.

As she looked out at the rain and sipped on a warm Coke, Catherine felt a buzz go through her and she knew her answer. Of course she wanted to meet him, to be with him in person. They’d been chatting online for close to a year now, and she couldn't remember a time she wasn’t excited about the call. It was always a big disappointment when the video didn’t work, and they had just chat — especially if she was feeling frisky. They’d had some video call relations and it was so odd, so alien to her that she’d seen his fully naked body, and yet she had no idea what his face looked like.

Of course they’d described their faces to one another, knew what color eyes, hair, skin complexion, but it wasn’t the same. Catherine knew the image of him in her head was never going to be close to what he really looked like. It had been scary even describing herself, but there had been some thrill in the small danger within it — was there any danger in it really? Was it possible Howie could imagine her face as it really was and then dream about her? It wasn’t, was it?

Now Howie had not only mentioned meeting up, being in the presence of each other, but also going to Asitwas where they would see each other’s faces and live through all the risks that came with it. Had he not mentioned Asitwas, her answer would have been yes right off the bat, but now she was scared. She needed the couple of hours to find out if she was ‘good’ scared or good old horror scared. 

The buzz running through her told her it was the former. She was going to do it; she was going to not only leave her home to start a new relationship in the flesh, but she was going to do it in the one place that took on all the risks to live life as it was before all of this happened. The idea of the sun on her face thrilled her, feeling wind on her neck on a cold afternoon walk. Feeling his cheek against her own. It was exciting to think of it.

Catherine’s racing mind was stopped by her common sense, which often did it’s best to derail any fun or exciting things she thought of. Was she sure about this, it asked her? She took a breath and thought about it. For a full minute she ran through things in her head, looking for reasons for staying. None came. The sad truth of it was apart from Howie, she was not enjoying her life. She didn’t like her work, and she had no real friends anymore since people started moving away or distancing from those they knew as a precaution against the Sleeping Sickness. 

They only people who wanted her around were those porn freaks who wanted to sleep with her. Catherine was in good condition physically, and this was something she didn’t hide. She didn’t flaunt her figure, but she wore the same nice clothes she always had. She wasn’t the kind to put on weight or become super toned so people she once knew wouldn’t be able to guess who it was under the mask and dream about her. 

No, there was nothing keeping her here, and only good reasons to leave.

At 11pm she went back online and was happy to see the signal strength was much stronger and more stable. She video called Howie.  He answered in an instant, and she smiled at the idea he’d been sitting there eagerly awaiting her call.

“Let’s do it!” she said as soon as he came on the screen,

“You mean it?” he asked, sitting upright in his chair, the crocodile mask lifting slightly on his head. It was funny how even masked and disguised a person could be you could still tell how they were feeling some of the time. 

“Yes, let’s do it. This is no life, for either of us.”

“When can you leave?” he asked.

“I suppose we better leave as soon as we can,” she said. “If Swain starts causing trouble, the roads in and out of Asitwas could be closed soon.”

“I’m ready to leave right now, so you tell me when and I’m good to go.”  Catherine thought about it for a moment, and she didn't say anything. This was her last chance to back out and still keep face with him. 

“Let’s go tomorrow,” she said. He was nodding, and she pictured a huge grin on his face — or what she thought of as his face — under the mask. 

“I love you,” he said. She felt the skin on her upper chest and neck grow warm and then it was seeping into her cheeks as the happiness engulfed her.

“I love you too,” she said. It was likehey hadn’t said it before now and somehow it was the perfect moment for it. 

For the next two hours, they ran through a plan of how to get to Asitwas. They would set off in a trajectory to meet up in Harkersville, a couple of days drive from them both and the place that made most sense to their onward journey. Then Howie ran through what supplies she should bring, if she had them, and what he already had ready to go. 

“Are we really doing this?” she asked, filled with such vim that she wanted to leave right now. Go down and get in her car with nothing and drive towards him.

“Yes, and it’s amazing,” he said. “This is the first time I’ve felt truly alive in so long I can’t even remember.”

“Me too,” she agreed with a laugh. She couldn’t recall being this happy.

“Internet is as good in the towns as it is here, I hear, but in between we've got nothing. We’ll have to check in when we can, make sure we are where we’re supposed to be.”

“It’s only two days. We’ll be together before we know it,” Catherine said.

“I can’t wait to hear your voice in person,” Howie said.

“It’s going to be great,” Catherine said. The butterflies in her stomach were fluttering like crazy now; it wasn’t going to be easy to sleep tonight.  
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Entry 2

The frequency of the horrific deaths — and the broken bones, crippling and maiming — of people grew at a rapid rate, seeming to spread from the north down through the city. Some people fled south, not knowing what they were fleeing from but thinking it best all the same. Word would soon come back to us that it was the same everywhere.

I think it was three months in before the Sleeping Sickness — which was known as Unexplained Traumatic Death Syndrome (UTDS) at that time — was first linked to someone’s dreams. At first Sarah Brightwater was laughed at when she came to a police station in New York to ‘turn herself in’. She claimed to have dreamt about the death of a co-worker in a motorcycle accident at the same time that co-worker died horribly on the subway from what looked like the results of a high-speed crash. 

Sarah’s action led to much debate, and within days, radio and internet talk shows were filled with ‘confessions’ of people who’d dreamed of death and mayhem that had come to pass in reality. Thousands of crying voices came over the airwaves, apologizing for what they felt they’d done. 

I’ll admit now, that at the start I thought all of this was crazy. I felt it was a mass hysteria brought on by the fear of what was going on. The world was a very scary place now, and as someone who’d seen one of these unexplained deaths, I can promise you the nightmares that come later are rough. But at the time I thought it was like all those ‘killer clown’ sightings that pop up every now and then — or at least used to before the Solar Flare. 

The governments began to look into all these claims, silently at first but with growing alarm when they realized all these people were telling the truth. Once this was released to the public, all hell broke loose. 

The government response was to carry on as before while the scientists and neurologists tried to come up with a solution to the problem. Another team looked into the possible causes of such a thing, but as it was unknown in human history — save Hmong Sudden Deaths Syndrome, which was something else entirely.  To date, there is still no known cause. The best we have been able to come up with, in my eyes at least, is that the Solar Flare did something to the fabric of reality and some other dimensions — where the worst always happens — has encroached on our dimension through our dreams. This is the closest thing to sense I’ve ever heard, but don’t ask me to explain the science behind it! 

Of course there are thousands of other theories ranging from the wrath of God to Vaccinations, to global warming, to an alien attack. The uncertainty was one of the main drivers of the fear and panic. Conspiracy theorists raided research facilities looking for the ‘truth’ but only found other people as scared as they were trying their best to figure out what was going on.

To get on with it, things started to happen pretty fast once the dreams became accepted fact as the cause of the deaths and injuries so many people were suffering. The number of people dying skyrocketed in each town once the Sickness arrived, and to begin with there were no measures against it. 

Books about dreams sold out in every store, and new editions couldn't be printed fast enough for the demand. Everyone and his dog was becoming an expert in dreams and put their own interpretation into what they understood to be the truth. 

Shirley was no different in this; she rushed out early once the idea was even mooted and bought up what she could. I don’t know what she hoped to achieve with those books, but I sometimes wonder if she found something in those pages to explain why I’m still here when she’s gone. I know Shirley would have been looking for a way to protect me, to make sure she didn’t dream of me at all.  

I did the same of course; each night when I was going to sleep, I did my best to think of things far removed from her. I didn’t read books or watch movies with violence in them. I tried to think about boring things and hopefully dream of those things alone. Before the Sleeping Sickness, I was one of those people who never recalled their dreams. Not at all. I could swear with a polygraph hooked to me that I never had a dream in my life. Of course I know now that I do dream, that I always did, it's just that none of them ever registered with my conscious mind. 

It’s much different now, as I guess it is with everyone. Now we all recall all of our dreams, or at least some fragment of them. I preferred it the old way. I think most people feel the same way I do. 

To get back to the purpose of this journal, I’ll tell you now that businesses began to do as much work as possible remotely. All conversations were to be held over the phone — no video calls or in-person meetings allowed anymore — and no one was to be in direct sight of anyone else in the workplace. This was at the advice of the lawyers and insurance companies to begin with, but it wasn’t long before it became government policy that affected everyone.

The idea was that since there was no known cause and thus no known cure, for the time being everyone should limit social contact, meaning visual contact, in the hopes of avoiding ending up in someone else's dream. At first this was a nuisance, and no one was happy about it. The government came in for a lot of flak about not dealing with the issue, not finding a solution to the crisis. 

This all changed though when a man calling himself Steven Taylor — he never gave his real name for reasons that will become clear soon — started to post online. He’d made a grim discovery that he felt everyone should know about. He admitted to having a lot of bad dreams lately about people being hurt and killed but said he didn’t know the faces of anyone in his dreams. He was scared of killing someone he knew, and it was driving him to utter exhaustion and insomnia. When it began to affect his health, he came up with a macabre idea. He began to look through all the death notices and did his best to let all those faces of dead people that were posted online become the population for his dreams. His figuring was you can’t kill someone who’s already dead. If the only faces in his head were those of the dead, surely he could do no harm.  It was sound enough reasoning if you ask me, albeit a little off, but it didn’t go according to his plan.

When Taylor looked through the pages of photographs online, he began to see that a lot of the people there were people he’d seen before. These were the people who he’d dreamed about. With a sick feeling in his stomach (his words) he started reading about these people, about how they died. It was through this that he understood he was the one who killed them. He didn’t understand how this could be the case and then he did more research on the deceased, finding out where they worked, where they shopped. It turned out they were all nearby to his own life, where he shopped and worked. They were simply people he’d seen in the street, never once exchanging so much as a glance with one of them before.  His message: You could be killed just by someone who didn’t know you, recalling your face from a crowded street in their dreams. No one has any control over that. 

This terrified most people, and it was then that the streets really began to clear out during the day. More people came online and on air to admit to the same thing as Taylor, and it was thought soon after that strangers were up to fifty-seven percent of all dream fatalities. 

I think it was one of these dreams that claimed Shirley.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 5


[image: image]


Brandt — a name he’d adopted during the anarchy that immediately followed the Coronal Mass Ejection and EMP that swamped earth — had been traveling a lot for the last five years. The lawlessness and necessity for self-reliance had unleashed a side of him he’d been denied in the civility of the old world. In the brief period when no government or law could dictate what anyone did, Brandt had taken full opportunity to take what he wanted from anyone. Including their life if he felt so inclined. The sense of freedom was like nothing he’d ever known, and each morning he woke with vigor, eagerly anticipating the day ahead. 

The ‘community spirit’ that brought so many people together, and the rapid reassertion of government and laws irked him. Just when the world was the way he wanted it to be, the way it should be, it was taken away from him again. 

Of course, the law still wasn’t fully back in control of anything, and the government was fragile. So many survivors like himself were out there. They’d tasted life without constraint, survival of the fittest, and they didn’t want to give that up. Outside the major cities, law was still only a word, and idea. The fact that everyone now wore disguises everywhere they went also went against the grain of traditional lawmaking. How could you catch a ‘criminal’ if you had no idea what he looked like or who he might be? Brandt had used this to his advantage ever since it became necessary to wear the masks.

His own line of masks was always of the sinister and scary. Evil clowns, horror story monsters or ferocious looking animals. He wanted people to feel uneasy when they were around him, always. Today he was donning a savage wolf mask — his favorite as he felt the wolf embodied his own spirit — and it was working.

Charles Danninger cowered on the floor; his arms held over his head in an attempt at hiding his face. Brandt shook his head in disgust at the man’s stupidity.

“You don’t need to cover your face; you’re going to be dead in a couple of minutes. I can have a million dreams about you, and it won’t change a thing,” Brandt said coldly as he wiped the serrated blade on a kitchen cloth on the counter. The linoleum floor was streaked with blood from Danninger’s cut throat, and he was doing his weak best to move away from Brandt and towards the door. Brandt could respect that; at least he was trying to get away, using his survival instinct. For that, he wouldn't make him suffer too much. He already had what he came for anyway. The final address, the one that would set him free in this new world of the Sleeping Sickness. 

Danninger was trying to say something, and he flopped onto his back and looked up at Brandt, his face covered in rage. He couldn’t talk though; his windpipe was cut. Brandt knew what he was doing. This wasn’t his first dance. It could be his second last, however, if he chose. 

As he looked down on the helpless man, Brandy saw Danninger’s hand go to the floor and in his own blood — more respect for the man — Danninger traced the word ‘Why’. There was no question mark, but that was provided by his eyes as they stared back to Brandt.

“You know me,” Brandt said. It was as simple as that. “I won’t leave it to chance that one day you’ll dream about my death and kill me.” He saw Danninger’s eyes squint then as though to see him better, to try figure out who he was under the mask. Was the voice registering, perhaps? It had been fifteen years since they’d last seen one another. There was a chance this victim mightn't even recognize him without his mask on. But Brandt didn’t like leaving things to chance. 

With every victim, he never told them who he was, or took off his mask. Brandt wanted to live, and nothing was going to step in his way when it came to his own life. He kneeled down on Danninger’s groin, the man wincing further in pain.

“Don’t worry,” Brandt said. “It’ll be all over in a few seconds.” With massive force, he plunged the knife between the ribs and slashed through lungs on the way to Danninger’s heart. For a second the victim’s body went rigid, and he gripped Brandt with both hands, but it was over just as quickly, and the grip lessened as the hands fell back to the ground by his side. 

Brandt felt the life go out of the man, felt the softness of the human form, and then a rush of exhilaration coursed through him, like the life he’d taken was being infused into his own being. This was always how it felt, even if later on he would dismiss this feeling as euphoria and not something he actually believed in. 

There was nothing mystical or spiritual about living. It was a raw eternal thing, to be experienced to the fullest possible. Thinking beyond it made no sense at all. He went to the window and looked outside to the street below. People going about their business, a few cars rolling along the streets. None of them thinking of life, he bet. None of them feeling alive, and not wondering what comes next.

Well, Brandt knew what he was going to do next. He wasn’t going to think about it. He went to the table and looked down at the old address book that formerly belonged to Charles Danninger. He looked at the back page that had been held open with a folded newssheet. 

Howell Warren ‘Howie’ Apt 78 Hibernian Building, 1903 Long Shore Drive, Teska City.

The last victim: the last person on earth who might have any vestigial memories of the man Brandt had once been. His old name, his old face and his old, hated self. Once ‘Howie’ — he mocked the noted nickname in the address — was gone, Brandt could once again claim to be free. His life was his own destiny then, and he would be immune from any catastrophe from the Sleeping Sickness.

It had taken Brandt a long time to find all the people on his list, and these last two had been especially hard to come by. The long work was almost at an end. It could all be done by this time tomorrow if he hurried to get to Teska overnight. What a world he would enter then. A free man, roving the wilder parts of the country to live as the beast inside him desired. Freedom is everything.  
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Entry 3

Shirley and I met young and married young. We were a teenage couple, broke up when we left for college, and then got back together when we met by chance one day in New York. The second phase of our relationship was incredible, and I have no bad memories from that time. We didn’t fight, we just laughed and loved and lived. She was an incredible woman. Generous to a fault, always giving of herself, and to this day I don’t know how I managed to get her. 

Shirley didn’t get the end she deserved.

This is the hardest part of this journal for me to write. I want to just put down in bullet point what happened, but that wouldn’t do her justice. I know I won’t be able to do her justice no matter what I write in these pages, but I have to try.

The night I came home and told her about the man I tried to help outside the corner store, Shirley was horrified and scared at once. She’d heard some of the stories from out of town — not as many as I had thankfully — and they were enough to set her on edge.

“Should we leave?” she asked. I could see her mind going to packing already.

“I don’t think that will make any difference,” I said. Why I said that I don’t know.  “If it’s spreading, it will catch up with us.”  She nodded at my logic, but I could see the fear gnawing at her, taking all of her inner thoughts from her. 

We didn’t leave, and I wonder now if we should have. Would it have saved her? It’s hard to know as she was one of the first victims in the town. It was barely an acknowledged force in the town when she went. If anything, hers was the case that finally sealed it for a lot of people. The straw that broke the camel’s back of deniability.

Shirley died on April 4th, 2020, at 4.17am. I know this because I was there, and I saw the green LED’s numbers on the clock when her first groans of pain awoke me. I knew at once what was going on, and the sick feeling of helplessness scoured the pit of my stomach. I sat up and turned to her, shaking her shoulders as though it might be her own dream that was killing her. Her eyes were open already though, and she looked at me with such fear that it made my stomach drop and I lost control of my bladder.

I called out her name, putting my hands on her shoulders, trying to hold her back from the fall or the crash she was experiencing. I shouted for help, but I must have known no one could come, or do anything by then. I can remember my hope then turned to the idea she might only be injured. That was the best-case scenario.

“Howell,” she said, breathless, her forehead sopped with sweat.

“I’m here,” I said, holding her hand.

“I’m not going to make it,” she saider body raced against something neither of us could see.

“What’s happening?” I asked, a stupid question I know, but I was so frantic and scared it was crazy. I pulled her from the bed, heading for the door. She was a dead weight and couldn't help me in this. I was thinking I could save her, get her away from the site of her accident. I could do this; I was sure of it at that moment. 

I guess that was what made the end so hard. I had that hope, that surety I was going to beat the odds, and of course I didn’t. No one ever does. 

I shouted for Alexa to turn on the lights, and the world came yellow and bright. I could see Shirley’s face clearly now, a mask of pain and sadness that tore my heart to shreds. She knew she was gone, even if I didn’t believe it.

“Come on,” I shouted at her. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

“Howell,” she said again, and I felt it was in protest. Was I hurting her? She was shaking her head, so I stopped pulling her, and we rested on the floor in the doorway between our bedroom and the landing.

“Don’t go, Shirley,” I said, with gushers of tears running down my cheeks.

“I can’t...” she didn’t get to finish as the pain gripped her, and she screamed out so loudly and so terrifyingly I can still hear it today. She gripped me with both hands, nails digging hard into my flesh in an attempt to stay in this life. 

“Shirley!” I screamed, gripping her close to me, trying to take some of the force into my own body.

Again, this was nonsense, but what else could I have done? I doubt anyone has let the Sleeping Sickness take a loved one without going through the same thoughts and actions I did. 

Shirley’s back arched horribly then, and I heard the resounding snaps of her spine, the loudest noise I have ever heard up close, and suddenly she went limp and flopped back to the floor. Everything was quiet, and I could still hear the ringing of the snap and also her screams lingering in the air like a haunted echo. 

“Shirley?” I said, rubbing her hands. I knew what had happened, but at the time I didn’t believe it. I leaned on her chest to listen for her heart, to feel her breathing, but of course that wasn’t possible. Looking back now, I feel if she was destined to go, then at least it was fast as it was. Her final death was instantaneous, and it was much better than happened to most.

But to me it was still the worst. I’d lost my wife, the love of my life. I’d had to witness it into the bargain, and there have been very few nights since that I haven’t thought about it while I slept.

I lay there with Shirley for a very long time, holding her, telling her how much I loved her. I knew that when I let go it would be for the last time and that then she would truly be gone. Some of the neighbors had heard the screams, and the doorbell rang, and people called up to the windows asking if we were alright. I didn’t answer anyone. Someone called the police, and the door was kicked in before a thunder of feet came up the stairs to find us laying in the hall. 

There were no suspicions in the cops’ faces as they stood looking down on us. This kind of thing must have been a common sight for them, even at that early stage of the crisis. When I looked at them, all I saw returned was pity and fear.

It is still the worst night of my life, even throughout the lawless time, and I guess it’s strange to say I hope it remains the worst night of my life until my own time comes. It feels bad to think it, but at the same time I feel it has some kind of respect for Shirley in there too. It’s confusing, but then what isn’t in the world these days?  
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When the morning came, Howell was filled with joy from the very first second he opened his eyes. Today was the day he left Teska, to leave behind this period of his life. He’d run here not long after Shirley’s death, not able to stay where all his memories were but not wanting to be too far from their old home should the desire to see it ever come back to him. 

Shirley had donated her body to science in the case of her being a victim of UTDS, something she put into her will almost as soon as the syndrome came into existence. She’d told Howell about this, urging him to do the same, but he never thought it could come down to it actually happening. She wanted to help find a cure; that was the kind of woman she was, and he couldn’t begrudge her that. When they finished tearing and prodding at her body and brain, she was cremated, and the ashes returned to him. 

In a drunken fit or sorrow on receiving these, he dipped a wet thumb into the urn and licked his fingers like a sherbet dip. This was part of her inside him now, scattered within his body never to leave. She would be with him always. 

When he sobered up, he went about scattering her ashes at some of the places she’d loved in life, keeping a small portion in a vial that he carried with him in case there was ever a situation whereby going home wasn’t an option. 

This morning, he packed the hard plastic vial into his cargo pants zip pocket and started loading up the car. Howell felt sure Shirley would have been happy for him, meeting someone new and getting on with his life, but that didn’t stop the feelings of guilt doing their best to derail his morning.

Last night before bed — while having a celebratory extra whiskey — he’d looked over his bags to make sure he had everything he would need. Canned food and bottled water were the mainstays, but there was a whole lot more for the long journey to Asitwas. 

Since the time of the lawlessness, the ungoverned period after the collapse of the electricity grid and all other power, Howell had been collecting item he’d need should there ever be a repeat of what had happened. 

He had a few small tents, top of the line, lots of hiking boots, outdoor clothes, compasses (GPS was one thing they hadn’t been able to get back working — there were no longer enough satellites in orbit, and their signals were interfered with by the aftereffects in the air.), detailed maps of all of the United States, notebooks, pens, can openers, hotplates, gas burners, matches, waterproof coverings and tarps, hunting knives and a couple of guns.

The guns were the things that troubled Howie the most. He’d never liked them, in fact had been very outspoken against guns prior to the collapse of the world. But now he knew they were a necessity and would be for a long time to come. He’d done his best to map out a route that would take in as many towns and cities as they could on the way to Asitwas, but there were still going to be long stretches through rural areas and roads in the middle of nowhere in between. These areas were sparsely populated, but as a result also sparely policed. True law and order had not returned in most places, and Howell assumed it was safe to say there were still vast swaths of the country where it had not enjoyed a return at all. For this reason, the guns. One revolver and one rifle. The rifle could be used for hunting, and this was the reason he talked himself into having it, but the handgun was only for protection, and there would be no getting away from the fact that if he was ever going to kill anyone in this work, it would be with that gun.

On his last run to the car, Harold — his neighbor from across the hall — stuck his head out the door. His blue eyes showed through the Richard Nixon mask. 

“You going on a trip Howie?” he asked, looking at the bags at either side of Howell. There was no doubt in Howell’s mind that Harold had been watching him through his peephole the whole time.

“I’m moving away,” Howell said. “You can have a run around the apartment if you like? You see anything you want, it’s yours.”

“You’re not taking all your stuff?” This was a surprise to Harold.

“Won’t need it all.”

“Why? Where are you going?” Howell paused a moment, wondering if it would be best to lie but then decided against it — it would be good to see what people thought about what he was doing.

“I’m going to live in Asitwas,” he replied with a smile.

“Asitwas!” Harold said, like Howell had just said he was going to live in hell. “Why do you want to go there, aren’t you happy enough for now?”

“I’m not depressed or suicidal, Harold,” Howell said. “But I’m certainly not happy living like this.” He pulled at his mask as he said this.

“These masks are a small price to pay to stay alive Howie. I don’t think you’ve thought this through.”

“I have thought it through for every minute of every day since I first heard about Asitwas. I don’t want to live a life hiding behind a mask or a disguise. I want to live as me, as I really am.” Harold was shaking his head like he was hearing out a child's side of an argument.

“You go there, and you’ll be dead in a month,” he said with conviction.

“That’s not what’s happening there,” Howell said. He knew from online sources that death rate in Asitwas was low considering they were an unmasked society of over a million people. Of course there was a chance he’d been one of the victims, but it was a small chance, and the payoff was well worth the risk.

“Senator Swain says it is the highest death rate in the country right now,” Harold countered.

“Well, I can’t argue with that,” Howell said, “but that’s only because deaths are so low everywhere else now because of all the masks. No one can remember what anyone else looks like; it’s practically impossible to have a dream about someone who is not already dead.”

“That’s because the disguises work!” Harold declared like he was laying down a royal flush in poker.  Howell shook his head sadly.

“Listen Harold. You don’t mind life like this and I envy you that, but I can’t go on living this way. Hiding from the world and living in constant fear of seeing someone’s face by accident. I wish you well, but I’ve made up my mind. I’m going.”

“I think you’re crazy, Howie, but like you say, I wish you well too.”

“Thanks Harold,” Howie said setting down one of the bags so they could shake hands. “Goodbye.”

Once the old station wagon was loaded up, Howell took one more look at the apartment block and then gazed around at the street. It wasn’t so bad a place, but he knew he’d never see it again. He got in and started up the car and then pulled out into the very lightly trafficked street. He was going to meet the woman he loved for the first time and then in a matter of days he was going to see her face for the first time.

The idea thrilled him and terrified him in equal measure, but like he’d said to Harold, this life wasn’t enough for him anymore. Better to live a short life of happiness than a thousand years of hiding in the shadows fearful of every sound in the night. 
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Entry 4

Once the fact that people’s dreams were killing people became accepted the world over, everyone did their best not to dream. I’ll come back to some of the tactics and reasonings people had about all of this in a later entry, but for now, what’s on my mind is the evil side of what became apparent in the year that followed the first case of the Sleeping Sickness. 

In any human endeavor, there are the majority who will work towards the common goal, but then at the sidelines there are always those who will seek to enrich themselves or make advancement at a cost to the cause. 

Well, in the case of the Sleeping Sickness, the worst in some people came out. A lot of people. My own opinion was it was the period of lawlessness — the post-apocalyptic world as some thought of it — that gave free reign to a lot of people’s inner evil. If you have ever read ‘The Road’ by Cormac McCarthy, then you will know the kind of evil I am talking about.

People killed with impunity in places, others gathered up a harem of women for sex slaves, and there were some who started keeping slaves with the intent to use for food if it ever came to it. Thankfully for us, our world came out of this era relatively quickly and at its worst was never as bad as the nuclear tinged horror of ‘The Road’. Food was less plentiful but mostly didn’t run out save a few badly managed or corrupt areas. 

Summary justice was meted out by mobs to those responsible for the most reprehensible crimes, but many evildoers slipped through the net and re-assimilated into the new reformed world. These were the sneaky ones, the ones who never showed their hand. You’ve probably met their kind your entire life; they divide people, cause arguments, and spread unfounded gossip and rumors and seem to revel in others’ worry and misery.

Anyway, what emerged was these nefarious types began to actively try to dream about the death or severe injury of people who stood in their way. Psychos looking for a promotion at work, or cash in on a family member will, or even getting rid of a love rival. Of course most people didn’t admit to such practices, but promotion deaths became such a thing it couldn’t be ignored any more. It was hard to legislate against it, but the police did their best to investigate as many possible cases as they could, always giving the person who benefited a tough time, really putting them through the wringer. It got to the stage that some people stated at work that if their boss was to die, they did not want to be considered for promotion. 

There was a lot of stuff on the internet about how to influence your dreams for the end of personal gain, but I don’t know if any of those techniques ever worked. They were mostly just the opposite versions of public advice on trying to avoid dreaming about people altogether. Meditation before bed, no movies or books with violent scenes in them, doing your best to think about nature or wild animals while you lay in the dark waiting to fall asleep. 

The ‘bad’ advice was to read violent stories and imagine the violence being done to your enemy and then think about this as you lay in bed that night. I don’t know if anyone found that effective, but the good advice certainly never seemed to influence my own dreams.

What is much worse than people looking for personal gain though, if you ask me, was when the Memory Murderers came on the scene.

These too began as no more than a kind of urban legend. People would say an old hermit who only came into town for groceries once a month would come to town and kill the few people who would know what his face looked like from before the advent of the wearing of masks. In these cases, it might only be three or four people, and as unlikely as it sounded, like all good urban myths there was a possibility it was true in at least one instance. 

Later on, though, the myth became fact, and thus the Memory Murderers were born. These were people who went about eliminating anyone they felt could possibly dream about them. Some of them simply tried focused dreams on everyone they knew, but others went to the extreme of actually hunting people down and killing them.

The idea spread, and soon there were people all over the world engaged in this. Again, it was the ones who tried to flourish under the lawless time who went into this new field of hope for survival. Many were caught and arrested, and some died trying to carry out the deed against someone who was ready for them. With the police so stretched though, there is no doubt many of these people still exist, and they’re not going to stop until they are either arrested, killed, or they succeed.

It’s scary to think anyone could be a victim of this. It’s been hard to keep track of the people in your life nowadays. Before all the social media apps meant it was easy to keep track of anyone you had ever met, but now few people had the same people in their lives as before the Solar Flare. I know I don’t keep in touch with most people I went to school with or used to work with anymore. I lost most of them in the tech crash from the EMP and never regained them. I’m not sorry in most cases; there were a few people I would have liked to link in with again, even if it is only the odd email here and there.

When I think back over my own life, I can’t imagine anyone — or at least recall anyone — who had a dark edge to them and who I think might be capable of being a Memory Murderer. But then, you just don’t know. The Lawless Period changed everything, set loose the evil in so many people. Though I can’t think of anyone, it doesn’t mean they don’t exist. 

From what I hear it’s been a growing movement, and there are sites online they use, written in a code only those initiated understand. No one is definitely safe from it, so we all try to keep vigilant. It’s tiring though, and no one can keep that up all the time. I just have to trust my instinct. It’s all anyone can do.   
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Catherine decided to use the service elevator in her building when it came time to move out. She didn’t necessarily want any of her neighbors to know she was leaving. It would be better if they found out later and had no idea where she was gone. There was no one in the building she would miss, so she didn’t feel bad about it at all. 

Having moved her old red (and newly adapted to old standards) Ford around the back entrance in the alley, Catherine made multiple journeys up and down to her apartment using a combination of the service elevator, normal elevator, and the back stairs. She carried only one bag each time in the hopes of not raising any suspicions. Once, in the normal elevator, old Mrs. Glock got in on the floor below her own and glanced at the bag Catherine carried but made no comment on it. Catherine didn’t engage her, and they both got out on the ground floor, Catherine letting Glock go out first before sneaking around the back stairs to get to the back door.

On one of her last runs back upstairs — she was using the stairs to go back up each time figuring she better get some exercise in if she was going to be sitting and driving for the next few days — she heard something down below. She looked down the stairwell thinking it had been the door closing, but she didn’t see anyone down there in the folds of the winding stairs. She stood still for close to a minute and listened. She was scared though as usual these days she didn’t quite know what she was scared of. 

She tried to remember had she pushed the door open wide coming in and perhaps it only fell shut now when she was a few flights up? That was possible, but it was just as possible someone else had looked in, seen how many stairs they would have to walk and went back out to the elevator. She thought about calling out to see if anyone was there, but if they hadn’t moved for the last minute and stood as silently as she did, why would they answer her calls? With some trepidation, Catherine started to walk up the stairs. Her nerves gave out quickly though, despite not hearing anything from below, and she went in the door on the next floor and got into the normal elevator.

The hollow ping rang out, and the door juddered open on its runners. The hall was silent, but Catherine still had the residual of fear, and she stuck her head out slowly and then looked quickly in both directions. There was no one there. She stepped into the hallway and stood still as the elevator doors closed behind her. 

“What are you thinking?” she whispered to herself. Why would anyone be sneaking around her? It didn’t make sense. She walked to her door and made her hand go slowly into her pockets for her key and then opened the door. There was no sound at all near her, and she stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. 

All that was left to bring down was the largest of her bags and then her laptop. She could probably carry both at the same time, but the laptop was such a valued item these days she couldn't afford to not carry that down carefully on its own. She lifted the bag and went out into the hall once more. 

This was the bag that contained her food supplies, and it was the heaviest and as Catherine struggled along the corridor with it, she wished she’d packed a few smaller bags instead of this large one. Readjusting her weight of it to free a finger, she pressed the button on the normal elevator. She’d hoped it would still be there from her getting out only a few moments ago, but she was out of luck. It was down on the second floor. She waited a few moments and then pressed the button again when the dial still lit up on the second floor. 

“Jesus!” she cursed; some asshole must have been holding the door. Probably Mrs. Glock and one of the other old biddies talking while one of them was getting off. Catherine walked down the hall heading for the service lift, but just as she got to the corner in the hall, she heard another neighbor, Mr. James, cackling his old laugh down there as someone else told him something. She didn’t want to get stuck talking to him — her arms would fall off from the weight of the bag before she would be able to get away. 

The only option left was the back stairs, and Catherine hesitated in the hall a moment as she thought about it. She put the bag down to try to wait out Mr. James, but God alone knew how long he’d be in the hallway. She looked at the stairway door and shook her head. It was the only way, and she needed to get out here as soon as she could. She backed into the door to open it and stepped onto the first concrete landing. She glanced down to the very bottom and saw nothing, though she knew there were so many hidden spots on the stairs that could not be seen until you were right up to them.

“Don’t be stupid!” she told herself harshly. There’s nothing to be scared about. She started to walk down the stairs, looking around the bag for her footing.

The sense of unease refused to let up and Catherine started to grow angry with herself for letting imaginary fears get the better of her. She crept around each corner like a frightened child, and it infuriated her. She started to walk with more purpose now, refusing to look ahead and only focus on the steps in front of her so she didn’t fall. This worked better and before she knew it, she was only two floors from the bottom and...

Whump! Someone came at her hard, clubbing her across the head and sending her reeling. Thankfully, the angle of the bag she held had taken a lot of the force out of the attack, but still it made her see stars for a moment. She heard the woman’s grunting, and Catherine ducked away as the metal bar or whatever it was missed her and struck the wall where her head had just been. Still dazed and not seeing well, Catherine bent over and rushed at her assailant, using the woman’s legs for her target. She felt her shoulder crunch into the woman’s stomach and heard the wind getting knocked out of her. Catherine grabbed hold of the woman’s clothes then, keeping her close to stop her being able to swing the iron bar at her.

“Bitch!” the woman screamed at her as she grabbed a handful of Catherine’s hair. Catherine pushed the woman up against the wall, her head still low, and leveled some punches into the woman’s ribs. During the Lawless Period, a man had tried to rape Catherine one night and she’d fought him off. Now all that same fury and hatred rose up on her, and she fought for her life in the same way as before. This woman picked the wrong woman to pick a fight with!

The bar came down on Catherine’s back suddenly, and she buckled a moment before her fury rose up again. She gripped the woman behind the thighs and stood up straight, lifting her in the process. The attacker’s balance left her, and she let go of Catherine’s hair to try to grip the handrail, but it was too late. The bar dropped to the ground, and Catherine felt her own balance go as she stumbled over, and the woman fell and went tumbling down the concrete stairs. 

She grunted with each step, howled in pain near the bottom, and then there was a horrible thud and crunching sound that was followed by only deathly silence. Catherine fell back against the wall and slumped down onto her butt. Panting heavily, her heart pounding, she looked down the stairs to the woman. She was wearing a clown mask and all black clothes. She wasn’t moving at all. 

“Are you OK?” Catherine asked as she started to get back on her feet. As she stood up, she saw the crowbar she’d been hit with on the ground, and she took it up. Stepping down the stairs, constantly watching the woman for movement, Catherine’s head spun out.

“Are you OK?” she asked again. The woman hadn’t moved so much as an inch, and there was no sign of breathing in her chest or belly. Her head was flat on the ground and some drips of blood were coming out from under her mask.

Raising the crowbar in case she had to use it, Catherine used her other hand to check for a pulse and felt a shock of revulsion run though her when she couldn’t find one.  She looked around, not quite sure why, but there was no one around. Should she call for help? Putting down the crowbar, Catherine leaned over and carefully removed the woman’s mask. There was no doubt she was dead, so she didn’t fear this as much as she would in other cases. 

Catherine gasped and fell back away from the body when she saw the face — the first unmasked face she’d seen in years — and realized she knew this woman. It was Louise Gordon, a girl she’d gone to college with, had been friends with really until the Solar Flare. After that they’d never made contact again. Tears streamed down Catherine’s face at the sight of the dead girl as some fun memories came to mind. 

“What have I done?” she asked aloud. 

Reality came thudding into her like a truck just then, and once more her hand went over her mouth in shock. Louise had been trying to kill her. That was why she was here, to kill Catherine! She was a Memory Murderer! Catherine stood up and looked around again.  Like everyone else, she’d heard plenty about the Memory Murderers and knew that they often worked in teams. 

Without thinking any more, she ran up the few steps, got her bag, and charged down the stairs and out into the back alley. She dumped the bag in the car, looking round to make sure no one was watching her. There didn’t seem to be anyone, but she couldn’t be sure about that. She had to get out here as fast as she could. How thankful she was she hadn’t told anyone she was leaving. 

She jumped into the car and was putting the key in the ignition when she remembered her laptop. It was too important to leave behind. She was going to need it to get in touch with Howie and keep up with the news, but more importantly if Louise did have someone working with her and they came and found her laptop, it would tell them where she was going and put her life in danger all over again. 

She rounded the building on the street side, thinking it best to go back up to her apartment in the most publicly visible way possible. She walked in the front door and got the elevator up. She was actually happy this time to have some company, a face she knew from the building but not someone she’d ever spoken to. She exchanged a smile with the woman, and they left it at that. 

Back on her own floor, Catherine stepped out into the hall and though she was scared, she didn’t have the same feeling of apprehension from earlier on. She went to her door, found it untampered with and let herself in. She ran to her laptop, grabbed it, and then rushed back out, pulling the door closed behind her but not bothering to lock it. She got the elevator back down to the ground floor and then rounded the building back to her car. All the time she looked around to be sure no one was coming after her. She was terrified but also exhilarated. She knew she’d just escaped death and a new life lay ahead of her. They would never think to come and look for her in Asitwas. 

The car engine came to life and she pulled out into the street, her mind already thinking it likely Louise had been working alone. She didn’t bother taking one last look at her neighborhood on the way out but instead focused her mind on Howie and the future. She decided it would be best not to tell him what happened, not yet anyway. Perhaps when they were together in person, she would tell him. She knew he would understand and agree she’d been in the right, and there was nothing else she could have done. It was nice to think of it from Howie’s point of view. It held her own unease and sickness at what she’d done at bay for a time.
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Chapter 10
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Entry 5

I’m feeling tired tonight as I write this, but talking of the other bad things around the Sleeping Sickness — not that there are any good things about it — I want to mention more on the same lines. I don’t want to give the impression, as some people will, that people are inherently bad since the Solar Flare. I think sometimes people forget how much bad stuff and crime was going on in what we now think of as the golden age, the peak of human civilization in those years leading up to 2017. 

I don’t really know where to begin with this one. I never knew anyone affected by either of the things I’m thinking of, but I know that lots of people were.

Pre 2017, there was no shortage of people in the world who wanted to die. Though there is no data to back this up, I’m sure that number went through the roof after the Solar Flare. It might have settled down when governments and laws came back into effect, but it stayed pretty high. 

When the internet was reconnected — weak as it now was — it didn’t take long for the ‘suicide sites’ to start popping up. I think ‘Dreamofme.com’ was the first of them, but I’m not sure on that. It was certainly the one that gained most traction at the beginning.

What happened was that people who didn’t want to live anymore, but also for one reason or another hadn’t been able to end their own lives, put up profiles on these websites. There would be multiple images of the person, unmasked, and videos of them talking about things — some of it inflammatory or controversial to try get under viewer’s skins in the hope of edging into that person’s dreams. 

They wanted to die, and they wanted others to dream of them to make it happen. Some of these people used to walk around the streets without masks, but they would be quickly arrested and taken away. They felt if enough people saw their profiles, it was only a matter of time before someone killed them in a dream. After all, no one was seeing anyone else’s faces anymore.

Some hailed it as a great public service, and millions of people visited those sites in the hope that if they did dream a violent end to someone, then at least it would be someone who wanted it. I never felt right about the existence of these sites, it felt to me like murder, but I have to admit, if Shirley hadn’t have died so early in the crisis, I might have been tempted to scan them before bedtime hoping to keep her safe. 

Others decried the sites and demanded that they be taken down, and they were outlawed in 2021. This was simply a sop to the people angered, however. The government was in no fit state to start going after online sites with all that was going on in the world outside the computer. It wasn’t illegal to post on the sites, so people just carried on and the sites never even so much as changed names to comply with the law. They knew they were untouchable. 

Thousands of these people died — one site was sick enough to post ‘results’ of deaths accredited to it — but the sites also had the effect of making some people’s lives a whole lot worse than they’d been before. As you will have gathered from my previous entries in this history, a hell of a lot of people didn’t die from the injuries they sustained in other people’s dreams. Instead, thousands of these would be suicides ended up maimed or severely crippled. It was a horrible outcome for everyone concerned. 

Still, I don’t know if it made any difference to the number of active profiles on the websites. These people wanted to die, and they were willing to take the risk of anything else that might come their way. I still don’t agree with it, and though they still exist, I think the number of people who look at the sites have dropped year to year.

The next ‘bad’ thing I’m reminded of now also took place online, but this time it was without the consent of the people involved. Criminal gangs and terrorists spent a lot of time finding old photo IDs, scraping images from old hard drives and cell phones that hadn’t been properly destroyed and who knew how many other ways. Once they had these images or videos or whatever it might be, they would threaten the person with exposure on the suicide sites or through emails to thousands of people in their hometown or city. 

This time the police did try to track down these gangs, and although there were a few high-profile arrests, I don’t think they made much of a difference to the trade. Like most scams done through the internet, the gangs only needed a few people at a time to be scared enough to pay them off, but once you start paying you never get to stop.

The choice presented to most victims was pay, run to another city in the hope of outrunning the gang, or to ignore the messages and hope they either didn’t have your image or take the chance they wouldn’t bother going to the trouble of setting up a profile for you on the sites. 

There are no numbers as to how many victims there were or how much money might have been paid out to the gangs, but I’m sure it was a lot. Unlike scams prior to the Solar Flare, this time people were putting their very lives at risk by not replying to emails or messages. 

Both of these things still go on today, but like I said above, I don’t know how prevalent they still are. I have never known anyone to be affected by either, but I do know people I trust who have said it happened to people they knew. There have been various news articles about it too, enough to convince me of it at least.

It seems funny to me that I fear these crime gangs when I’m willing to give up everything to live in Asitwas. I want to be unmasked, but I supposed I mean in my own time and my own way. Not with my face plastered all over a website asking for millions of people to kill me when they fall asleep that night.   
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Chapter 11
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Brandt arrived on Long Shore Drive, Teska City, in the early afternoon. He parked his car a few streets away and walked in a circuitous route to get to Howell Warren’s apartment building.  He stood under an old threadbare store awning and looked at the front of the Hibernian Building. It looked like it had seen much better days, but then where didn’t in this day and age. It was narrow and set between two much larger more modern buildings. It didn’t look like Howell was doing too well financially. The letters engraved in stone above the door were long faded. He couldn't read it from where he stood, but it was probably still legible up close. 

Roving his eye from the bottom of the building to the top, Brandt counted the floors. There were ten, and Howell lived on the seventh, assuming a normal building layout inside. A lot of the time, Brandt was able to use his network — likeminded people on the same journey as he was — to get plans of the buildings of his victims, but this building wasn’t in the city planning files like it should have been. That meant either there was someone inept long ago, something illegal long ago, or else this building had at least one occupant who knew it was dangerous to have the plans to their home in someone else’s hands. This was the kind of person he could respect. 

Next, Brandt looked at the cars parked along the street, wondering if one of them belonged to his man. He walked to the other side of the street and strode up and down the pavement peering casually into the cars as he passed by. He didn’t see anything to make him think any one in particular might belong to Howell. 

He looked up at the windows of the building high above. He supposed he was going to have to go up and knock on the door. It wasn’t his preferred method of attacking his victims, but it had been effective in the past.

On entering the building, he casually walked to the elevator and rode up to the third floor. There was a camera in the elevator and one at either end of each corridor, but none of them looked like they’d worked even before the Coronal Mass Ejection. 

The stairwell was dim and damp, and it didn’t look like anyone who lived here ever used it. Brandt could smell the mold growing somewhere in the dark corners, and he shook his head in disgust.

“What a shit hole,” he muttered. He’d be doing Howell a favor putting him out of this misery. 

In the stairwell, he changed his mask to that of the wolf that he loved so much. Brandt wondered if Howell would remember much about him, or would he figure out who Brandt was when they spoke. It was unlikely; they’d only spoken once at a party and even then, Howell didn’t know he really was. Did he ever know?

It was possible they’d spotted one another at other college parties in the two years Brandt went before dropping out, thinking it all a waste of time, but they never spoke again after that first time. He didn’t need to know anything more about him.

They’d spoken of books that day, Howell a lover of ‘Crime and Punishment’, the psychology of it, and Brandt talked of ‘Walden’ by Thoreau, a book he still loved and carried with him in his car to this day. At that time, Howell hadn’t read that book. Had he read it by now? Probably not.

Brandt hadn’t been able to find out anything about Howell through his network, but a lot of the time he didn’t try too hard on behalf of other’s hunting, so he didn’t expect others like him to go out of their way for his list to be completed. You always have to be careful when going up against an unknown enemy.

It was likely Howell was not much changed from before — at least on the inside. He’d survived the lawless time, but being in a city would have helped with that. Perhaps he’d toughened up some, but most likely not enough. Still, someone had hid the plans of this building, and it was a low key place. It was possible Howell had learned some survival skills in the years since they spoke. 

That conversation flowed through his mind again. Had that been the only possible contact, it would be unlikely Howell would even be on Brandt’s list, but there was no way of knowing if Howell had seen pictures of him in the intervening years. He might know who he was by now.

The corridor on the seventh floor was perhaps the gloomiest of them all at first glance. Brandt looked at the number on the door of the first apartment when he stepped out of the stairway. 73. Only a few doors away. There was no one in the corridor as he walked along, the carpet down to fibers in some places and thick and sticky in others. How could they live like this? 75.

The other side of the hall revealed the door he was looking for. The seven from seventy-eight was a different color to the eight and looked like it might fall off at any moment. Casting one more glance around, Brandt took out his silencer equipped gun and held it down by his side, his long coat hiding it from anyone who might see him from behind. He knocked on the door. Three fast raps like a friendly and eager salesman. People were wary of heavy thuds on their doors, and he’d developed and honed this knock in the course of his work. He waited a few moments listening. No sound came from within.  He waited twenty seconds and repeated the knock, exactly as before. 

The door behind him began to open, and Brandt half turned to see who was coming out, keeping his gun side away to hide it and have it ready to fire should he need it.

“You lookin’ for Howie?” the man asked. He was wearing a Groucho Marx mask and it seemed to suit his frame. At a distance it might be what this man really looked like. 

“Yeah, I’m an old buddy of his, just found out he lived here,” Brandt said, affable and courteous behind the mask. 

“Well, you’re out of luck buddy,” the man said, chuckling at his own joke. “He left yesterday. Doesn’t live here anymore.”

“Aw shoot,” Brandt feigned disappointment while rage seethed within him. “Where’s he gone?”

“He’s gone off to kill himself,” the man answered, sounding put out. Brandt wondered for a moment if perhaps Howell was going to do his job for him, but it didn’t feel like that.

“How do you mean?” he asked.

“He’s gone to Asitwas. Wants to live a free life, he said.” The man seemed very angered by this, and Brandt assumed a religious bent to this man’s past.

“Oh no,” Brandt said. “Why would anyone want to do something so stupid? Is he not feeling well?” 

“Seemed like normal to me, just came out of the blue. I didn’t know he was leaving. If I hadn’t run into him in the corridor here, I still wouldn't know.” Brandt looked at the ground to him, with the aspect of deep thought, of weighing up something very important.

“I guess I could go after him, try to stop him, or change his mind,” he said.

“Well, you really are a good friend... eh, sorry, I didn’t catch you name son?”

“Brandt,” he replied after a short pause. He’d been talking to this man too long already and that meant he needed to go. However unlikely it was, he could have picked up on some detail about him for the police later on when they came calling.

“Harold,” the returned greeting came.

“I guess I can set out in the morning and catch up with him. What kind of a car does he drive these days?”

“An old station wagon, you know the ones with wood paneling on the side, 1970s thing. Blue paint on it. You think you can catch up with him leaving so long after him?”

“Asitwas is a five-day drive at least. I have a motorbike and can make up twice the distance he can in that old thing.”

“Well, you’ll be doing him a great favor son, if you manage to turn him back around,” Harold said.  Brandt nodded in agreement.

“I couldn’t trouble you for a sip of water, could I?” Brandt asked, tilting his head like a pitiful puppy.

“Sure you could,” Harold said cheerfully. “Why don’t you come in and have something a little stronger?” Brandt smiled beneath his mask; the vampire being invited across the threshold.

“Something stronger?” he asked playfully as he stepped into the apartment. “My favorite.”  
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Chapter 12
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Entry 6

For anyone who ever reads this history, my apologies for the scattergun approach to it. I’m just writing down things as they come to me. As I’m sure you know, it’s hard to decide what thoughts you have. Maybe someday I’ll compile all of these entries into something more cohesive, but that will be a while from now. When I’m in Asitwas and free once more.

I wanted to move away from the horrible people who took advantage of both the Lawless Period and also the Sleeping Sickness and record something less unpleasant. It got me thinking about life in general, the life of everyone who rejoined society after the reforming of the government.

The one thing that has always driven society forward has been the world of commerce. If business is up and running, developments start to happen, and the world moved forward. This might be anathema for you socialists or communists out there, but you can’t argue with the fact and I don’t intend to here. This is my view of the broad scope of history for the future. 

The world of work did its best to come back looking as it had before the Solar Flare, and for a very short time it was going well. When the Sleeping Sickness came along, though, everything changed again. Once it became apparent what was happening, everyone started to wear masks into work, even before it became mandatory. All meetings moved to over the phone, and soon people started to call in sick as they were so scared to be around people. Seeing this shift and knowing that the laws would soon catch up, business began to allow all employees to work from home.  It was important to keep people apart, to hope they began to forget what each other looked like.

Some employers didn’t want to do this. These were the businessmen who pulled their old lives back from history, and they either didn’t trust their workforce to be effective from home, or else they didn’t think they could have the same level of inspiration over the phone as in person. These battles waged from business to business until the law was changed to make working from home mandatory in most cases. 

Since that directive, the world has been developing at a gradual rate as we hoped to return to pre-2017 levels of everything. Businesses were not as well funded as before, however, and the new sluggish internet didn’t allow high tech solutions to make everyone’s lives easier. For a lot of us, it felt like being transported back into the 1980s before I ever even used the internet for the first time. 

I worked in a college, an admin job, so most of my work was done alone to certain deadlines anyway. I completed spreadsheets and reports and didn’t have to deal with other people all that much. When the internet was not cooperating, we had to print out our work and drop it in to the office, but through a hatch so you didn’t have to meet anyone. There used to be a group of us in the same twenty-year age bracket who had coffee every morning, but I never really enjoyed it all that much and didn’t miss it when they were gone. I guess I just didn’t have much in common with my co-workers. The internet is all fully metered now, so that it’s not worth paying money to keep up these inane chats like some of the group still do. 

The government established a new bank when it came back to power, and that’s the one we all use now. It’s the same in all countries as far as I know, and that makes it very difficult to do business with anyone overseas anymore. I’m sure in the next ten years commercial banks will start to reappear, but for now, I think most of us are happy so simply have a place to keep our money where we don’t have it physically with us and have to fend off thieves all hours of the day and night.

I can see the future of the world, and the first step is getting everything back to 2017 levels. That’s going to take another twenty years, I think, but by then I’ll still only be sixty-three and life will be improving all the time until then. 

Thinking of business, I’m led to mention the education system too. This, after all, is where all business and commerce are fed from. 

I think children had an especially rough time since after the Solar Flare. They went from happy kids playing kiss chasing in the school yard to being terrified and possibly fighting for their lives overnight. I can’t imagine who thought that was psychologically for them, and I foresee a lot of fucked up adults coming in the next few years. How could they not be fucked up by what they've been through, especially those who didn’t live in cities or large towns? How many kids died or were taken in the Lawless Period? It’s scary to even guess at a number, and I’m sure there are thousands who we will never know what happened to them. 

I wanted kids when I was younger, but Shirley and I weren’t able to conceive — we never found out which of us was at fault medically for that.  Maybe it was both of us, but the point is, I’m glad of that fact now. If things had gone according to plan, any child we had would have been five or six when the Solar Flare came and seven or eight when the Sleeping Sickness arrived. How hard it would have been to watch a child grow up with that horror all around them.

I see I’m getting off point here, but I’m getting tired and thinking of Shirley just now has thrown off my rhythm. Maybe I’ll come back to schooling some other time in more detail. For now, I’ll just say all learning, right up to college, went online before businesses did. It was deemed that children at that time were more likely than not to have nightmares considering the world they lived in, so it was best to get them away from other children right away. The good thing, I’m told, is that they can forget things as quickly as they learn them. By some accounts, most children completely forgot what their old school friends looked like within two months of not seeing them anymore. If only that was that easy for everyone, things might have settled down a lot sooner. There was also a lot of talk about how children’s dreams didn’t tend to be so focused as adults and were much more based on fears and anxieties they might have. It was felt children didn’t dream about other people’s deaths, but it was best to isolate them early before they did so later in life.   
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Chapter 13
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Howell drove almost all day when he left Teska. His eagerness wanted him to go farther, but he’d made a plan and he knew he should stick to it. The last thing he wanted to have happen was to get too tired to drive and have to pull in on the side of some road to sleep for a while. Who knew what dangers he was setting himself up for in that scenario? 

He’d done a lot of research on his route, both routes — the one to meet Catherine and the one on the way to Asitwas — and he knew some of the well-known places to avoid. Knowing what he did was one thing, though, and he worried about what he didn’t know. There were lots of little villages, smaller towns and even one street crossroad settlements on the maps about which there was no information online. None that he could find at least. There could be many reasons why no one posted about a place online, but Howell thought it best to not try his luck and just zoom through those places, not even stopping for gas. He’d passed on this same advice to Catherine for her lone leg until they met. They knew each other’s itinerary, where they would be sleeping, where they planned to get gas and hopefully where they’d be able to connect online for their daily call. 

In the middle of the day, Howell had gassed up in Smithfield, at a gas station slap bang in the middle of town. He minded his own business while he was there, and though the town went about its business as usual, he did feel a few suspicious or hostile eyes on him. As he left town and for a full fifteen minutes afterwards, he checked in the mirror to make sure he wasn’t being followed. 

His arrival in Stalmouth, the last town on the coast road before he started heading inland tomorrow, came as planned an hour before dusk. Howell pulled up in the gravel parking lot of the ‘Sunshine Motel’ — a name you’d be forgiven for thinking was in jest to go by the looks of it. He did a quick circle around the car, kicking the tires and making sure there were no obvious defects picked up on the road. It all looked fine, and he took his overnight bag and went inside to check in.

“You booked already?” the mean-pussed desk clerk asked, looking up from a yellow page’s paperback novel. The spine was folded over on itself so Howell couldn’t see the title.

“Yes, Warren,” Howell said. The clerk leaned forward and put his book down as he consulted his list.

“Is that your first or second name?” he asked, not looking up at him.

“Second. Howell Warren is the full name.” The man nodded, though he clearly hadn’t found his booking on the sheet yet. The book folded over and Howell saw the cover. ‘Silence of the Lambs’ by Thomas Harris. Comforting. In the moment more it took the clerk to find the booking, Howell recalled there was a TV show based on Hannibal Lecter made not long before the Solar Flare. As he recalled it was a fantastic show; it was a pity they didn’t get to finish it off. Or had they and he just didn’t have the time to see it? He made a mental note to look it up, though it might qualify as the type of thing you weren’t supposed to watch anymore in case it gave you bad dreams. In fact, now that he thought about it, this clerk shouldn’t be reading something like that book either, especially not in full view of anyone who might walk in. 

“Howell Warren!” the clerk said, standing up and looking at him. He lifted the fingerprint pad up and put it down on the high customer side of the window. “Right hand, please.” Howell pressed his fingers into the inky pad and then pressed them down in that rolling fashion everyone now knew so well. “Paper towels and sink over there,” the clerk nodded behind Howell.

“Thanks,” Howell replied as he turned to wet his hand and then wiped away the ink. He much preferred the old-fashioned way of showing ID or leaving a credit card at the desk, but this was the way it was now. The government wanted to keep track of people moving around in case they were Memory Murderers or up to something else nefarious. Howell didn’t know how effective a system it was. After all, Howell gave his real name, but what was stopping him giving a fake name? Would they check all the hotels and motels in the country for the matching fingerprints for who he really was if they thought he’d done something? It didn’t sound likely.

“Room 12,” the clerk said, handing him the key. Howell took it, signed the guest book and his fingerprint copy, and went to his room. 

Howell was pleasantly surprised at the room. It was clean and bright and not at all what he’d thought from the outside. He looked at his watch and saw it was still a couple of hours before his call with Catherine. He worried about her, wondering if her drive was going OK. He plugged in his laptop and put a few coins in the meter on the wall to release the ethernet cable. Satisfying himself that the internet was working, he put a stack of coins by the bedside locker for later and then went out for some dinner. 

The town was a nice mid-size place; couples walked along the sea front in the last of the daylight, and the salt air seemed much purer than Teska, even down by the shore. As he walked towards a bar at the end of the street, Howell noticed a trend in the local mask fashion here. He passed no less than three Dolly Parton’s (one of them a man), and four Kenny Rogers’. He didn’t think it was going to be too long before he heard one of the old duets the two stars had sung together. He smiled beneath his mask; how do these trends come about? Back in Teska there had been one a few months ago where tons of people went out with Yoda masks, complete with the big ears.  

The bar was of the old tourist kind, tons of shells and old postcards plastered to the walls everywhere. There were few people in the place, one man at the bar and two different couples on opposite sides of the rooms with their backs to one another. All of them drinking through a straw — one in particular looking funny as she was wearing a bee mask and it looked like it was her long bee tongue sucking honey from the glass. 

The barman stood waiting as Howell approached and pulled up a stool and ordered.

“A beer and two cheeseburgers, please.”

“Out of towner?” the barman asked, his frog-head mask tilted as he pulled the beer.

“Yeah, passing through on my way to Belmus,” Howell lied.

“What’s driving you to Belmus?”

“Work, it’s only for a few days and then I’ll be back on my way home.”

“Where’s home?” The tone of voice was friendly, interested like a good bartender should, but Howell got the sense that everything he said was being scrutinized carefully.

“Teska,” he answered, passing his own lie detector test this time.

Howell ate and drank in the bar until nine o’clock, talking about sports and Howell’s imaginary work and the effect of the Sleeping Sickness in this part of the state. 

The other man at the bar, older by his movements and wrinkled hands, left only minutes before Howell. He wore a brown suit and Rolf from ‘The Muppets’ mask that almost matched. He’d drank four whiskeys while Howell had been inside, and he stood on the street outside when Howell came out.

“Goodnight,” Howell said in passing. He’d seen the man was listening and nodding in agreement a few times as they talked about sports in there, but they never exchanged a word. 

“I know where you’re really going,” the old man said. Howell stopped and looked back to be sure it was he who was being addressed. “You wear it like a badge,” he added.

“What are you talking about?” Howell asked, trying to smile it off (which doesn’t wok these days with masks on all the time). 

“You’re going to Asitwas. You’re practically popping out of that mask already.” 

“You’ve got me all wrong, mister,” Howell said, turning to continue to the motel. He shook his head.

“I don’t think so,” he said. “I suppose you could say I can see my own.” Howell stopped again and looked the man. 

“Your own?” he asked.

“Someone who wants to live out their days without a mask. However short that life might be.”

“I don’t want to die,” Howell said. “I don’t want to have a short life.”

“Take me with you,” Rolf asked, stepping closer, his hands out in entreaty.

“You have me all wrong,” Howell squirmed. Hadn’t he practically just admitted it a moment ago with his stupid defense of his ideas?

“I can pay you and pay my own way too. I won’t hold you back, won’t be a burden on you,” he’d stepped closer again and Howell could feel the nervous eyes of passersby on them. What did they think was going on, he wondered?

“No,” Howell shook his head slowly. “I’m meeting someone and there won’t be enough room in my car.” It felt awful to be denying this man only what Howell wanted for himself, but he knew it couldn’t work. They couldn’t have any additional baggage on their trip. Getting just Catherine and himself into Asitwas could be difficult enough already. 

The old man took a step back and let his entreating hands fall by his side. There was no fight left in him, only sadness it seemed. For once Howell was delighted not to be able to see someone’s facial expression. It probably would have changed his mind. 

“Listen son,” the man said, “you should just tell the truth on your way. Let people know where you’re going. Have the small disagreement if it comes to it, but don’t hide the life you want under lies about work trips or anything else. You’ll feel better for it when you get there.” He started to walk away then, his back to Howell.

“You’ll get there too, I’m sure,” Howell called after him after a long pause. The man made no indication he heard and just kept on shuffling on towards home. Howell turned away too and made his way back to the motel. He hadn’t felt this shitty in a very long time.
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Entry 7

The number one question people have about the Sleeping Sickness right from the start is ‘Why is it only violent dreams that come true?’  Thousands of bad dreams and nightmares have passed through everyone’s sleep since the start of this whole thing, but only those that involve specific people being hurt or killed seemed to happen in the real life. As I have stated above, my belief is in the theory — I don’t know the full ins and outs of it, or who came up with it originally — that the waves of the solar storm ripped a hole in whatever divides us from all the other dimensions of possibility there are out there. We were just unlucky enough that the rip was between our world and the one where horrible things happen as a matter of course. It’s nice to think that there’s a dimension sitting right by us where everything always goes right and that someday another Solar Flare might tear that one open instead. I know this is wishful thinking, but you’ve got to hold on to something. (I am well aware of the counter argument to this too — that another much worse dimension than the current one could come in and destroy us and set us up for perpetual misery — but I’m not that kind of thinker.)

I’ve had some bad dreams throughout my own life, and no shortage of them since 2017, but in those dreams, it was always me who was in trouble. Sometimes I was falling, though in those dreams I never landed. Other times I wouldn’t know what was going on but could feel fear knowing there was something nearby trying to get me. The other kind I’ve had are being chased by various evil things like clowns or lizards — neither of which I have ever been afraid of while awake — or a person from my life twisted into some bogeyman — also never someone I’ve actually been afraid of.

While everyone was doing their best to stop dreaming about people they knew in as many different ways as they could think of, and they started working from home, distancing as much as possible, a new variant of nightmare began to fill sleepless nights.

This should have been foreseen — and most likely it was, and no one could come up with a better workable idea — but the very fact that when you walked the street you never saw a human being anymore. You saw strange creatures with human bodies and animal heads; you saw melted looking celebrities, killer clowns, werewolves, vampires, zombies, Lovecraftian nightmare faces, serial killer hockey masks, and you never knew what real face lay beneath it all.

When all you see is what used to be heavily represented in the serial killer horror movies of the seventies to nineties — a hundred Michael Myers, dozens of Scream masks, Freddy Krueger on every corner — it was perhaps only natural that these images started to invade people’s sleep and give them the nightmares they were originally intended to. In fact, I remember hearing that the movie ‘A Nightmare on Elm Street’ was based on news articles about East Asian men dying of heart attacks in their sleep caused by nightmares.

I wasn’t immune to these kinds of dreams, but the ones I had were unsettling at best. What worried people then was the possibility that people might start getting killed based on the masks they wore. If someone had a nightmare about the mask you wore that day, was there a chance you could die that night? We still don’t know the answer to that one, but the general consensus of everyone I’ve ever spoken to about this, or anything I’ve read online, is that your oppressor doesn’t tend to die in your nightmare. Mostly you just wake up terrified with only a scant image of what was coming after you. Everybody lives, but the sleep is shit. 

Back when we first starting dating, Shirley used to have a recurring bad dream.  It wasn’t very frequent, but it did happen about seven times over two years and each time it left her a wreck. I think I remember her having it one more time a few years later, but as far as I know that was the last time. 

In the dream, she’d be walking on some large stone steps that seemed to be suspended high in the air. Her sister Malory was with her and the clouds were dark, and a wind came up that flapped their coats around them. 

She could never be sure, but she always thought they were on holiday in this place, that it was some ancient monument at the top of the steps they were going to see. 

The steps were so wide, perhaps two hundred feet, and each was a different height — some you could step up and others you would have to climb. Throughout, there were also large holes through which you could fall to a terrible death if you weren’t careful. No safety signs or barriers were in place.

As the dream progresses there were a group of young men, all clad in leather jackets, and they looked at the two women coming along the steps. Shirley felt uneasy about them, the fear of what they might do being the first indicator this was a bad dream. 

Dream logic and real-world logic are completely alien to each other, and in the dream, Shirley thought it best to give the men a wide berth rather than go back down to the more populated lower steps. This decision caused Malory to fall through one of the open holes and Shirley dive to grab her but missed, and all she could do was look down through that stony chasm and see her fall, terror etched in a scream on her face.

This was when Shirley always woke up. One of her biggest fears when the Sleeping Sickness came was that one night, she would have this dream and she wouldn’t wake up until Malory hit the ground, hundreds of feet below. 

As you will know by now, that never got to happen. I don’t consider that to be a blessing. I’ve nothing against Malory — I don’t know where she is now, or even if she is still alive — but I’d run the risk of her death forever to have Shirley back. 

My own odd dreams have begun to lessen, so here’s hoping for that ever downwards trend continuing.
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On the day of her flight from home, Catherine didn’t stop at the planned town for gas. Her mind was awhirl, and no thought took purchase for long. She couldn’t get the image of the dead Louise Gordon’s face out of her head. She drove and drove and drove, putting as many miles as she could between herself and that stairwell. Catherine was long past the exit she should have used on the interstate, but she didn’t give a damn until the fuel gauge light starting blinking on the dashboard. 

“Shit!” she shouted, banging her hand on the wheel. The plan came back to mind, all the warnings Howie had given her about the route and the areas around. There was no sign of an exit up ahead; she could only hope there would be one soon, and one that led to a larger town with a gas station. 

Leaning over, she picked up the road atlas on the passenger seat and glanced at it. She didn’t want to stop the car, as she recalled hearing before starting a car is the most fuel intensive part of the drive. She wasn’t sure if this was true, but she didn’t want to chance it and find out. 

As she glanced a few times at the map and then back to the road, Catherine saw she’d gone so far past her exit that she’d gone onto the next page. She turned the page over as best she could with one hand and then looked again, holding the book flat on the wheel so she could keep half an eye on the road ahead.

There was an exit coming up in about two miles that led to a town called Sparks — she’d never heard of it — but it was hard to tell on this map what size place it might be. There was another town — Chesterfield — that seemed like it might be larger about fifteen miles further along the same road. Would she be able to make it if Sparks had not gas station? How much is left in the tank when that light comes on?

Of course, Howie had told her to get a couple of gas cans before she left and put them in the boot for an emergency, but the time ran away from her and she didn’t get to do it. She would buy some at whatever gas station she found this afternoon.

“Come on old girl,” she said to the car, “don’t let me down.”

Catherin’s heart sank a few miles later when she left the interstate. The road she came onto was narrow and dusty and didn’t look like it had been used for a long time. It didn’t bode well for Sparks, and fear gripped her at the thought of breaking down on a road like this before getting to Chesterfield beyond.  She was fit enough to walk the distance however far it might be, of that there was no question. The fear was of who else might be on that road. Was this one of those off the beaten track places the law hadn’t fully brought back under control yet?

Louise Gordon might be the death of her yet.

Sparks turned out to be a tiny little place, but to her surprise there was a small gas station just this side of the town, on the side leading back out to the interstate. She pulled around into the forecourt and saw three men, all in their fifties she guessed, sitting at a wooden picnic table like you’d see in a park years ago. They were drinking beers, and all of them regarded her with narrow untrusting eyes as she pulled up. Catherine’s instinct was to pull right back out on the road and chance the run to Chesterfield, but she looked at the fuel needle on the dial and it was already past empty. She would have to gas up here.  

A younger man came out of the store and walked over as she got out of the car.

“What’ll it be?” he asked, looking into the car in surprise. She felt it was that she was alone.

“Fill her up please,” Catherine said. “Do you have any small gas cans I can put in the trunk for spare too?”

“Yeah, but we only have gallon drums,” he said as he started to fill her car. She saw the name Larry on his shirt.

“Can you fill up two of those for me as well?” He nodded, and she went inside to pay. She saw reflected in the window the men at the picnic table watching her walk. They were just regular guys checking out the first out of town woman they’d probably seen in years. Larry had put her at ease somehow, though she couldn't say why.

When she came back to the car, Larry showed her the drums in her trunk before closing the lid and then walked back to the driver’s door with her.

“If you don’t mind my saying Miss, you shouldn’t be driving around here on your own.” His eyes darted to the men and then back to her. 

“Are they dangerous?” she whispered, fear gripping her heart once more.

“Not them, but there’s plenty around who are. Keep your driving to the interstate as much as you can. You can’t trust folk in these out of the way places anymore.” He looked so sad in telling her this, like he knew that soon he was going to have to leave the place he’d probably spent his whole life.

“Thanks for the warning,” she said. “I’ll take your advice.”

As she pulled out of the forecourt, feeling all those eyes still on her, Catherine decided it would be less risky to go back to the interstate and find the exit she should have come off on. The long road to Chesterfield scared her after what Larry had said to her, and she just wanted to be away from this place as fast as she could. Her heart was pounding and for the second time that day she felt like she was making a getaway, fleeing for her life. Had it been a terrible idea to leave what she knew? Was this an omen of things to come?

She was back on the interstate, signs reading out how far away her old home was, driving towards it. Should she just go home and face the music? It had been self-defense after all. The proper exit came, and Catherine shook her head in resolve. No, she was going to Howie. That was the plan, and it was a good plan. Everything that had gone wrong for her today had been in no way related to the plan. 

Catherine arrived in her destination town of Neru two hours later than planned, and there wasn’t much time before she was due to chat online with Howie. Thankfully, her hotel was a little nicer than she thought it would be and they made change for her to use the room ethernet cable as soon as she checked in. 

Her ink-stained hands were trembling as she logged on, and she was glad he wasn’t going to be able to read her troubles on her face. This had been one of the worst days of her life — in a long line of bad days stretching back years now — but she did her best to pull herself together. There was no need to tell Howie what had happened. No point. What use could it possibly be? She would tell him when they were together in person. 

If she did tell him, and mentioned the excursion into Sparks, she knew what he’d say. He’d want her to stay put in the hotel until he could drive here and get her. That would throw them of course by at least another day, and it was still unclear if Asitwas was even going to be accessible when they got there. The status of relations could change by the hour. 

The video was connecting. Last chance to come clean.

“Hi Howie, good to see you!” she said as he came on the screen. It could all wait until she saw him in person.
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Entry  8

I’ve mentioned before how people did their best to distract their minds before going to bed to avoid having bad dreams. Now I’m going to expand a little on that, or to be more precise I’m going to tell you about some of the strategies people adopted in the fight against the Sleeping Sickness.

I suppose the number one thing that came about once the Sickness was universally known was that people in households began to sleep in shifts. I often wonder had Shirley and I known about this idea, would it have saved her?

Childless couples would sleep for a couple of hours, one at a time, with the other monitoring them and waking or disturbing their sleep if it seemed like they were dreaming. Of course there is no way to know just by looking at a sleeping person if they are dreaming, but talking in your sleep or moving about were the best indicators people had. If you did any of that you got woken up. Of course those signs could be any dream, and not necessarily a ‘bad’ dream. You could for instance be having a sex dream about someone and say their name. It would not be obvious it wasn’t a dream likely to end in anyone’s death, but you can bet partners always woke the other up when this happened. I’m sure it led to plenty of nighttime arguments between the couples. 

Families would do the same thing, most of them sleeping while one or two members stayed awake and roamed the house keeping an eye on everyone. Single people would set regular alarms that would wake them and wreck sleep throughout the night in the hope of interrupting any dream that wasn’t going the right way. 

Other people tried snatching sleep at odd times of the day, thinking if their brains weren’t wired for bedtime, there was a chance they wouldn’t dream. None of the evidence I’ve read says this can have any effect, but there are thousands of people online who swear by the practice. 

Whether any of the systems people used worked or not, the one thing that was certain was those trying to outwit sleep began to have very miserable lives. They were so sleep deprived that they went about like zombies, car crashes went up — even with so few of them on the road now — and general mishaps leading to broken arms or legs came on like it was a new crisis on its own. At one point I think there were as many people with broken bones from lack of sleep as there were from the Sleeping Sickness. 

I didn’t bother trying any of these things. For one thing, after losing Shirley I didn’t much care about anything else. I’m ashamed to admit it, but for a few months my attitude was if I kill someone while I’m asleep tonight, who gives a fuck? 

As my life came out of the complete gutter it was in, though, I changed heart. I still slept as normal — a lot of people did — and I still had very few dreams I could ever remember. There are no images of death or injury in my waking consciousness, but I can only assume that means there have never been any in my sleep. But who’s to know?  I could have killed a lot of people and I’ll never be sure about it. The same goes for everyone else in the world.

I remember reading one news sheet about this family, I think they were in Indiana. They claimed to be able to stay up for two days at a time and when they slept the never dreamed. Not at all, about anything. It was a big family, mom, dad and eight grown up children. They all lived on the same plot of land, and each of them were interviewed for the news. All of them claimed the same thing, saying it had been the father who ‘came up ‘with the idea. What was this wonderful idea I hear you ask?  Well, I don’t know if I have the vocabulary to get it down on paper. It was just so inspiring, so salient, so... stupid.

The father said, if you stay up for a day or two at a time, you will be so tired by the time you sleep, your brain won’t have the energy to cook up any dreams. All ten of them claimed not to have dreamed in five years. I wasn’t alone in thinking it was all bullshit, but people were so desperate for any way to get away from dreaming that they tried it out. Can you guess the result?

That’s right. Accidents shot up once more, and this time we had fist fights and brawls on top of it due to irritability and nervous exhaustion. The government advice — to give them credit — has never been to follow any crazy guidelines picked up on the internet or newspapers. They said simply avoid violent materials, use calming techniques before sleep and think of pleasant things as you lay there waiting for sleep.

I’ve done this, and as I say, no deaths to my name I know about. I spoke to a woman called Catherine online today, and we actually had a good laugh about all this stuff. It was actually she who reminded me about the crazy family of non-sleepers, though neither of us can remember their names. It was nice to laugh with another human, even it was just over chat messages. She seemed nice, different to anyone else I’ve spoken to. We said we’d talk again tomorrow; I don’t usually make promises like that to people I’ve just met. 

There were other ways people tried to avoid the dreams that I haven’t mentioned yet, but I’m tired now so I think I’ll come back to them in another entry. They probably deserve a separate section on their own anyway. So, it’s off to bed for me and sleep and see what happens.  
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Brandt cruised the sunny afternoon streets of Wellsville looking for Howell Warren’s blue station wagon. He’d even managed to get most of the license plate from old Harold before he had to kill him back in Teska. Brandt had already done a few circuits of the town and was surprised he hadn’t come across the car yet. It wasn’t a big town and Howell wouldn’t know Brandt was coming after him, so would have no reason to hide the car somewhere out of sight. Brandt should have caught up with him by now. He’d crossed the country at crazy speeds on his motorcycle, taking the optimum route from Teska to Asitwas. Howell couldn’t have beaten him here in that old car, especially if he had it filled with supplies and extra gas cans for the long journey. It didn’t make sense.

When he finished this loop of the town, Brandt went into the internet cafe on the town square and hooked his laptop up to a port in the corner where his screen couldn’t be easily overlooked. The network of ‘Memory Murderers’ as everyone else dubbed them — though they preferred to call themselves plain old ‘Survivors’ — all had decent tech knowledge and could override the security set up in most of these cafes and thus access the ‘Survivor Network’ — a host of sites and chat pages about hunts in progress, tactics and the latest tech knowledge they could use to stay ahead of the law and those they hunted. 

As good as this network was, though, it was no match for the days of unlimited internet and social media when it came to tracking people down. How easy this would have been back in the days when everyone took selfies and ‘checked in’ or ‘liked’ every place they visited in real time. Now, you had to hope someone had seen who you were looking for based on a vehicle, costume, height, physical ailments, or the like. Nothing that you could be certain of. Still, it had helped him in the past, and with the partial car plate and color, Brandt should be able to get someone to find the full plate and model and then they could use the toll cameras to find where the car was last seen.

Ten minutes after logging on, the full plate came back, and a few minutes later someone else was able to tell him the car had crossed the toll road at Stalmouth, a town on the coast north of Teska. 

“What!” Brandt said angrily, drawing looks from some of his fellow cafe customers, which he ignored. Where the hell was Howell going? He brought up his map on the laptop and zoomed out to take in a larger section of the country. He traced a line from Teska to Stalmouth and then to Asitwas. It made no sense to go north first; it made the distance to the final destination much farther. Brandt leaned back in his chair and thought about it. This wasn’t the first setback he’d had while hunting, and in a way, it didn’t bother him all that much. 

When he first started on this road to wiping out anyone he felt could pose a threat to him, the only goal was to achieve this end as quickly as he could. What he’d come to realize though through this exercise was that he really enjoyed it. There was nothing more freeing than killing, and the chase only added to it. Now that he only had Howell left, he felt like he didn’t really want to catch him too soon.

The new freedom would come as soon as Howell was dead, but there was no doubt he was going to miss the chase once it was over. It was for this reason he was glad Howell — however unknowingly — had thrown a curveball in this chase. He was making it interesting, which to be fair to those he hunted was not an easy thing to do. Though the ‘Memory Murderers’ were a very real thing, Brandt felt there were still so many people who didn’t believe in them, and many more who never thought they would be a target. One thing was certain, no one Brandt ever knew under his old name ever saw it coming. They were all shocked when they finally understood who it was that was about to end their life. 

Looking at the map, he thought again about Howell. There could only be three reasons Brandt could think of off the top of his head for what Howell was doing. One, he was using a longer route to get where he was going because he’d let slip his destination to some people and he was being careful. Two, he wasn’t going to Asitwas at all, and that was a story he made up before leaving town. Three, he was meeting someone or picking someone up on the way to Asitwas and then they would get back on track.

Brandt couldn’t say why, but he felt this last was the most likely. Did Howell have a new woman in his life? It had been a long time since his wife died, hadn’t it? Had he ‘moved on’ from that by now? 

Leaning forward, Brandt went into one of the chartrooms and posted a few new questions. 

Does anyone know Howell Warren of Teska?

Does anyone know of a woman who left town for Asitwas in the last few days?

Does anyone know of a woman involved online with a man called Howell (Howie)?

That would have to do for now. When he checked back in later, he was sure there would be a ton of answers to each question. There always were. The only trouble was all these people are so eager to help other ‘Survivors’ that the information has to be sifted through for anything that might actually be relevant. There was always the chance he’d strike gold though — it had happened before, and not just for him. There were plenty of messages of thanks from ‘Survivors’ who got what they needed from asking on the network like this. 

He closed up the laptop and went outside. He was going to travel north and try to intercept Howell on the way. There were many miles to go, and he doubted now he was destined to meet his prey for at least another two days, maybe more. Brandt looked at this crappy town one more time and then headed for his bike. He didn’t even want to eat in this place. 

On the road with Wellsville behind him, Brandt thought more about his life over the last few years. The idea had often floated in his mind of just carrying on with this work, even after his own list was done. Hunting down people and killing them for others could become his life, his business. He was sure there were thousands of people out there who wanted to do what he was doing but didn’t have the guts or the skills to do it. He could do it for them. Others were always posting their lists online too, and he could pick one of those at any time too and help out one of his co-survivors. There was enough work in that to keep him going for the rest of his life.

That wasn’t the plan though. At some point he was going to go back to nature, back to Walden. When everything settled down, no one would ever see him again.  Unless of course they stumbled upon him in the forest one day, but that would be the last thing they ever saw, and they wouldn’t live to tell the tale. Freedom. Freedom. Freedom as the miles whizzed by beneath the wheels of his motorcycle.  
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Entry 9

I’ve just come off the internet, having checked in on some sports results, and I felt that would be a good thing to mark down in this history of mine. Sport today is not what it once was, but it is a field where some of the most passionate people in the world gravitate to. It is also the place good businessmen go to as well. The huge money that was once there is not back yet, but it will be. The government has made sport a priority as a good diversion for the masses. Giving people heroes to cheer on gives them hope, and what bedraggled race of people terrified of sleeping and the world around them in general doesn’t need hope. I am an optimistic person, and I feel the world will right itself in the next decade or so. That does seem like a long time though. It’s been almost that long since this whole mess started. Anyway, I’m getting away from myself here. Sport.

I think every sport — at least every one I’ve ever heard of — has done its best to come back after the Lawless Period. They may look different, but games and sports have always been evolving, so this would have been the case even if nothing had happened. 

The sports that changed the least were motor sports. Men wearing helmets with dark visors riding motorbikes or driving cars is perfect for today’s world. The only real difference is that the drivers don’t take off their helmets when they get their trophies. Of course, none of the old champions could come back to the sport as their faces were too well known and they would have been putting themselves at risk. A whole new batch of drivers and riders came up, and though I don’t think they have the same skill as those that went before, it’s still entertaining enough to watch.

Sports like running and cycling went online a lot. People are running on treadmills or rising exercise bikes hooked up to computers. It’s not a perfect system yet, but I think they’re starting to weed out the digital cheaters and set up better monitoring systems in those sports.  There is the odd meet up in real life, but those sports are so oxygen intensive it’s hard to do it well while wearing a mask. 

Team sports where you rush about in short spurts are more suited to mask wearing, and all those sports have come back and in person. There are rules about individual segregation in the dressing rooms and lifetime bans (also possible jail time) for anyone who loses their cool in a match and interferes in any way with another player’s mask.

I will say that sports are not the spectacle they once were, but it’s OK. Better than nothing and like I say, I think they will only get better as time goes on. Who knows, perhaps one day the Sleeping Sickness will be a thing of the past, and we can all sit back with a few beers and watch sports like we used to. 

I do some running myself and home exercises in an effort to stay in shape, but I was never too pushed on it, and there were times when I stopped and started getting flabby. When I felt my pants starting to get tight that would be the klaxon to get going again. When I got heavy, I’d tell myself I was only doing what a lot of people do, changing the shape of my body away from that I was known to have before the Sleeping Sickness. But I didn’t feel right, and it never lasted long before I had to get back in shape. I’ve noticed lately I’m getting more in shape than ever, and that’s down to Catherine. Our chats have been going well, and I think we’ll be moving on to video calls soon. Can’t hide when you’re in front of the camera. 

Thinking of cameras, there’s something else that changed a lot in the same way sports have. Entertainment. Specifically, movies and television. Despite all we’ve been through and how far we’ve come back to the world we used to know, there doesn’t seem to be much appetite for movies and TV shows were everyone is wearing a mask. Even if the characters always wear the same clothes and masks so we know who is who, it doesn’t come up to scratch. I don’t know if it’s just a horrible reminder of where we are, or just the fact the acting was always more about the facial expressions and emotions expressed (and the beauty of the actors of course) than about the plot. 

When the ban on faces came in on the internet, it was also extended to any movie or show that had actors still living in it. At first this meant the only thing we could watch with any degree of certainty were old black and white movies from the 1940s. Either all of those people were already dead, or they would be so old as to be completely unrecognizable now.  

This has changed recently though, and people are constantly updating a list of deceased actors which makes it easier to know when a certain movie or show can be watched safely without putting anyone at risk. The list grows by the week, still mostly old stuff, but you do get the odd movie from the last thirty years that had a small cast and they’ve all died off. The database creators had the decency not to list the cause of death of the actors as the list grew, but when it became easily accessed by the public due to the massive undertaking it was for only a few people, other users started saying how the celebrity died. I suppose it’s not all that different to tabloids from before 2017. People want to know this stuff, and the people who know it want to share it. 

There are a lot of movies I’d like to see again, but like many movies — a surprising amount actually — they would likely be on the banned list now for containing violence or being horror stories. I shouldn’t even be thinking about those movies though. That’s how serious the whole thing is. 

It’s funny how in the old days people used to ask each other’s favorite movies on first dates. Now if that question is asked at all, the answer is some black and white melodrama from almost a century ago. 

Thankfully, some of those old movies aren’t bad at all. I have to say I’m a sucker for the Marx Brothers.    
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Another day down, all gone to plan so far. Howell is sitting in his motel room waiting for his call with Catherine. The signal here is surprisingly strong, and if he is in luck, hers will be too and they can video call again tonight. He’d told her yesterday to expect chat only today, but that was because he was expecting his own internet here in Slown to be bad. How great it would be to see her.

Howell was nervous about things right now. He was going to meet Catherine for the first time in person in about twenty-four hours, and it both thrilled and scared him in equal measure. He knew her body, he knew her mannerisms, her voice, her mind, but yet still he was apprehensive about the actual meeting. Could something possibly come to light they wouldn’t like in one another? 

“Cool it,” he told himself as he drew in a deep breath. This is the start of your new, happy life. These feelings are the end of your old scared and lonely world. He tried to imagine Catherine’s face again, assuming in his love for her that she was beautiful. How could she not be?

With this thought in mind, Howell logged into the video server and tried to call Catherine. His face lit in delight when he saw the call was being attempted — that was a good sign. Their last video chat. The thought crossed his mind. Not the last ever, he was sure, but the last one before they really knew one another. One they would remember always.

The screen phased in and there she was — well the llama mask that manifested her this evening. He hadn’t seen this mask before, and he smiled.

“Is that you, Catherine?” he asked with a laugh. 

“Yeah, this is me without a mask. What do you think?”

“I like it, your head is bigger than I would have thought, but I’m not complaining.”

“How are you?” she asked, as he smiled at their opening words.

“I’m good, excited about tomorrow,” he said.

“Me too, but I got to admit I’m scared shitless too!” A nervous laugh escaped her as she said this, and Howell loved her even more than before. 

“I know,” he said. “It’s just nervousness. We’ve known each other so long now it’s just strange that suddenly we’re going to meet in person. Totally outside our comfort zone these days.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” she said. There was a lull. Howell shifted on the motel bed and Catherine unknowingly mirrored the act. 

“I met a guy today who wanted to come to Asitwas,” he said.

“Really? You told him where you were going?” She seemed surprised by this. Though they’d never agreed to keep it a secret, Howell knew that he too had kind of figured he’d keep quiet about it until the old man told him not to. 

“Yeah, it’s a long story, but my reading on it now is, Asitwas is freedom to me, and I hope to you too. I shouldn’t keep silent about wanting freedom, should I?”

“I suppose not,” she agreed, but she was hesitant.

“I’m not shouting it from the rooftops or going around without a mask or anything like that,” he said. “But if people ask, I’m just telling the truth now.” Her right hand went up to her neck and ran around behind it, a tell she had he hadn’t mentioned to her before. It meant she was nervous as best he could tell. “Although,” he went on, “I don’t guess there’s any real reason to keep on doing it. It’ll only attract people like this guy today and another one back in Stalmouth who asked to come along.” He hoped this would ease her fears.

“You said no to both of them?” she asked.

“I did. I figure it will be hard enough to get just two of us into Asitwas if we’re late, and adding more people to the mix will only bring more drama and possible delays. It’s best if it’s just the two of us. We can’t afford to bring anyone else along.”

“What did you say to the guy today?” Her hand was back down in her lap.

“I told him if he really wanted to go, he should ask around. There’s bound to be someone else in town who wants to. If not, he can go to Stalmouth and find the other guy and they could go together.” He wasn’t being flippant when he said this. Howell knew that if someone wanted to go badly enough and they wanted someone to come with them, a drive to another city for that partner wasn’t a huge task. 

“What did he say?”

“Said he’d look into it. I felt sorry for him, and for the old man before too.”

“Well...” Catherine didn’t finish the thought. Her hand was starting to rise again, but she stopped it and pulled it back down.

“What is it, Cathy?” Howell asked. 

“I was just thinking,” she replied after a short pause. “We have two cars; would it be so bad to take someone at least some of the way?” Howell looked at her, studied her body language but couldn’t read it well.

“Did you pick up someone?” he asked.

“No,” she answered right away, “But would it be so bad?” He believed her but could see she was wavering on the idea. The thought of her bringing someone in her car didn’t sit well with him at all. Fear was the main reason — he could feel it gnawing at the back of his skull right now — but he really did think it was a chance not worth taking. He shuddered a little at the idea of someone hurting her in her own car.

“I know what you mean, and I’ve thought about it myself already,” he said. He shook his head. “I don’t have any real reasons to say no outside the obvious ones of endangering ourselves or taking the chance we won’t get to Asitwas with a larger group.” Catherine nodded like she agreed.

“You’re right,” she said, and then she sat up straight and the happiness was back in her voice. “We meet tomorrow and that’s the new start, isn’t it?”

“It is. I can’t wait,” he said. His thoughts turned to her body and touching her for the first time. Not in a sexual way — though that was not far away — but even taking hold of her hand for the first time, feeling her fingers in his, feeling the press of another human body into his own in a hug. He hadn’t hugged anyone in seven years. What kind of a world was this? 

Catherine looked at her watch,

“About twenty hours now, I think.”

“It’s incredible,” Howell said, genuinely amazed. “I really can’t wait.”

“Me neither.”

They spoke for a time about random parts of their journey, coming back to the fact they were going to see each other many times during the talk. When it was over, Howell lay down on the bed and thought about her. How her hair would feel, how she would smell. He hadn’t been this excited about something since he was a kid. And he had to admit, it was a great feeling to have at this time in his life.  
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Entry 10

I’ve told you about the masks people wear now to hide their faces in the hope no one will dream about them. What I haven’t told you yet is that the whole world didn’t agree at once with this measure as a control against the Sleeping Sickness. As with any other crisis or health epidemic, different governments tried different approaches. Let’s be honest about it, no one wanted to wear a mask, and I don’t believe even now people would do it if any kind of alternative was available. I’m going to list off the things I can remember hearing about here.

One of the first ideas a lot of people had when the Sleeping Sickness was known of was to get rid of all the mirrors in the house. People hoped by doing this, they would recall their own faces less and less and have fewer reasons to dream about themselves. This idea spread fast and soon there were mirrors getting smashed everywhere — after what had already happened, no one went in for the old ‘seven years of bad luck’ thing anymore — it was a glittering mess on every corner. 

Shops and businesses then began to follow suit and soon all reflective surfaces were removed or tarnished beyond use all over. The last mirrors to go were those in the cars that still ran. The government never approved the removal of safety features in cars like this, but the cops understood, and they were very lenient on the crime. I don’t think anyone ever got in trouble about it.  Of course it made driving more dangerous, but as there were less cars on the road now, people made their peace with this. 

There was such a rush to get rid of mirrors at that time that I swear people felt it was an actual cure — at least for a few days. Of course, it wasn’t, and the deaths and maiming kept on coming as before.

I recall hearing in some parts of Europe they had daylight curfews so when people were out and about, the dark would help conceal them. Some people started reversing their days, by which I mean they slept in the day and were awake at night. I don’t know if this made any difference for some people, but I think it just had the effect that more people started to die in the middle of the day while awake in those countries.

Other countries tried similar ideas, making it illegal to be outside except for on the day of the week when people born on a certain date were encouraged to shop and get supplies. That must have been strange for those people, knowing that anyone who was out for the same two hours they were on a given day shared their birthday. I don’t know what the numbers of deaths were like in places who tried this, but I can see how it might have worked in smaller cities and towns when few people would have been out at any given time. 

Catherine told me that in her city, they made the pavements one way and there were stiff fines for anyone walking on the wrong side of the street. The idea was simply distance, trying to keep people’s faces as far away from each other as they could. Again, it wasn’t a terrible idea, but it just simply didn’t work.

People would have tried anything to avoid the masks and I think they did. No crazy idea was shot down at once. There was even an idea proposed for people to walk backwards in public in some countries, but I suppose you can guess how well that might have worked. 

The age of the mask was inevitable so long as the Sleeping Sickness didn’t die away. And it didn’t die away. The numbers kept on rising until everyone had to finally accept the only way to beat it was to stop seeing people’s faces and forget every face you’d ever seen. The age of the mask had begun.

At the beginning, the government wanted there to be a general ‘accepted mask’ that everyone would wear that would have some serial number or barcode on it so cops or EMTs could know who they were dealing with. This idea was shot down though as people — rightly I guess — felt this was just a way for the government to track everyone’s movements. I don’t think the government had the money or resources yet to do that anyway, so it died in its infancy. I still don’t think they’d be able to pull it off now, even if everyone was willing to go along with it. 

The masks came and all of a sudden the world seemed like a much livelier place again. Once more it was like with the mirrors, and there was a sense of hope everywhere that we had this thing licked. People tried to be as upbeat as possible about having to wear masks, but it wasn’t long before the novelty wore off.

I never liked it from the start and always felt my sense of myself being trampled on. There were resistors to wearing masks everywhere and I can’t begrudge people that. It changed quick enough though when the numbers started going down and the population of deaths of those who didn’t wear masks started to rise dramatically.  

It was around that time when I first heard about Asitwas. At the beginning it was just a rumor, but there was more and more about it as time went on and it began to make the news. People left their homes to go be in this place where you didn’t have to wear a mask, where mirrors and car safety still existed. It sounded like heaven, even though it was only life as we all knew it since 2017. I can’t remember what the town was called before it renamed itself to Asitwas, but I know the idea hooked me right away. 

I was too scared though. My experience of losing Shirley had soured me on most things, but I still had a power inside me telling me it was better to live than to die. I’ve shelved the idea for now, but I think someday — assuming things don’t get any better here — I’ll set out for Asitwas. 

Maybe if things keep going well with Catherine she might come along too. Imagine that — a normal relationship in a kind-of-normal city. Is that too much to ask for? To dream about? Well, maybe dreaming about it is not the best idea, but it’s certainly something to aspire to. 
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At first, Catherine put down her fear of the town of Neru down to the warning Larry the gas station attendant had given her. She thought she saw something worrisome everywhere she looked. No one looked trustworthy, and she felt eyes on her every time she was out of her hotel room.  Howell too had spooked her before she even set out. He hadn’t meant to, and she knew he only had her best interests and safety at heart but still, it scared her to think there were still lawless places here away from the cities and larger towns. 

She should have let Howie come to her and leave together. Though she couldn’t have asked him to do that, add days onto his own journey just to pick her up. He would have done it, no question, but she wasn’t that kind of person. Or at least hadn’t been. Besides, who knew, if she waited for Howie to get to her, she could be dead by now. She wouldn’t have been down in that stairwell loading up the car. Louise could have gotten into her apartment and killed her. 

As she ate breakfast in a diner on main street, though, looking out over the town square, Catherine felt less afraid. It seemed so normal in the nice sunlight, and she wondered what it would be like to live in a small town like this. How had they managed to come through the Lawless Period at all? Wasn’t that a miracle in itself? 

This thought shocked new fear into her. Why wasn’t it in much worse condition? Had this whole town been lawless and everyone in it? Of course not, she admonished herself. You’re letting your fear get the better again. Catherine finished her meal — never enjoyable in a public setting eating under a mask — and went out for a walk. It would be nice to get some air before getting back into the car and setting off again. 

The countergirl was lifeless when she paid, and out on the street no one at all — not one person — said hello as she walked. Not even in reply to her saying good morning to them. One man even bumped into her, almost knocking her over and didn’t even look back or apologize. No one else came to her aid either, and Catherine began to wonder if she wasn’t so far off in this town’s underside after all. Probably best to settle up at the hotel and get the hell out of here.

The rudeness continued at the hotel, and she was glad when everything was sorted and she was back in her car once more.

“Good riddance,” she said to the hotel as she pulled away from the curb. 

On the way out of town, a girl was walking on the grass verge. She had a backpack and looked to be leaving town. Catherine looked about to see if anyone was following the girl to catch up with her. There was no one in sight. It was hard to tell with anyone these days how old they were, but Catherine felt this girl couldn’t be older than mid-teens. Should she stop and see if the girl was alright? Surely it wasn’t wise to be walking out into the wilderness. Who knew what might happen to her out there? She pulled the car up beside the girl who turned to look at her.

“Are you okay?” Catherine asked.

“Yeah, just getting out of this place,” the girl replied, tilting her head back towards town.

“You’re leaving on you own?”

“No one else wants to go. They’re all happy here,” the girl said, shrugging. 

“Where are you going to go?” Catherine said. Surely it was a very long walk to even the nearest town.

“Asitwas,” she answered, adopting a stance that was at once aggressive and also defensive. 

“Asitwas,” Catherine repeated. It wasn’t the answer she was expecting. “How are you going to get there? It’s very far away.”

“I know, I’m going to walk and hitchhike,” the girl said, her tone of defiance still evident. 

“That’s the most dangerous thing I’ve ever heard of,” Catherine said. It was too. How could this girl expect to cross hundreds of miles alone unhindered? Even before the world went to shit, this would have been a very dangerous thing for her to do. The girl shrugged in response to Catherine’s reaction.

“How old are you?” Catherine asked.

“I’m twenty-two,” came the answer. 

“So, what, eighteen, nineteen really?” Catherine knew bullshit when she heard it. Had told this same lie about her own age when she was young and wanted to get into bars. 

“Nineteen,” the girl admitted and then added roughly, “so what?” 

“So, I think you’re putting yourself in danger, needlessly,” Catherine said. She looked at the road ahead and pointed. “You don’t know what’s even around that very next bend. The hinterlands and spaces between cities and towns are still lawless in many places.”

“So why don’t you give me a ride to wherever you’re going?” the girl shot back. “That would keep me safe until then, wouldn’t it?” Catherine thought about this, had already thought about it in fact, but she could hear Howie’s warning in her head. We can’t pick up any stragglers. The more we have, the harder our journey will be. He was right and she knew it, but there was no way she was going to let this little girl walk out into the middle of nowhere so some guy could come along and kill her or make her into his sex slave.

“I’m going to Asitwas too,” she said.

“No way!” the girl said, her voice changing to excited as she grabbed the frame of the door and looked in Catherine’s eyes. “You’re really going there?” Catherine nodded; this was happening. “Can you take me with you — I have money, I can pay for gas or whatever!”

“Tell me one thing before I answer,” Catherine said.

“Shoot.”

“Do your parents know you’re leaving?”

“They don’t know anything anymore,” the girl replied, and the hurt in her tone was genuine.

“The Sleeping Sickness?” Catherine asked.

“No, the Lawless Period.”

“Throw your bag in the back and come sit in the passenger seat,” Catherine said. “We’ve got a long drive ahead of us.”

The girl didn’t need to be asked a second time, and she bounded around the car like a child going to Disneyland in the old days.

“Thanks, you won’t regret it!” she said as she jumped in beside Catherine.

“I’m Catherine by the way, but you can call me Cathy if you want.”

“Becky,” the girl replied. “Just please don’t call me Rebecca.”

“Deal,” Catherine said as they shook on it.

The town of Neru drifted away behind them, and Catherine wondered what to tell Becky about Howie. Perhaps Becky could drive the second car once she met up with him? Then there would be no need to abandon one of the cars if they couldn't sell it fast. 

“Can you drive, Becky?” she asked.

“No,” Becky admitted. “Never had anyone to show me. I was too young when my parents were around.” That put paid to that plan so.

“Well, maybe I can teach you sometime,” Catherine said.

“That would be great,” Becky replied. They were silent then for a while.

“How come you’re going to Asitwas?” Becky asked.

“Well, actually it’s because I met someone really,” Catherine said, feeling foolish once she’d spoken. “Not just for that, but it was the deciding factor,” she added hastily.

“He lives in Asitwas?”

“No, he’s from Teska, I’m going to meet him tonight in Pobree.”

“Your first time meeting him in person?” Becky asked, seeming to take a girlfriend’s excited interest. 

“Yes, but we’ve been together online for a long time now.”

“Still, how exciting for you. And then to start a new life in Asitwas, where you can see his face every day!” Becky sounded so happy for her that Catherine couldn’t prevent the big grin that spread over her face.

“What about you,” she asked. “Why are you going to Asitwas?”

“I just hate living the way I do. I think it will be better there.” That wasn’t quite as romantic, but it made sense. She wondered what bad things this young girl had seen and experienced in her short life.

“I’m sure it will be,” Catherine said. 

“How do you think your boyfriend will be about me tagging along for the ride?” Becky asked, and Catherine could hear the worry in her voice. No doubt she was nervous she’d be put out in Pobree to find a new ride onwards. 

“He’ll be fine,” Catherine said, hoping she was right about that. He was kind and caring, and she was sure he’d understand why she couldn't leave Becky to fend for herself in the wild. 

“I won’t be cramping your style or anything?” Still the nervous tone, waiting for rejection. Expecting it. Used to it no doubt.

“We don’t have any style,” Catherine said, laughing, and Becky joined her. “It’s all going to be fine. We’ll be in Asitwas in a few days and living the life we all want before we know it.” That was the truth, wasn’t it?  
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Entry 11

I’ve touched on the law a few times already in these entries, I think, but I’m going to expand on it a little more here. I hope I don’t repeat myself too much — if I do, I’ll get it in editing, if I ever get that far. Probably not as this history is only really for my own benefit in the end. 

The government was reformed, and emergency powers were granted by as much consensus as could be gathered. They were going to have seven years to get things as far back on track as they could before there would be any new elections. To be honest, they have done very well considering the state of the world for the first few years after the Solar Flare. 

To bring back any semblance of government and leadership, it was also necessary to bring back a police force. There was a surprising lack of ex-police officers to take up these jobs when they became available again, and this was for two reasons.

Firstly, as you can probably guess for yourself, thousands upon thousands of policemen and prison officers were dream victims of the Sleeping Sickness. It’s not hard to imagine that a lot of them were probably targeted by criminals with a grudge, but also possible that their positions of authority over people led to many bad dreams in which they featured. By one estimate, I remember hearing something like forty-eight percent of the ex-police and prison officers died in the first three years of the Sleeping Sickness — insane numbers of people dead.

The second reason was more of a surprise, at least to me. It turns out that some of the most fucked up people in the country used to be police officers. They were the ones who went into the wild and were keeping slaves and concubines and harvesting people for future food sources. That idea scares the shit out of me, and I sometimes wonder if it wasn’t a good thing that something came along to expose what so many of them were actually like underneath the uniform. 

Plenty of people I’ve talked to online said they were not surprised at all to find so many people from law enforcement running slave camps and the like. Their opinion was that this was just a transfer of power from the uniform to the man who wore it, but in the end, it was simply about control. I guess they might have a point. When kids used to play at being cops, they weren’t going around pretending to fill out parking tickets or traffic violations, they were shooting big guns to take down the bad guy — without ever giving him a chance to explain himself. Well, anyway, it was a surprise to me.

To fill the jobs there was a general recruitment drive and there was no shortage of applicants. Millions of jobs in the tech sector — amongst others — had been lost, and they wouldn’t be back for many years to come. The police was seen as a job any reasonably healthy person could do with the right training, and it was a job which was not something we could take for granted anymore. 

I didn’t apply myself, but I’d been thinking about it. It wasn’t for me though, too much outdoor work, and I wasn’t the kind of person who might like tackling a thief or stepping into a bar brawl to toss people in the drunk tank for the night.

Anyway, the police force was reformed, and they had the same job as before all of this. Protect and Serve. Only now they had to do it without all the experience behind them and very little in the way of resources or funding. Even so, they’ve done their best and they are getting better all the time. 

When they first came back and were a visible presence on the street, most of us were happy and felt a little bit safer than in a very long time. Plenty of others though were not so happy, and I’m not talking about the guys who wanted to kill and rape and do whatever they wanted. Some normal people just didn’t want anyone back in the city who had a ‘right’ to interfere in their lives. 

Like before the Solar Flare, people hated when the police were involved in any way with your driving. There were so few cars running for so long that it seemed like anyone who owned a car was getting stopped and corrected all the time. I think that’s why they started to turn a blind eye to the missing mirrors in cars and generally giving drivers a break. There was no real point to it, especially with so many people still dying every day and people online showing images and trying to get people killed.

This began to take all of the police focus, and they investigated all the suicide and ID blackmail sites in the hopes of stopping them. The cops also made a show of investigating every death where someone would benefit financially or get a promotion, and this really put the noses out of joint for a lot of people.

I think it’s tough work, and as the focus is on the worst crimes that exist nowadays, I guess it’s hard on the people who signed up. The recruitment drives are ongoing as I hear the dropout rate is high. Just think of doing all that work and getting no thanks for it — doesn’t sound like an easy life to me. 

I also can’t help wondering how many bad seeds have gotten themselves back into the police force. I’m sure there were some who even during the lawless times thought to themselves ‘this isn’t crazy enough yet, order could still be restored easily enough’, and didn’t ‘out’ themselves as sadistic maniacs while so many others did.

If a true society is ever going to be built again, there is no doubt in my mind we’re going to need a strong police force to back it up, but for now I don’t think we have that. We have heavy-handed people, desperate for work and a paycheck, who don’t really give a shit when it comes down to it. How long will it be before they become what they once were? How can anyone even guess? All I know is that I don’t want any dealings with them if I can avoid it. 

I wonder how the policing is in Asitwas — they surely don’t have to deal with ID crime and suicide sites like the rest of us?  I must look it up; I haven’t heard anything that I can recall about police there.   
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When Howell arrived in Pobree on the afternoon of the day he was supposed to meet Catherine, he felt at once he’d made a mistake. The town was large enough for the area it was in, but it seemed very sparsely populated. This could have been from a serious case of the Sleeping Sickness, or perhaps most people left in the Lawless Period and never came back, but something told Howell this wasn’t the case. This was an unwelcoming town — he could feel it. 

It had been difficult to find any details on this whole region of the state on the internet, but nothing sinister came from any quarter that he’d come across. Had he decided rashly on this place because of its meaning he would get to see Catherine a day earlier than otherwise? Probably, if he was being honest with himself. But he consoled himself; if he had not arranged to meet her here, she would still have had to pass through here, and perhaps even spend tonight here on her own. That would have been worse, wouldn't it? 

As Howell drove to his motel — there were no still operating hotels here — he began to notice a trend in the masks of the few people he saw on the streets. Each one of them wore a mask of something monstrous. There were no celebrities, no cute animals, just scary monsters and bloodstained carnivore masks. It was as though the whole town had agreed to make the place less attractive to outsiders, to make them move on without stopping in this town. Why would they do that?

He pulled up outside the motel, and it looked like it had been the casualty of war. Old paint flaked off everywhere, and it was so old and faded it was impossible to tell what color it had once been. Two front windows of rooms were smashed and not even boarded up, and it was hard not to think animals or hobos had been in through there. If it wasn’t for the light on at the reception desk, Howell would have thought this place was long closed and abandoned.

Getting out of the car, he felt eyes on him from all sides, but he chose not to look around, feeling it impossible to disguise his fear. He walked to the reception desk and pulled on the door. There was a loud clatter as the bottom of the door dropped and hit the ground. Howell jumped back to stop his toes being crushed and then looked up to see that the door had come off at the top hinges.

“For fuck’s sake!” someone cried in anger from within. Howell’s instinct was to simply turn, go back to his car and get out of here, but again his unwillingness to show fear to these people rose up, and he stepped forward and into the building.

“You should get that door looked at,” he said cheerfully to let the owner know he wasn’t annoyed by what had happened. 

“If people weren’t so rough with it, it’d be fine,” the owner replied with a sour voice like grating metal. Howell was taken aback, he’d never experience bad services before — well, not like this.

“Howell Warren,” he said, deciding to ignore the whole thing and get on with his booking. “I have two rooms booked here for tonight.” The owner looked at him for a long time, his head never moving and then finally looked down to his computer. He took a long time, typing in something very slowly, one key at a time. 

“I don’t see it,” he said at last, and he leaned back in his chair like that was the end of the matter.

“Can you check again please? I made the booking a few days ago. I have an email confirming it.”  Again, the owner just looked at Howell without saying anything for a long time.

“Why do you want to stay in this dump of a town anyway?” he asked. His tone was saying ‘go away,’ but that wasn’t really an option for Howell. 

“I’m traveling. I’ll only be here for one night and then I’m gone,” he said. Shaking his head, the man leaned forward and looked at his computer screen again.

“I think we’re all booked up,” he muttered as he looked. Howell didn’t rise to this and let him get on with his search. He looked back out through the door and saw a pack of wolves across the street outside a bar looking over. Each of them wore a dark wolf mask except one larger man who wore a white one, like he was some kind of pack leader. It unnerved Howell deeply and he turned back to the motel owner. Now he was hoping to be turned away. This place felt like the Lawless Period and he wondered if it still was. 

“How Warren,” the owner said after a time. “You should be more careful when you’re typing so you don’t miss letters.” The ink pad slapped down on the desk with the sheets of paper and then the keys banged down beside it. “Twenty Dollars and you don’t have to ink in. The record will show you never showed up for your booking,” the man said casually. 

“I’m fine doing it the normal way,” Howell said tipping his fingers in the very dry ink pad. He wanted there to be some record of his staying here in case anyone ever had to come looking for him. It was a horrible thought but not outside the realms of possibility in any part of the country these days. 

“Your choice,” the owner shrugged, and then he went back to his screen like his part was done.  As Howell inked in, he saw the room numbers on the keys, and he just hoped they were not the ones with the broken windows. 

Coming back out of the receptions area — avoiding touching the broken door — Howell glanced as nonchalantly as he could over to the bar across the street. The wolf pack was still there, but they no longer showed the same level of interest as a few minutes ago. The white-headed leader looked over, however, and he nodded and gently raised a glass to Howell, who gave a short wave in reply and went on down the rooms looking for his two. He didn’t like being under their scrutiny at all. 

Thankfully, the rooms were not those with the broken windows, but they may have well been. Both rooms were in a poor state of both cleanliness and repair. The furniture looked like it had been eaten away and would fall apart at a stiff breeze, and the bedding looked like it had seen years and years of heavy smoke and rare washes. He was going to have to strip both beds down, and they’d have to sleep in their sleeping bags. It wasn’t exactly the way he wanted to treat Catherine on the first night they met, but what else could he do?  Things would be much better when they got to Asitwas. 

As he went around the rooms tidying and wiping down surfaces, he noticed that there were no ethernet cables anywhere. This was odd and made him feel uneasy once more. He picked up the phone to call the receptions desk but wasn’t surprised when it wasn’t working. This was the decider — he had to get away from this place. It wasn’t safe here. 

Howell went outside to go to the reception desk, but as he walked along the path the wolf pack suddenly started up an unholy howling that broke down into laughter as they all looked his way. ‘This place is fucked up,’ he thought. He noted, though, that their ‘leader’ wasn’t with them, and maybe they cut loose some when he wasn’t around. 

On stepping into the reception room, the white wolf towered by the desk and regarded him as he came in.

“What do you want now?” the owner asked Howell, his tone exasperated like Howell had been causing him trouble all day. 

“There’s no ethernet cables in the rooms,” Howell said, nervous with the white wolf’s eyes on him. 

“There’s no ethernet cables in the whole town, and there won’t be while we’re around.”  This answer came not from the owner but from the white wolf. His voice was deep, measured and filled with menace. This was not a man used to people disagreeing with him. Howell nodded like he understood, but he really didn’t. Why would any town want to be cut off from the internet? It didn’t make any sense. 

“How come?” he asked suddenly, knowing it was the wrong thing to do, but letting his defiant streak come forward. The white wolf’s head went back a fraction of an inch in what Howell took to be surprise.

“We don’t need it,” he said, practically growled, as he stepped forward and then pointed a long strong finger in Howell’s face, right up close. He had to lean over to come face to face with Howell so their eyes could meet through the mask holes. “We don’t want outsiders here either.”  Howell stood his ground, scared shitless of this hulking wolf but doing his best to hide it.

“It doesn’t seem the kind of place I’d be interested in sticking around in,” he said, using a herculean force to keep his voice from wavering. The wolf stepped back and leaned over onto the reception counter, nodding.

“Sounds like a sensible man,” he said. Howell stood a moment longer and then looked to the owner and left without another word. He couldn’t let Catherine come to this place. He walked to his car and drove around looking for an internet cafe. He didn’t believe the white wolf that there was no internet at all in town, but as he drove around, he didn’t see any sign he’d been lying. There was no way he was going to be able to get a message to Catherine to stop her coming here. He checked the maps and saw there were two roads she could take coming towards town, so that made it pointless to try to drive towards her to intercept. Luck would surely have him choose the wrong road and she would arrive here alone, and he wouldn’t be here. 

He had no choice but to stay and wait for her. When he got back to the motel, he decided to park his car out on the street, his idea being one of those wolves could block the exit from the motel as a ‘joke’ to try to freak them out some more. Out on the street, they might be able to make an easier getaway if it came to it. 

Howell went back to his room and waited.  
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Entry 12

I’m just off a great call with Catherine that got me thinking. Things are going pretty well, and I guess you could say we’re ‘dating’ right now — or what dating is in the world today anyway. For this entry I decided to write about dating since the Solar Flare. When I thought about that, I couldn’t help but think about relationships in general and how those have fared in recent years. I hope that when all this madness is over the world or dating and family will go back to the way it was up to 2017. I really do.

It seems to me that human beings can’t live without certain things. I’m not talking about oxygen and food, but more about needs we have as social creatures. Of course, this doesn’t apply to everyone and didn’t before the events of 2017 to now, but I think it applies to people in the main. We need other people. We need to care about people, and we need them to care about us. Even if that is only neighborly or for the sake of the race, we need it. (I want to clarify I’m not necessarily talking about sex here, though it might sound like it from time to time).

While the Lawless Period was ongoing, people did all they could to protect their families and the people they loved, and I’m sure there were a lot of ‘justifiable’ murders in that time. I know I did everything I could to keep Shirley safe and thought nothing so extreme could happen with us; I would have killed to save her if the need had arisen. I was an only child whose parents had passed before the Solar Flare, but Shirley had a living mother and father, a sister and brother too. Her brother Lance had been missing for a couple of years before 2017 and was never found before the world went to shit. The rest of her family lived in the city of Eskraw, and we traveled to be with them when the EMP knocked out the world. 

It was tough going and there were very scary times. Rumors of lawless bands of rapists and murderers were always rife — and sometimes true — and food shortages had people fighting in the streets sometimes, but we weathered all of that, and most people in the city came together in groups to defend what they once had. Some died of starvation but not many thankfully. The point is, we were all family, and it was those relationships and old friendships and loyalties that enabled so many larger built-up areas to survive the Lawless Period so well. Love saved so many.

People in extreme situations also become very close, and there were many relationships borne of close contact with others and still more resulted from fighting alongside others or being saved by them. Love blossoms anywhere I guess is what I’m saying here, and even if people didn’t want it to during the lawless times, they had no choice. You can’t fight it.  How many of those relationships maintained after the reformation of the government is anyone’s guess, but I would say that a lot of people no longer in daily peril for their lives, who started to have minor problems take over from the larger ones, soon lost the spark that the terrifying times had ignited. I could be wrong though, and I doubt there will ever be any statistics on it in the future. 

With the world doing its best to get back to normal, people started thinking about settling down and the future possibility of having a family again. No one who could avoid it had a baby during the Lawless Period. But now, it looked like things might be back to close enough to normal in the next ten tears. That was plenty of time to date, meet someone, have the long-term relationship and start thinking about getting married. If everything kept going as it was, then that would be time for the next generation to be born — away from the horror of 2017-2020. 

Unfortunately, this was not going to be the case. Dating collapsed again when the Sleeping Sickness came thundering our way. I’ve spoken already of how it put an end to my own marriage, but I wasn’t alone. Millions of married people suffered the same fate I did. It soon became clear that husbands and wives had as much chance of killing each other in dreams than any other two people in close proximity. It didn’t mean they wished their partners dead, but such dreams just happen sometimes, even more so with what people had seen and lived through in the lawless time. (I know I keep changing between the Lawless Period and the Lawless Time, but I don’t know yet which one I prefer).

Because of the seriousness of the Sleeping Sickness and its random nature, couples and families began to break up and see less and less of each other. Of course most people tried to resist this, but the evidence of killing people closest to you that started to come ou, meant that if you loved someone deeply, the only way you could try to keep them safe was to get them out of your life and try to forget what they looked like as quickly as you could. It was a horrible time, and sometimes I wonder if I would have coped if Shirley hadn’t died and we had to part like that. 

Anyway, suffice it to say dating pretty much ceased to exist for a few years at the start of this decade.

It did start to make a comeback — as if you could ever doubt it — a few years later when masks became compulsory, and no one ever knew what anyone looked like anymore. It had completely migrated online too as there were so few interactions in person anymore. I think some of this had the safety behind it that you could get to know someone intimately online and perhaps never have to meet them in real life. This probably wasn’t the aim, but it sure works as an idea of a safety net. 

Websites sprang up as eager singletons reached out for love or companionship, and before long thousands of people were signing up each day. For some people it worked, and for others it didn’t, but that was no different to in the flesh dating of the past. I can only imagine how many false claims people made about themselves online knowing they were never going to meet the others and the truth would never come out.

It couldn’t be entirely online though. Many people looking for love couldn’t feel it for sure if they didn’t meet the person, and there are a lot of couples in the city who have met up and seem to be getting on fine. I think it must be very strange to not know what your partner looks like. Even after they’ve moved in with one another, would they risk showing their real faces to one another and chance losing each other right after they found love? I don’t know. I heard some have gone to Asitwas where they could be together normally and take that chance. I wonder if that might be a possibility with Catherine someplace down the line. (I didn’t meet her on a dating site by the way — it was a news site, and we were part of a group discussing the new senate). Personally, I don’t think I could love only part way. I’d have to know all and see all and for us to be all. I can’t love without freedom, so it stands I can’t love in this city or most others today. I might have no choice in the end but to go where freedom lives. 
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The last miles to Pobree were the most nervous of Catherine’s life. 

“Why are we slowing down?” Becky asked as she looked to the road ahead for some obstacle she hadn’t noticed. There was nothing of course, and Catherine blushed as she realized her being scared had caused her to ease off the gas pedal. “You’ve got nothing to worry about,” Becky said, and Catherine could hear the smile in her voice. She nodded in agreement and pressed down again.

It was still bright out when they rolled into town. There had been a shortcut Becky knew back near her town that had saved them a couple of hours on the route Catherine had intended to take. Howie wouldn’t be expecting her until later, but she was sure he’d be here already. He’d said early afternoon, hadn’t he?

“This place is very weird,” Becky said as they drove towards the motel. Catherine had been thinking the same thing. There was a very sour tone to the town, like something left over from the lawless years. 

“We’ll only be here one night,” she said to ease Becky’s fears, but it didn’t do anything to ease her own. She wondered if she found Howie quickly enough if they should move on somewhere else. 

They pulled into the motel car park, and again it was Becky who spoke Catherine’s thoughts.

“Is this place still operating?” Her tone was one of mixed dread and astonishment.

“I think so,” Catherine said absently, looking at the reception area and trying to make sure in her head the name of the place was right. “This is it,” she added. “Do you want to wait in the car while I go inside?”

“No, I think I’ll come in with you,” Becky replied after looking around the street a moment. 

The clerk eyed up the two women as they approached, not even trying to hide that he was looking their bodies up and down appreciatively.

“What do you want?” he asked, his tone at odds with his apparent perving. 

“I’m booked in,” Catherine said.

“Here?” he asked, as if it was a crazy idea someone might have booked into a motel. 

“Yes, the name is Tilson, Catherine Tilson,” she said. “The booking was made by Howell Warren.” It felt good to say his name like this, like he was her husband or something. The clerk looked at his computer screen shaking his head as he did.

“No Catherine Tilson, no Howell Warren on the booking list,” he said, looking up to them.

“Are you sure?” Catherine was surprised. “Can you check again?”

“I don’t need to check again,” he replied curtly. “It’s not like we have a lot of bookings around here.” 

Catherine’s mind was racing. If Howie had made a mistake in the booking, wouldn’t he be here waiting for her now to tell her they were staying somewhere else? Perhaps, if she wasn’t two hours early. If they went outside and waited, he’d be along in an hour or so, she was sure of it.

“Fine,” she said, “it doesn’t matter.” She turned and grabbed Becky to leave. Becky held back a second and gave the clerk a long stare and then walked out after her.

“How rude was he?” Catherine asked when they were back outside.

“He’s an asshole, reminded me of a lot of people back home.” Becky replied.

“No wonder you wanted to leave.”

“What are we going to do now?” Becky asked when they got back to the car. Her voice was hesitant, and Catherine felt the young girl might think Howie wasn’t coming.

“I’m not supposed to be here for a while yet,” Catherine said. “I think he’ll come by here in an hour maybe and expect to meet me just arriving. I’d say he’s booked somewhere else in town.”

“Why don’t we explore the town for a while then?” Becky suggested. “We might even run into him earlier if he’s here.” This wasn’t a bad idea; they could go get something to eat.

“Do you want to walk and leave the car here?” she asked, and Becky agreed.

“Look at those assholes over there,” Becky whispered as they walked out of the car park. Catherine looked and saw a group of men in wolf masks, and they were all looking in their direction. It made her feel uneasy and also made her envious of her young friend’s apparent fearlessness.

They ate at a diner served by a fearsome looking vampire who was rude and pretty shit all-round at her job. They whispered as they ate, noticing the looks of fellow customers and people who passed by on the street. It felt like everyone knew they were here; knew they were outsiders and were talking about them. Catherine had never felt so unwelcome in a place in her life, and to be honest she was pretty scared too. She did her best not to show this in what she said to Becky, and this was the first time Catherine felt some kind of maternal bond with Becky, as though she was the child she’d never had. 

“Those cold looks really cooled the food down fast in there, didn’t they?” Becky laughed when they’d left the diner.

“What’s up with this place?” Catherine replied. “We don’t pose any threat to them. Why are they so hostile?”

“They haven’t gotten used to law and government yet. They don’t like anyone coming in simply because it’s something different.” Catherine looked her way, not fully understanding. “I don’t know how to say it another way. It’s like my own town. They like familiar, the everyday. You do something to upset that, you’re gonna piss people off no matter how nice you go about it.”

They did a brief lap of the main streets of the town center and then made back for the motel to wait for Howie. As they did this, they came on the motel from a different side and Catherine saw something that made her light up.

“That’s his car!” she said, running to the station wagon parked at the side of the road.

“Are you sure?” Becky asked, looking the old car up and down with neither disdain nor approval.

“Definitely,” Catherine said, looking at the license plates. “He sent me a photo of it, and this is his license plate too.” 

“He must be gone on into the motel then,” Becky said. “Why would he park out here on the street though?” Catherine hadn’t thought of this yet — she was just happy Howie was here — but now she did think on it and it worried her anew. 

“I don’t know,” she admitted, some of her joy diminished with the new unease she was feeling. “I don’t like it.”

“Let’s go in and ask in the motel,” Becky suggested, taking her by the arm and tugging lightly. Catherine didn’t think that asshole was going to be any friendlier the second time round, but they could run into Howie in there or see life in one of the rooms maybe.

As they walked around to the front of the motel once more, the wolf pack was still outside the bar across the street. Catherine didn’t look their way and hoped Becky wouldn’t either. They were drinking beers and could be trouble if they wanted to be. She felt their eyes on them again and this time they all started howling. The sound stiffened Catherine’s back, and she gripped Becky’s arm and made them both quicken their pace to the motel reception.

“Don’t look over at them,” she half ordered, half pleaded. She could feel the resistance in the younger woman’s body — she wanted to go over there and shout them down no doubt — but mercifully she fell in with Catherine. 

“Assholes,” she muttered for the sake of not capitulating entirely. 

The clerk was already standing up when they came in — he’d most likely heard the howling and laughing outside — and shook his head at the sight of them back again.

“I already told you to beat it,” he said.

“My friend’s car is parked out on the street. I was supposed to meet him here. Hhad he checked in?” Catherine asked, trying her best to be forceful. 

“No, no one is booked in. No one had booked in!” the clerk shouted.

“Then why is his car outside?” Becky chimed in.

“It’s not on my property and no one checked in, that’s all I know, you stupid little bitch!”

“Hey!” Catherine protested, but that wasn’t going to be enough for Becky. She leaped forward and grabbed the clerk by his sweater and pulled him like she was trying to drag him over the counter. There was no way she would be able to do it, but that didn’t stop her from trying.

“What did you call me, you son of a bitch!” she wailed. Catherine, stunned for a moment, didn’t know what to do. She pulled on Becky’s triceps to get her off, but she was too strong.

“Get off me before you regret it!” the clerk said, and Catherine saw his hands coming up to grip her wrists and then Becky’s hands were lifted off him.

“Becky, stop, he’s not worth it!” Catherine cried out. She glanced outside and saw they had aroused the attention of the wolves and they were coming across the street. Suddenly she felt cornered like a small animal. She slid her arms under Becky’s and got her in a full nelson and pulled her back hard. The contact with the clerk snapped and he fell back onto his seat.

“Get out of here!” he shouted, jumping right back to his feet. Catherine saw his eyes dart outside and then back to the two women. His voice went lower then, terrifying Catherine. “My advice is that you get out of here and leave town right away. It’s not safe here for you.”

“It’s not safe for you!” Becky hissed as she tried to break free of Catherine’s grasp.

“Becky, calm down, calm down, those wolf guys are coming over. We need to get out of here.”

“Let them come!” Becky growled, still trying to shrug her off, getting one arm free.

“Becky, please,” Catherine pleaded. “Please.” There were tears in her voice, but she didn’t know she’d started crying. It wasn’t from the fight, but the fear of the hushed warning, and it must have struck deep inside Becky. The young girl stopped resisting at once and looked towards Catherine.

“I’m sorry,” she said, now sounding like she was crying too. “Let’s go?” she offered, getting to her knees, and pulling Catherine up too. Catherine looked to the clerk, but he wasn’t helping anymore — the wolf men were too close now.

“Go on, get out of here!” he shouted. Catherine left, taking Becky by the hand. The wolf men were huddled close to the door, but they didn’t try to impede the two women as Catherine had feared. In fact, they let them pass without either comment or sound or any other movement save following them with their eyes. It was completely unnerving, and Catherine found herself wishing they’d start jeering at them or howling or something. Their eyes and the silent watching was perhaps the most terrifying thing she’d ever experienced. 

They got into the car, and Catherine put it in gear and got out of there as fast as she could, making for the road out of town. Becky looked back over her shoulder to see that no one was following.

“Looks like they’re letting us go,” she said breathlessly. She’d been scared too.

“I’ll have to go back tonight,” Catherine said. “Howie is there somewhere, and I have to help him.” Becky made no reply to this but just kept looking out the rear window.  
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Entry 13

I’m not going to tell you what this topic is on my mind as I write this, but let’s just say I’ve had a very new experience and I liked it. 

I’ve spoken about love and dating in this new world, but so far, I haven’t spoken about the distractions the people of today’s world use to get by. I’ll start with what is probably the best known and popular the world over, which is sex.

During the Lawless Period, sex continued as it always had. It was probably a more primal thing than it had been for many years, maybe even centuries, but it was largely the same thing it was pre-2017. When the Sleeping Sickness came along, sex — like everything else — had to change. (I just want to put a note in here that this information isn’t coming from firsthand experience with all of this, more like second and third hand, but I do believe it to be true in the main).

So, what do you do when the world falls apart and suddenly you can no longer look your lover in the face without risking killing them?  The first, and most obvious thing I guess, was that people started using positions where one partner was facing away and the other only had a view of the other’s back and the back of their head. This was probably fine for a lot of people, but it wasn’t without its risks. It was very easy to get carried away and for one or the other to see a face and then live in terror of might happen next. This left the unthinkable — at the time — wearing a mask during sex.

What could be less sexy or romantic than that? Well, let me tell you!

Always on the cutting edge of both the law and technology, the pornographic industry set up anew in the post-normal world. They made new films to ‘educate’ people on having sex with a mask, and for some reason which is still foreign to me, these films and clips took off and money began to flow to those who were willing to make the movies. I wonder if there were more people willing to do it this way as their faces would never be seen and no one would really know your identity unless you used your real name on-screen. 

I must admit here that during the time between Shirley’s passing and tonight, I have had no direct experience of any of these things. There was no escaping it though. The internet became like it was back in the early 1990s when no matter what search term you put, in the first ten pages of results were porn. 

Anyway, things progressed like this, and I suppose people got used to having sex with masks or face coverings on or else only did it online. Catherine and I went fully naked on a video chat tonight — we had our masks still on — and I have to say it was incredible. I don’t know if it’s because it’s been so long for me with someone else involved, or is it because of her, but I hope it’s the latter. I’ve never seen a woman’s body look so good either — might have had something to do with it.

I suddenly feel a bit off writing about this. There is more to it than this, but I think I want to move on to some of the other distractions people use now to get through the days and long nights. I’ve already told you about sports, but there has also been a huge increase in the number of people playing traditional games like chess online or in town or city competitions. I’m glad to see the game so popular, and though I’m not an accomplished player, I like playing and learn something every time I get beat.

Short mystery novels are popular now too. There is no murder of course anymore — they are all about robberies or smuggling these days, but it is good to see books are still being written. I wonder, will there ever be the likes of Stephen King again? I’m sure there will be, but it will be a long time after the Sleeping Sickness is gone — assuming that it is going to be gone someday. I wonder if they still sell those kinds of books in Asitwas. I doubt it, though. Freedom is one thing — asking for nightmares is quite another.  

One project that is taking up the time of thousands of people is trying to bring computer power and intelligence back to what it once was. There are so many people learning how to write code and run programs with the aim of inventing glasses that can pixilate faces, so we don’t have to wear masks anymore. Other are working on a kind of augmented reality where a generic ‘bot’ human face can be seen in place of the real face of the person in front of you. Again, this would mean some kind of headgear or glasses at the very least, but I think anyone would make the trade from masks to glasses in a heartbeat. I know I would. Fingers crossed we can get to that level, but I think it’s another decade away at least considering how much power will need to be created before computers and the internet can be reliable and useful again.

As you might expect with the amount of people who had died, history and genealogy have become important to people — I think the number of Sleeping Sickness deaths is about 107 Million right now, fewer each year that passes. I’m not sure how many died during the Lawless Period, but I’m sure that was in the millions too. Who you knew and who you once loved and all of those you lost, they become much more important to you in a world that is so uncertain and may, frankly, be dying. Family breakups are so hard for people, especially those that were forced on us by the Sleeping Sickness, and knowing who you once knew, once were married to, once brought into the world are all some people have left. It’s something they want to bring forward in the world so those people can never be forgotten. I guess that’s partly why I’m writing this history. I don’t want to think of a world where there’s no one left who knows about the past. Even a past so bad as the present we’re now living. That’s a bit of a somber note, but I think I’ll leave it there before I depress myself. I have to remember I just had an amazing night. I want to meet her in person more than ever.    
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Brandt covered the miles on his motorcycle faster than anyone. That was his belief anyway — he’d never been passed yet or seen anyone he thought was going as fast as he did. Of course he didn’t always ride as this breakneck speed. When he wasn’t in an active hunt, he’d enjoy the scenery and nature of this still beautiful country. He’d look for spots that might have potential for his future life among the birds, animals, and trees. 

He saw one of these places about fifteen miles out from Arka on the back roads through a thick forest long overgrown and unmanaged. It looked impenetrable and just the kind of place to deter anyone from entering. Hopefully, the town of Arka would turn out to be one worth having close by if he ever needed anything. All he knew for sure about the place was that it wasn’t very friendly, but it did have an internet cafe and a motel with ethernet too. This was more of the kind of knowledge only available readily on the ‘Survivor’s’ network.

Rolling into Arka was like stepping back to the 1990s. It had the look of a small college town and it had obviously become the fashion for everyone, regardless of age, to wear old rock T-shirts or tie-dye designs with cargo pants. How funny these little quirks can be in these out of the way towns. The masks were not uniformly sinister but did lean that way. Arka didn’t give off any particular sense of dread, but Brandt was sure lesser men than he would be nervous here. 

He pulled up outside the internet cafe and saw few people inside. In fact, there were more people sitting in the sun outside the place and reading news sheets like some kind of anti-internet sit in. Each of them looked at Brandt as he walked inside, and he returned each look with his cold eyes. Yes, they liked to intimidate strangers in this town — but they had the wrong guy today. He bet most of them would shit their pants if they saw even a quarter of the things he had. 

“Half an hour,” he said to the cafe worker at the counter inside. He threw down a couple of dollars and then walked to a machine in the far corner from where he could see the street outside. The worker made as if to say something but then thought better of it. Brandt noticed this and wondered had they recently had a visit from another ‘survivor’ and were now wary of strangers who didn’t cower before them. 

He logged into his laptop and bypassed the cafe’s crappy security and opened up the ‘Survivor’s’ Network. As he’d expected, there were a lot of replies to his questions. Two hundred and forty-one in all. Possibly they were all bullshit, but he might find what he needed.

“Whatever red meat you have on white over here!” he called over to the counter guy. Again the worker moved as though he were about to challenge this but stopped himself.

“In a minute,” he said. It was weak, but he probably felt like he’d saved face with his regulars, so Brandt didn’t push it. He searched though the answers and was only ten messages in when he saw something that piqued his interest.

Lost a girl called Catherine Tilson from Blizra. Killed one of the team — don’t know how she managed it — one of the neighbors saw her pack up her car and leave town. Tolls show her heading to Pobree. Friend spoke of guy called Howard (might be your guy).

This was interesting indeed. It felt right despite the wrong name — it would be very easy for someone to think Howie was short for Howard instead of Howell.  Brandt knew without looking at the map that her route would put her on a crash course with Howell’s northward trip and also make sense for a meeting point to head on to Asitwas. This felt good. He answered this one in the hope the sender was online.

What’s her car and reg? When did she pass toll near Pobree?

He looked through his other replies for only a moment before an answer came back to his message.

We can work together on this if you want. I’m on the way to Pobree now, will be there by midnight.

This didn’t answer the question, but Brandt knew he wasn’t going to get anywhere rejecting an offer of mutual assistance on the network. Now he did look at the map and brought up Pobree. He could be there in three hours, maybe three and a half if the roads weren’t great. That would be a couple of hours before this other guy got there — assuming he was a guy. Brandt could have his work done and have this Catherine Tilson caught and wrapped in a bow for the other guy. That might be fun, a kind of two for the price of one deal.

Yes, I think we can work together on this. I’ll meet you in Pobree.

Brandt’s sandwich arrived, and he started to pull it apart and shove lumps of it under his mask as he read the remaining messages. There was nothing of much use — nothing that made sense for now at least — and he had to get on the road soon. He shut his laptop, pulled out the cable from the cafe and left a few dollars on the table and walked back outside without acknowledging the counter guy.

Outside, Brandt noticed at once that one of his saddle bags was missing. He looked around at the people reading the news sheets and felt eyes on him. He looked across the road and saw three guys in an alley staring his way. He knew they’d taken his bag, and he also knew they planned to jump him down the alley if he came looking for it. He glanced down at his watch. He didn’t really have the time for this shit, but there was no way he was going to let someone steal from him either.

Brant walked across the street and as he did the men turned and walked farther away. There was a sharp turn ahead and Brandt knew this was where they intended to lure him. Away from prying eyes, not that he felt anyone in this place would give a shit what happened to him. If these assholes only knew it was Brandt who was leading them into a trap.

The three men walked on, taking turns to look behind to see that Brandt was still following — their looks mocking and leering despite their masks. Brandt picked up his pace a little and then the men rounded the corner. Now he had to think what they would do. Would they rush him as he rounded the corner or would they let him come around and then surround him? They looked like a playful bunch, so he assumed the latter. He gave the corner a little bit of a berth and stepped out of the view of the street behind.

As he predicted, one man was ahead and suddenly the other two were flanking him. His saddle bag lay on the ground behind the one facing Brandt. 

“How much are you willing to pay for the bag?” the leader sneered as the two flankers moved in a little closer. They thought they were preventing him from escaping, but they were making things oh so easy for him. He took a step closer to the leader and the others fell in beside him as he wanted. 

With lightning speed, Brandt slipped the blade concealed always in his sleeve and gripped the handle as he spun to his left and sank the blade through the eye hole of the thug’s mask and into his real eye beneath. As he howled in agony and still all in the same movement, he spun and slashed the throat of the other flanker before dropping to his knees and slicing deep into the soft patella beneath the leader’s kneecap. 

The eye injury stumbled about, screaming in agony, hitting the walls and falling over. The throat cut guy fell to his knees, his hands clasped to his neck like he was trying to hold it together. He would die most likely, but the other two would survive and have to live with the consequences of trying to steal from a ‘survivor’. Brandt was back on his feet looking at his victims within a second of inflicting all those wounds. How pathetic they were.

He walked to his bag as the leader scurried away from him. Brandt leaned over and inspected the contents. Things were messed around, but it was all still here. He closed it and then turned to the leader who looked at him terrified.

“You chose the wrong guy today,” Brandt said. “Let that be the last mistake of your day. If anyone comes after me, I’ll kill them, and then I’ll be back to finish you off too. You got it?” The leader nodded his head emphatically. Brandt looked at him for a moment and felt he’d gotten off too lightly. He plunged the knife down hard into the flesh of the leader’s thigh and twisted. He wasn’t going to walk without a limp again. That would be reminder enough of his stupidity. 

Brandt left two men whimpering and one man dying in the alley as he carried his saddle bag back to his bike. No one looked his way as he got back on his bike and set off for the long ride to Pobree.  
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Entry 14

I saw a man praying today in my building. He lives on the floor below me, but I don’t know his name. His door was ajar for some reason, and I couldn’t help peek in as I passed — I know it’s dangerous and stupid, but some old human habits never seem to fade. Anyway, he was kneeling down with his hands together praying. This is something I haven’t seen in years, and though I can’t explain why, it seemed to me like something from a different world.

Don’t get me wrong, religion hasn’t gone anywhere; if anything, it may be stronger in people now that it ever was pre-2017. It’s just that people don’t go to places of worship as often as they used to and do their religious practices at home or online. The Churches, Synagogues and Mosques (and others) still draw crowds, but the people keep away from each other as much as possible and there is no real contact with fellow practitioners. 

I guess you already know, or at least have a good idea that a lot of religious die-hards welcomed the onset of the Sleeping Sickness — and the Solar Flare before it — as signs from God that the end was here. For those who didn’t go that far, it was clear there was a ‘cleansing’, and they felt the people who died were those who carried sin thick within their souls. Needless to say, this didn’t go down well with the families of those pious ones who passed away horribly — or the families of anyone else for that matter. 

I always say I lost my religion when I was a young teenager, but then to be honest, I don’t know that I ever had any to begin with. Even as a child I knew the stories, was interested in them, but didn’t for a second believe that they had ever happened in real life. I was more likely to believe the Greek myths than the Bible and I guess I still do. I’ve never held ill will to those who follow a faith though and, on the occasions when I’ve been in churches — for funerals and such — there has always been a sense of something about the place. I don’t know if it is the collective belief of all the people there or what, but I felt it many times. 

I’m getting away from this history again.

When the Solar Flare came, religious institutions were as left in the dark as everyone else. They had no power, no supplies, and no way to protect themselves. They were looted badly during the Lawless Period, and their message didn’t spread far as there was no cohesive unit anymore, no central religious councils who dictated to the local parishes or whatever they’re called in the other religions and told them what to say to the people. 

Some people got through that period by virtue of their faith, and others abandoned any hope of a God or salvation as they fought to survive. When the government came back and with it the power and the internet, the central bodies of the religions were able to start putting their house back in order, regaining believers and trying to bring aid to those who needed it most. Which I guess by that time was everybody.

To their credit, none of the major religions used the two great catastrophes to try to bolster a new flock. The teachings didn’t change, and the old ‘God moves in mysterious ways’ doctrines were rehashed with a new vigor. 

What they did celebrate, however, was the getting rid of violent materials, the banishing of horror movies and books to the past, and the idea that, for perhaps the first time in history, having pleasant thoughts towards people and receiving those thoughts in return was the only way to be sure to stay alive. Their message was simple, and they didn’t even have to say it. Treat others as you’d wish to be treated. Do that and everything will work out fine.

It's a nice idea, I’ll admit to that. Living in a world where no bad things happened is not something most people would sneer at, but at the same time I know it’s not a reality. Even for those same religions who are espousing this creed. If everyone lived as they suggested and everything worked as they hoped, then at some point the very idea of religions would become moot. Don’t they need the evil in the world to show their own light?  Isn’t it free will, the decision to side with the devil as a major flaw in humans that drives their ideologies in the first place?  I don’t know. But I guess it’s just another case of be careful what you wish for. 

I asked Catherine tonight if she followed any religion — I didn’t intend to but made it sound like religion was some old social media app. She laughed and said she was raised a Christian but has always lived the life of a good atheist. I liked that, and I guess it summed up how I have lived my own life. It’s just another thing about her I like and another thing we have in common. Things are going great. But it’s hard never seeing her. Perhaps I should ask if I can come visit.

Off topic there again, sorry about that. So, to sum up, religion is still alive and well in the world but possibly offering a path to its own long-term destruction in trying to make everyone good. I don’t believe they can succeed, and to be honest, I don’t even know what a world like what they want would look like. Without an edge we are nothing. That's not to say I’ve enjoyed all the killings and deaths that have happened in the last few years, but...  I don’t really know how to say it. There’s darkness in all of us, but I don’t necessarily think that’s a bad thing. It’s what teaches us to be good. 
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Dark had fallen only moments before Catherine said,

“You wait here, I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“No way, I’m not staying here on my own,” Becky answered. “Besides, you can’t go back into that town alone.”  There was no mirth in her tone, no sarcasm or ‘women sticking together,’ just plain fact. This was dangerous. There was a good chance Howie was already dead and that they’d never find him. This was a mean place, a hangover from the lawless times, and Catherine wouldn’t be surprised if in the future it came out a lot of people went missing on their route when it passed through here. 

“OK, but if anything happens, you just run. Don’t look back, just run,” Catherine said. Her maternal feelings for Becky were coming to the fore again, and she hated the idea of the young girl being here while she was doing this dangerous thing. Becky nodded, though Catherine could see it was non-committal.

“So, what’s our plan?” Becky asked as they walked along the pitch-black road back into town. The car was off the road a little in some hard ground at the edge of the woods. It wasn’t easily visible from the road, but it wouldn’t take much looking for someone to find it either. Catherine hoped no one would have any cause to go prowling around on the outskirts of town while they were away from it. 

“Find Howie, get out of town as fast as we can, and hopefully not run into any trouble.” It sounded so simple as Catherine said it, but they both knew it was wishful thinking. “The motel clerk knows more than he’s letting on, but that wolf crowd are what he fears.”

“We should go see if they’re still at the bar,” Becky suggested. “If not, we can check in on our friend at the motel again.”  The smile that played on her lips was devilish, and Catherine couldn't help but smile too despite her worry. Becky could have kicked that guy’s ass, she thinks.

“Yeah, it’s as good a place to start as any,” Catherine agreed. It had been a long time since she’d had to sneak around a town like this. Not since the Lawless Period, and thinking this made her wonder how Becky had survived that time. She would have only been in the first years of being a teenager at the time. How scary for a child. 

They moved along the street, glad the streetlights were not working — the town didn’t bother wasting what little power was available on public amenities like that yet. No one was around, but lights shone in all the buildings — not many — and shadows moved behind the windows. They came to the corner of the street where the motel and bar where and saw Howie’s car where they’d seen it earlier. It hadn’t been disturbed. 

“Can you see anyone?” Becky whispered as Catherine leaned her head round the corner. There was no wolf pack outside the bar and no sound of them nearby talking and laughing as they’d been earlier.

“Looks clear.”

“What about the motel?”

“Looks dead, but then it looks like that during the day.”  They rounded the corner, and Catherine wondered if they shouldn’t just look in the windows of the buildings to see if they could see Howie anywhere. The motel clerk obviously didn’t want them around, so there was no chance he was going to want to answer more of their questions. Still, they had to try. He couldn’t be all bad if he was warning them away from the wolf men. The sudden grip of Becky’s hand on her arm interrupted her thoughts and she stopped still. Becky pulled her back into the darkness close to the building.

“What is...”

“Shh,” Becky said, pointing. Catherine followed the point and saw the motel clerk pulling the door back into place with a heave and then locking it. He looked around once, like a habit — not really seeing anything — and then walked off down the street. Catherine and Becky began to follow at a distance on the opposite side of the road. 

Catherine was excited, though not sure why. The likelihood was that this guy was going home, but — what? He might lead you to Howie? The thought was ridiculous, but it was there, and it felt good to believe in it. They were approaching the bar now and could hear low music from within. There was a chance one of the men could come stumbling out and give them away with a loud howl or something. Becky didn’t seem to even notice the bar; she was laser-focused on the clerk, squinting like she was making sure he was the only thing she could see. Catherine looked inside the bar as they passed. It was completely empty except for the barman, who leaned on a high table watching a game on the television. Looks like his rush hour was during the day.

The clerk rounded a corner and came on to a tree-lined street with white detached houses on either side. It looked like a nice street in any town in the country before the shitstorm of the Solar Flare, but she already knew only bad people lived in those houses, in this town. 

“He’s cutting across that field,” Becky said, and Catherine narrowed her eyes into the darkness and saw that the black expanse before them was indeed a field. Just visible about a mile away was a farmhouse and barn; lights like eyes shone from the house. She may have been biased by her experience in this town, but to Catherine’s eyes, the place oozed the look of evil. 

“He doesn’t look like a farmer to me,” Catherine whispered. 

They let the motel clerk gain some distance on them as he crossed the field. It wouldn’t make sense to be too close in a silent field. If he turned around, their silhouettes would most likely be outlined by the lights in the houses back on the street, and any movement in that otherwise blackness would be very obvious.

When the clerk got to the farm, he didn’t go to the house, but instead went to the barn. Catherine’s heart quickened and she started to walk faster towards the farmyard. She had to see what was in that barn. Becky was trying to slow her down, but in her panic, Catherine shrugged her off and now she was running to the barn. What she planned to do, she had no idea, but she needed to know if Howie was in there. She felt for sure he was, and the idea made her feel sick. 

This nausea only increased when she heard the cackling laughter of the world men from earlier. What were they doing to him! 

Pressure suddenly enveloped both of her thighs just above the knee and before she knew what was happening, Catherine spiraled to the ground, her legs pinned together.

“You can’t go rushing in there,” Becky said, resting her head against Catherine’s hip. She’d tackled her to the ground!

“Those wolf guys are in there, I can hear them,” Catherine said, trying hard to struggle free without hurting Becky.

“I know, but we don’t know if Howie is in there,” Becky said, her voice calm and attempting to be persuasive. She was right of course, but Catherine could feel it, and she could feel time was running out.

“He’s in there,” she said, meeting Becky’s eyes. Becky nodded and eased her bear hug.

“We need to get closer and look in one of those cracks where the light is coming out,” she said, using her eyebrows to indicate the barn’s side walls. Catherine looked and got to her knees.

“Yes,” she said, and they set off for the open ground around the barn.

The howling and laughing of the men inside — probably including the motel clerk by now — covered the sound of their feet on the dirt ground, but it still sounded like rolling thunder in Catherine’s ears. Her heart thumped as she pressed against the wall. Light streamed out in beams around both her own and Becky’s head, and she was sure during the day their movements would have been seen from inside. She pressed one cheek to the wall and with one eye looked though the crack.

She gasped when she saw what was happening.

In the middle of the open area of the barn was Howie. His mask lay on the floor beside him, and blood splattered his shirt and pants. His head was a lolling red and bloated piece of meat from the beating he must have received. The ropes that tied him to the chair were the only things stopping him from falling to the ground. 

“Is that him?” Becky asked, tears in her voice and the deep hope this man wasn’t Howie. Catherine recognized the clothes, but even without that she just knew it was him. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she nodded to Becky. Becky gripped her hand,

“Don’t worry, we’re going to get him out of here,” she said. She looked back into the barn and then all around and then back to Catherine.

“I’ll be back in a second,” she said, and then before Catherine could ask what she was doing, Becky scampered across the yard to a rusty red pickup truck close by the house. She looked inside and then came running back. “Get ready to get Howie to that truck when the chance comes.”

“What are you going to do?” Catherine asked. She looked back through the crack and saw the motel guy stand in front of Howie.

“You’ll see,” Becky said, and then she was gone once more. Catherine looked after her for a second but couldn’t keep her eyes away from the crack for more than a couple of seconds. 

The motel clerk bent over to his face was the same height as Howie’s.

“You boys really did a number on him,” he said, laughing. The wolf men around chuckled, and Catherine saw one of them — one she’d not seen before — had blood on his hands and clothes. He was the one who had done this. His mask was white, and he was a big guy. The alpha wolf? 

“Well, Howell Warren,” the clerk said, addressing Howie now. “We’ve all seen your face now and that puts you in danger, doesn’t it?” Howell made no reply, was barely conscious by the look of him. “Well, we’re not all bad in this town; we’re going to put you out of your misery. That way we can make sure you don’t leave and end up dreaming about us, probably killing us all.” Catherine’s heart started skipping beats and she felt lightheaded. She wanted to rush in there, pick up some piece of wood or something and start cracking skulls, but there was no way she was going to be able to take on these men. She’d fought back twice before in her life and won, but this just seemed insurmountable. But she had to try. Had to do something. She scanned the ground for some weapon she could use, preferably metal so one strike to the head might be enough to take a man out of the fight. There was nothing she’d be able to lift and swing, and she shook her head in fury at this impotence. 

Then the miracle came.

At first it was asmell, like barbecue coals, but this wasn’t enough to rouse Catherine from her anger. Over and over, she scanned her now tiny world looking for the rock or heavy stick that would be her savior. It was only when one of the men called out that she understood what was going on. 

“The house is on fire!” one of the wolves cried out in alarm. “Did you leave the pan on?” This accusing question was by someone else, but the stampede of feet had Catherine press her eye to the crack again to find that there were now only two men left in the barn with Howie. The motel clerk and the white wolf. Both of them were looking back towards the house, but neither made any move to go and help the others.  Howie’s head dropped like he was taking this opportunity to get in a much-needed nap, the black-red blood on his face glistening in the light. 

Becky appeared around the side of the barn, and Catherine looked to see the look of horror on her face.

“Why didn’t you go in and get him?” she asked. “We have to get out of here now!”

“There’s still two of them in there,” Catherine said, feeling helpless and useless at once. Becky looked through the crack and nodded slowly.

“It would be those two,” she said. Then looking back to Catherine said, “What are we going to do?” Catherine’s mind wasn’t working right. She wanted to run in there, tell those men to leave Howie alone and then lead him out of there like a mother taking a child out of a playground fight situation. Fantasy world stuff. Becky looked her face over for a moment, seemed to get the idea no good idea was going to arrive soon, and then looked around again. “Come with me,” Becky said, and they crossed the short distance to the truck. 

The men shouted and cursed as the fire spread. Becky must have set it well, Catherine felt. 

“Get in,” Becky said, pushing Catherine to the driver’s side door.

“What are we doing?” Catherine asked, even as she did what she was told.

“We’re going to ram right in there and get Howie!” Becky said, her voice filled with courage, or was it a voice looking for courage? 

“What if I hurt someone?” Catherine said, not really knowing what she was saying. Everything was happening so fast.

“Who cares, so long as it’s not Howie!” Becky said, still that courageous-fake courageous voice. She was scared too, but she was willing, and it was that willingness that gave Catherine’s mind the focus she’d been missing the last few minutes. She looked down and saw the keys were in the ignition and then she looked back to the barn door. It was far enough away to get some speed up to smash in the closed side of the door, which was where the two men had been standing over Howie. He was there too though, and she was going to have to be careful not to hit him as well as the others. 

“Look around the truck for a tire iron or something,” she said, and then thinking Becky might not know what a tire iron was added, “anything metal or hard we could use as a weapon.” She turned the key in the ignition and the engine hummed to life. It came awake much more smoothly than she’d expected, and she thought the engine must be in much better shape than the rest of the truck. 

“I got this,” Becky said, coming back up from her search under the seats. She held out a rusted thick crowbar — just the kind of thing they were looking for. 

“Perfect,” Catherine said, taking it from her and feeling its heft. “Perfect!”  She ran through her on the fly plan and Becky nodded and then Catherine turned on the high-beams and shredded the grass up as she bit down on the accelerator. The car skidded a moment and then jumped with a lurch before finding the ground again and flashing towards the barn.

At the last possible moment, the head of the motel clerk came around the side of the barn door to see what the noise was, and Catherine met his shocked eyes as she ploughed into the door, snapping it open and sending him crashing back into the barn. He would be lucky to be alive after that impact. She screeched on the brakes and jumped out of the car and ran around to Howie. She didn’t think she’d hit him with the door, but his chair was now on its side and he groaned in fresh pain. 

“Catherine!” Becky’s scream came to her just as the white wolf came out from under a pile of logs that had collapsed when he was pushed into them. He was moving slowly, obviously hurt, but he was a big guy, and she thought he could probably shake it off after not too long. She looked at the crowbar in her hand and thought about bringing it down on the back of his head while he was struggling up. Moments passed that felt like days, but in the end, she couldn’t bring herself to do it. She couldn’t just kill in cold blood like that.

Becky was suddenly beside her now, and they were both pulling Howie up and then undoing his bindings. He was mumbling things, but Catherine couldn’t make them out. She saw his mask on the ground and took it up and put it over his head. She had seen his face, but it wasn’t his real face. No even his own mother would have recognized him this badly beaten and covered in blood. 

The two women bundled him into the back seat and then took off. The men fighting the multiple house fires were still shouting and calling out things, and the noise of the fire itself was getting loud. None of them even noticed what had happened at the barn.

“We have to hurry,” Catherine said, suddenly feeling like all of this would be for nothing when the men came after them in their cars. “They’ll be after us before we know it.”

“Not for a while,” Becky said, smiling, and Catherine heard a tinkling noise. She looked to see Becky’s smiling face and before it three bunches of car keys shaking. Catherine’s heart melted in happiness. Who knew how much more time to escape it would give them, but whatever it was, it was priceless. 
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Entry 15

I’ve been thinking more and more on it, but still I can’t make up my mind. Is it worth the risk to go to Asitwas?

What has me thinking about this tonight, is that I no longer have any doubts about how I feel about Catherine. I love her. It’s as simple as that. I haven’t told her yet. Who knows, maybe I never will. I’m terrified it will scare her away, and though I think she feels the same as I do, it’s just so hard to tell when you’ve never met the other person in the flesh.

Anyway, what this entry is supposed to be about is the city of Asitwas. It’s a place about a thousand miles from here (Teska) where Arkham used to stand. Well, it still does I suppose, only now they call it Asitwas. At first it was a rumor, put out there as this utopia where the Sleeping Sickness held no sway. Then it began to make the news and what came out was different.

To put it simply, in that city and the surrounding areas, it is not a legal requirement for people to wear masks. There are mirrors and reflective glass in abundance, shops and office blocks are filled with workers and customers alike, all going about things as we once did. A place where everything is ‘As it was’ as the name suggests.

This was very appealing to all of us — as you can imagine — but it didn’t take long for the most important aspect of its appeal to be washed away.  The Sleeping Sickness was as prevalent — if not more prevalent — as everywhere else. The only difference was that people willingly chose a normal life against the risk of people dreaming about them. 

Once the place was officially known about, that’s when all the trouble began. Senators and journalists from all over weighed in on the issue, claiming the city was no better than a mass suicide site. The city fought back, going to the courts about it and in the end winning the right to carry on as they were. Although, that’s not entirely accurate. This is what the stories say, but once the litigations began, Asitwas dropped out of the news and everything heard about the place was through internet gossip and secondhand reports. Every now and then there was a news sheet snippet — very small even for a snippet — but it wouldn’t mention Asitwas by name. 

Everyone wondered why it was suddenly gone from the headlines, but the general consensus was that the government was going to forcibly shut the city down to stop other like-minded places springing up all over. To this day, if you search the internet for Asitwas, you won’t find it. It won’t show up on a map — not even Arkham does anymore — you won’t find any images of the place, nothing at all. 

And yet, I don’t think there’s a single person in the country who doesn’t know about it. Thousands talk of going there and living out a normal life, but thousands more say it is too dangerous an experiment or else they fear being evicted as soon as they make the long journey there.

Things have started to heat up lately as a senator has decided to gain support by attacking the city — thrusting it back into the news once more — to rally up his re-election campaign. Senator Swain thinks the city and environs — his words — should be locked off from the rest of the country. In effect, I think he wants to make it a country on its own, exiled from the rest of the nation. No one gets in, no one gets out. He pushes the suicide argument over and over and says the people of Asitwas were akin to terrorists throwing bombs to promote their own ideologies. That’s certainly taking things a lot too far for me, but there are plenty of people willing to go along with him. 

Those supporters have started online chatter, spreading false claims — at least that’s what I think — of Asitwas being responsible for the recent plateauing of deaths due to the Sleeping Sickness. The rates have stopped declining for the first time since the peak of the crisis in 2020. I personally think it’s because it has taken this long for people to get the faces they knew out of their heads. The numbers we have now might be the lowest we have until no one can remember anyone at all. That’s not a world I want to live in. 

That’s why I think I want to go to Asitwas. If the only thing it offers is freedom, then I think that’s more than enough for me after all I’ve been through. Like I say, my main fear is that Catherine won’t want to go with me, but I don’t know how love can be in person having never seen her face. Well, I know I don’t have to make my decision tonight, but it’s coming. Sooner or later, I’m going to have to bite the bullet and tell her how I feel. I think it would be wiser to leave the conversation about going to Asitwas for another time. Let’s see how things play out with us for a while first. 

What I dream about, though — while I am awake — is walking down the main street of Asitwas — I don’t even know what it’s called — on a sunny day, hand in hand with the woman I love, and we are happy. We look in shop windows, see all the people about the streets and best of all we smile. We smile a lot because we are happy, and we can see each other’s faces. We can see true smiles, not just eyes that light up through slits in rubber or plastic. A true smile is a thing to live for, especially if it adorns the face of the person you love. And I do love her. I love Catherine, and right now, I am the only person in the world who knows it.   
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Though he didn’t know where he was, Howell could tell he was moving fast as he began to regain consciousness. His mask was on his head wrong, folded over before his eyes. He was on his side, partially restrained, but his limbs were free. His face ached, and the skin felt tight and stretched, and he was afraid to put his hand under the mask to feel it. He tried to piece together what had happened. A jumble of images presented as his memories, but most of them didn’t make sense or at least couldn’t have happened in the order he saw them.

Lifting a hand to his mask was agony — like he’d been lifting heavy weights for a week without rest or sleep, and he groaned as he moved the floppy mask to see through one of the eyes. What Howell saw was that he was in the back of a car he didn’t recognize and there were two people in the front seats. The one in the passenger seat was looking back at him, and Howell saw both persons’ arms and knew they were women.

“He’s waking up again,” the one looking back at him said. (Again?) He didn’t recognize her voice.

“You’re going to be OK, Howie,” the other said, her arm reaching back while she drove, seeking out some part of him to touch.

“Catherine?” he mumbled through thick crusted lips. Could it really be? Or had he died in this barn, and this his chariot to whatever was next? 

“Don’t try to talk yet,” Catherine replied, tears choking up her voice. “There’ll be plenty of time for that later.” He reached out a swollen hand, and her roving one found it and held it lightly. Though pain sang out from every part of his body, when their hands touched, her soft delicate skin was all he could feel. His love for her swarmed over everything else, and he felt tears sting his puffy eyes, warming his cheek like a shot of whiskey did his throat. 

“Catherine,” he said/sobbed, he couldn’t be sure which. Her hand gripped a little tighter and she shook him gently.

“You’re safe now. Try get some more rest, and I’ll wake you when we’re stopping,” Catherine said. Howell didn’t want to let go of her hand — such was the feeling, he feared he would never encounter this sensation again — but he knew he had to. She was driving, driving them to safety, and for that she would need both hands. He let his hand slip reluctantly from hers, and he was glad to feel the reluctance in her own hand too. 

His head fell back, and he saw the other one was still looking at him. Who was she? Howell closed his eyes, the effort of keeping them open becoming too much of a strain. His head bobbled on the backseat, and soon he felt sleep coming on him again. With a huge effort he managed to say Catherine’s name one more time, but then he was gone. If she made any reply to him, he never heard it. 

When Howell woke next, he noticed it was dark outside the car. Hadn’t it been bright when he last was awake? How long ago had that been? He looked to the front of the car and this time both women were facing the front. They weren’t talking, and there was something of tiredness in their sluggish way of sitting. 

“Is... is everyone ok?” he croaked, and though he didn’t know why he asked it, it did tell him fear was still at the front of his thoughts. Lingering behind, though, were the doubts he was still alive.  

“We’re all fine, Howie, we’re just a mile or so from a motel and then we’ll get you inside and cleaned up,” Catherine said, her waving hand back again seeking his. He was able to take it with more ease this time and was happy about this fact. His head didn’t throb as before, and though the skin on his face still felt tight, there wasn’t the same surface pain as before either. He pulled himself up into a sitting position, groaning loudly, feeling the seatbelt — the restraint he felt on his side earlier — dig into his side.

“Oh god, Howie!” Catherine cried, her head snapping round to look at him.

“Sorry, just getting up,” he said, shaking the pain off as he sat back in the seat in a more comfortable position.

“Here’s the motel,” the other woman said, and this time Howie heard youth in her voice. A teenager? Was she Catherine’s daughter, niece, or something? Someone she hadn’t mentioned up to now? 

“Who are you?” he asked, the coarse dryness of his mouth making it sound more abrupt than perhaps he intended.

“My name is Becky,” she said, not seeming to take offense. “I’ve heard a lot about you.” Howell wondered what this meant. He looked at the back of Catherine’s head as though for an answer. It could wait until later.

“She saved our lives,” Catherine said, and Howell felt her hand leave his own and grip the forearm of Becky. A sudden jolt of jealousy shot through him, but it was only a moment, and he registered what had been said.

“You saved us?” he said. “Thank you.”  How had some kid saved them? And both of them? Had he and Catherine already met before getting in this car? He didn’t think so. He could recall being in the barn, the wolves working him over, their white leader leaning in every now and then to deliver a blow that was ten times harder than any of the others could manage. They’d taken off his mask! His hands shot to his face, gripping the rubbery folds of the mask, and painfully grabbing swollen flesh beneath it. He winced but was glad the mask was there. When had he put it back on? Or had he — did Catherine and this Becky see his face? The faces of the wolves rose up again, taking from his thoughts. They had seen him, had seen his face. Would one of them dream of him tonight, or tomorrow night and kill him? Now, when he was so close to attaining the life he wanted and with the woman he loved? 

The car slowed and pulled into a motel parking lot. This was one of those places still a little way out of town and he didn’t recognize the name. Whatever day this was, this wasn’t the place he was supposed to be staying in. 

“We’re going to go in and check in,” Catherine said, turning fully to face Howell now that the car was stopped. “You wait here, and we’ll sneak you in when the coast is clear, ok?” Howell nodded, feeling like a child but not having anything better to offer right now. 

“You’re going to be fine,” Becky said. Had she read the fear still lingering in his eyes? 

“I know,” he said, trying to use his old voice and sounding a little more with it. “I’ll be waiting.”

Becky got out, perhaps thinking Catherine and he could use a moment of privacy and Howell was glad of it.

“Everything’s going to be OK,” Catherine said again, squeezing his hand hard this time, so hard that it hurt, though he didn’t let on. He was just glad to feel it.

“Thank you for saving me,” he said, shaking his head in wonder of the fact she had. 

“You’d do the same for me,” Catherine said, and she got out.

“I would,” Howell said to the empty car as he watched the two of them walk to the motel. Looking the place over, it looked a million light years higher in standard that the last one he’d been in. The one that had nearly taken his life. 

Fear came over him in a thick wash — what if this place was the same? He looked for the name, and saw it was one he recognized from his research. The only thing was he couldn't remember what he’d read about this area. His gut was telling him it was in one of the safer places, but he couldn’t be sure. 

Pulling himself to a more upright sitting position — the joints and muscles all over his upper body screaming in protest — Howell looked at the building and surrounding parking lot. There were a few cars, and some of the rooms had lights on but curtains closed. He couldn’t see into the reception area well, but he could make out it was well lit. as was the walkway to the rooms under the overhang. It looked like any decent motel would have looked pre-2017. 

Becky and Catherine came back out and he saw them split up. Becky went along the rooms as Catherine came back to the car. She got in and looked at him.

“Are you able to walk?” she said. He moved his legs as best he could in the car, pressing down on the floor to gauge if they could take weight.

“I might be a little off balance and stiff when I get out, but I think I’ll be fine after a couple of steps.”  He thought no such thing, but he didn’t want to be a burden and didn’t want to admit the pain he’d felt just now might make her see him weeping before he got to the room. 

“I’ll drive up to the door so you only have to take a few steps.” How sweet those words in his ears. 

By the time Howell got inside the room and flopped down on the bed, he was fit to sleep again. Though terribly painful, his short walk to the room had at least convinced him there was no major long-term damage done to his legs or body. His head and face might be a different matter, though, but for the moment, as far as he was concerned, that could wait.

“I’ll leave you guys to it,” Becky said from the doorway.

“You don’t have to,” Catherine said. Howell lifted his head to look at Becky.

“Thanks for what you did for me,” he said, still not sure what it was. It felt strange to thank her, and yet he knew she deserved it. 

“Catherine’s the one you really need to thank,” she replied and with a wave — a gesture that made Howell wonder was she younger than he thought, a teenager maybe — she left, closing the door behind her. For the first time Catherine and he were alone, in person. It was hard to believe.

“We need to clean you up,” Catherine said. He wanted to say no, lay down beside me and sleep. Let it all wait until the morning, but he knew she was right. At the very least he had to clean his face and what felt like a gash on the back of his head. He didn’t want them getting infected.

“Did you see my face?” he asked her as he sat up.

“I saw blood,” Catherine said, tears choking her up once more. She was shaking her head. “It wasn’t you I saw.” That was good he thought, or was it? Weren’t they going to see one another in Asitwas anyway — wasn’t that the whole point of this?

“It doesn’t matter, anyway, does it?” he asked.

“I guess not,” she replied. He wanted to take his mask off and have her do the same, to see each other, but still he held back.

“I don’t want you to see my face like this,” he said. “I think we should keep the masks on until I’ve healed up a little — just a day or two.”

“We’ve waited this long,” she said. “I guess we can wait a little longer.” Howell sat up and pulled himself to the edge of the bed.

“This isn’t the first night I had in mind for us,” he smiled.

“We won’t count this as the first night,” she replied. In that moment, he loved her more than ever.

Howell showered and did his best to clean up with what little they had to do that with. All of his gear and supplies had been lost back in Pobree, and Catherine was low on first aid stuff as he said he had so much. That was an oversight and his own fault. He should have seen a scenario where one, or both of them lost their car out in this still largely ungoverned world. 

He felt over his face and body, checking for cuts or wounds he hadn’t cleaned yet. How much easier this would have been back in the days of mirrors in every bathroom. He came out of the bathroom with only his mask and boxer shorts on and Catherine winced as she looked him over.

“That bad, huh?” he asked.

“You look like a bunch of purple thunderheads with erupting volcanoes all over, but you still look good to me, Howie.” Her eyes were alight but tired, and had he been capable of it, he would have tried to get her into bed there and then.

“You want to take a shower?” he asked. “Water’s still hottish.” Catherine nodded but didn’t get up from the bed. Howie lay down beside her and they looked at one another. She held out her hand.

“Catherine Tilson, nice to meet you.” He shook it softly, feeling the skin on the back of her hand with his sore fingers.

“Howell Warren, delighted to meet you Ms. Tilson.”

“Please, call me Catherine,” she laughed.

“And you can call me Howie.” They embraced for a long, long time until they both fell asleep. In the end, Howell felt, this was probably the best first night they could have had.  
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Entry 16

It wouldn’t be fair to talk about all the bad things that have taken place over the years since the Solar Flare and neglect to mention all the good things that came along too. Well, fair maybe isn’t the right word — there had been nothing fair about all the shit that has happened in the last decade. Silver linings, maybe that’s the better term.

First and I suppose most obvious is that looks, and physical attractiveness no longer hold the sway they once did. It’s no longer enough to be good looking or desirable sexually to get the job or promotion you’re looking for. Don’t get me wrong here, there are still plenty of people who will hire the woman with the hottest body even not knowing what her face looks like, but it is much less of an issue.

People are now treated according to what’s inside and the talents they possess. I can’t be a hundred percent on this, but I think even racism has declined since we all started covering our faces. A lot of that might be down to it just being almost impossible to tell most of the time what race a person is.

Next on the list — though this is kind of making a comeback already — was the death of social media and the fickle weak generation it was fostering. Teenagers who lived or died based on how many meaningless ‘likes’ or comments they got. Photos of people their closest relatives wouldn’t recognize being the only ones acceptable for public offering. It was a mess and getting worse by the day, but that’s all over now, and it can never come back in the same way as it was unless the Sleeping Sickness is someday eradicated, and we all go back to living in the flesh.

I should ask Catherine what her social media presence was like before all of this. I was on everything but only posted once every six months or less. I never saw the full use of it, especially when ads started showing up everywhere.

Another thing that got better — and also something we are doing our best to undo — was the natural world came back in a big way while the world was without power. Trees, bushes, grassland, all of it flourished and the air was cleaner for it — and of course the lack of pollutants. Some parts of the country have never looked better, and there are often photographs on the internet showing places that have been abandoned and where nature is starting to take over once more. I’d like to see one of those places for myself one day, walk around and look inside buildings where plants have taken hold and animals have made their homes.

Maybe I could take a walk like that with Catherine sometime. I wonder where is the closest place like that? 

The general pace of life has slowed down, and I guess that’s not a bad thing at all. After all the stress every single person in the world went through after the Solar Flare, it is refreshing to know the true value of things — some things at least. No one really gets stressed about their job anymore as they’ve been though something a million times worse than being out of work for a few weeks or months. The internet is slow, and as a result the rest of the world has slowed down too. There is only so much you can get done when you’re basically using technology from the past to try to catch up with what should be the present.

Life is simpler now in many ways. It like what older people used to call ‘the good old days’ before tech took over everything. Shopping in person is more like it used to be, and there aren’t really any rude or obnoxious customers anymore as we can all only get the basic stuff we need, and it is being manufactured at a rate to keep pace with us. 

That reminds me, there are a lot less people showing off what they do have these days too. There is no satisfaction in trying to make people jealous of you if they can’t even tell who you are under your mask or disguise. That’s definitely a positive thing — in fact, a lot of jealousy has ceased to exist also, and that can only be good too. 

I don’t know what this next thing has sprung to mind and I don’t think most people will see this as a positive — I might even be offending people here — but funerals and cremations have become much more streamlined. This was due to the surge in deaths and the demand for such services during the initial three years of the Sleeping Sickness when numbers were at their highest. There simply weren’t enough celebrants of any faith to keep up with demand — and don’t forget those same celebrants had the same death rates from the Sleeping Sickness as anyone else, probably more than most. This made it necessary to rush all kinds of services though — even spreading to weddings, bar-mitzvahs, you name it — and that practice has continued today, even with the plateauing of cases to much lower numbers. 

I’ve thought about what a wedding with Catherine might be like — don’t worry, I’m not planning to propose. Would I be happy for it to be fast and over with? Would she? I wonder what they are like in Asitwas? That’s what I wonder about everything now. I don’t think there is any chance I won’t be going there at some point. I just have to convince Catherine to come with me. I can’t hide behind rubber anymore; I can’t see the drudgery of masks everywhere I go. It’s all getting too much for me. 

I’ve started having bad dreams about the night Shirley died. I think this life is getting in on top of me. I need to get out of here soon. I need to go and be free.  
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The fire lit up the night from a long way out of town. Burning buildings hadn’t been an uncommon sight over the last ten years, but they were becoming less so, and Brandt knew if you saw one, it meant either accident or trouble. His hunter’s mind wondered if his prey had anything to do with the fire? Or perhaps the other Survivor he was here to meet. Considering the mess he’d left in the last town he was in; Brandt knew this wasn’t an improbability. 

As he got closer to town, he saw that the fire was a farmhouse a little out and he felt it was most likely an accident. Brandt pulled up in the parking lot of the only motel in town and looked the place over. He could tell at once this was a town hostile to the outside world. If he had to guess, he’d bet there was no internet in town at all. The motel was closed up, and none of the rooms looked occupied. He walked along and peered in through the broken windows just to be sure. He hadn’t arranged a particular place to meet the other survivor, but this was the main street, and if the other guy was any good, this was where he could head first. 

Brandt looked at the bar across the street and saw though it was open it was lifeless. He would pop in here for a beer once he did another circuit of the town. Getting back on his bike, he revved it to life and cruised out of the parking lot. No point drawing attention to himself when he knew he wasn’t going to be welcome. 

Brandt hadn’t gone thirty seconds when he saw Howell’s car. His heart jumped in his chest as he pulled alongside it, wondering if Howell was inside and it was just going to be this easy. Thankfully, he wasn’t. No one was in the car. He got off the bike and did a walk around the car, checking all the doors and the trunk, but everything was locked up. Looking up and down the street, Brandt wondered why the car was parked here and not in the lot of the motel. Was there somewhere else he could stay — did Howell know someone from this town?

At the far end of the street, a car rounded the corner and came along slowly like a police cruiser looking for someone. Brandt got back on his bike and pulled off into an alley and parked the bike in the shadows. He went back on foot to the street, keeping out of sight. The car pulled up beside Howell’s car for a moment, perhaps long enough to take the plate number and see that there was no one inside, and then it moved on towards the motel. Brandt wondered if this was the guy he was supposed to meet. Why would anyone else take note of a parked car like that? Unless this whole town is paranoid about strangers too. 

The car pulled into the motel parking lot and Brandt felt this answered his question. He went back for the bike and rode up to the car. When he got there, the driver was still sitting at the wheel. He looked Brandt up and down as he got off the motorcycle.

“You looking for Howell?” he asked.

“Brandt,” he nodded and introduced himself at the same time.

“Dane.” Dane wore a Betty Boop mask and Brandt hated him at once. Did he think it was funny to wear cartoon characters while he was killing people? Was this only a game to him?

“Howell’s car is here,” Brandt said, not wanting to give Dane the satisfaction of thinking he gave Brandt the information.

“I saw it up the street,” Dane nodded over his shoulder in the direction of the car. But did you see me slip into the alleyway, Brandt thought. I don’t think you did. Spotting a car on a street bereft of them was one thing, but missing a figure (and a motorcycle) was another. He could already tell this guy was no good.

“Have you seen him?” Dane asked, and there was a note of worry in his tone. He didn’t want Brandt to be done and have to go after his girl on his own. 

“No, just the car.”

“Did you see a CATHERINESCAR?” Brandt shouted in his head. He hadn’t, but he had been on lookout and seen every car there was in the town so far. “Do you know this town?” Dane asked.

“No, but it looks hostile to outsiders, and my guess is there’s no internet in the whole place.”

Voices came on the wind and Brandt held up a finger for Dane to be quiet. His hearing had always been quite acute, and he cocked his head to hear better. Had he been alone and concealed, he might have taken off his mask to hear better.

“That’s his car,” someone said, and then there was the sound of smashing glass and a few more men started shouting and more noises of destruction rang out. Dane was listening too, and he looked to Brandt as though for an answer. 

“Get out of the car, and come over to the bar,” Brandt said quickly. He didn’t wait for Dane but crossed the street and slipped into the bar. “Two beers,” he called to the bartender, and then he took up a high stool at a table near the bar. Dane came in only moments later, looking back out the door like he was worried about something. 

“What are we doing in here?” he asked. He seemed nervous, and Brandt liked to see him like this. Dane looked to the door and then back to Brandt for an answer.

“Take it easy,” Brandt said. “There’s a beer coming for you.”  He couldn’t stop his voice from sounding cheerful and he felt Dane look at him uneasily. By the sound of things, the men currently wrecking Howell’s car had already done his work for him. If Dane was lucky, they might have done his too. 

The beers were dropped to the table, just as the doors burst open and four men in ash-stained clothes and masks came in. The smell of fire and smoke came in with them.

“What the hell is going on with you guys?” the bartender asked.

“Gary’s house is up in fuckin’ flames, nothing we can do to save it!” One of the men said.

“Not to mention the cars!” another griped, but as soon as he did, the first man hit him a slap hard across the chest. 

“Beers all round then?” the bartender said, walking back to the bar.

“Better add some chasers on to them too,” the first man said. 

Brandt watched the men approach the bar and noted that each of them was wearing the same mask, like they were some kind of gang. Just the kind of people he’d expect to deal with outsiders in their town. By the sounds of things, Howell had got some revenge too. Had he gotten away from them though? A part of Brandt really hoped so, and he was excited by the idea of chasing down a man who could turn the tables on a gang like this.

Dane looked down into his beer as the men passed, and Brandt marked him down as a coward right away. He must be used to doing everything in the shadows, killing by surprise attack or worse still poisoning or something as weak. It was at this moment that Brandt decided he was going to kill Dane as soon as his use for him was spent.

The men passed by and to an untrained eye paid Brandt and Dane no mind. Dane’s shoulders eased as he no doubt thought they were out of the woods, but Brandt knew better, and he relished in this knowing.

“Who’s the two queers?” came the voice of the first man — the de facto leader — as the beer glasses thudded down on the bar. Both Brandt and Dane had their backs to the men, but there could be no mistaking who they were talking about. They’d been all jazzed up trying to stop a fire, then smashing up Howell’s car on the way here. What had they been doing before that Brandt wondered. He turned to look at the men.

“The car you smashed up,” he said to let them understand what he was talking about. “Did the guy get away?” There was a moment of silence, a heartbeat really, but it was all Brandt needed to know he was right.

“What are you talking about?” the leader asked. Though Brandt already knew there was no leader here — these men all wore the same masks, they were the foot soldiers. There was a leader alright, but he wasn’t here right now.

“Howell Warren, the guy who owned the car — the one where you said,” Brandt pointed at the second man having recognized the voice in the street, “There’s his car.” 

The bartender leaned back and folded his arms like he expected to see a show. He was going to see something alright, Brandt smiled. He only wished he was wearing his own wolf mask right now. Dane was rigid and hadn’t turned to look at the men. Brandt knew he couldn’t rely on him in a fight — he’d probably turn and run at the first sign of violence when it was out in the open. Brandt was different though. Violence was his life, and right now, he already knew there was some coming, and he drew on his experience with the three men in the alley earlier today. The numbers were jumping up like crazy today. And he loved it. 

“Don’t know what you’re talkin’ about asshole,” the first man said. He was leaning one elbow on the bar in an affectation of power he must have seen someone else perform. Only this guy couldn't pull it off. He wasn’t tall enough, and he only looked awkward and misshapen when he tried it. Still, it must have felt good to him to pretend to be the boss for a while. Perhaps he’d even scared off lesser men with this routine before.

Brandt turned his back on the men and took a sip of his beer. He whispered so only Dane could hear him,

“I’m going to fuck those guys up. Feel free to help if you want, but I’ll be fine on my own if you don’t.” Dane started to say something, his body rising visibly in surprise, but nothing came out of his mouth, or if it did it was so low, Brandt never heard it. 

“That’s not a very nice way to talk to a visitor in your town,” Brandt said, turning his stool on its rolling seat to face the men. “You’ll scare all the tourist dollars away like that.”  Two of the men fidgeted uneasily and exchanged a glance, but the two who had spoken remained in place staring back him.

“We don’t like outsiders here,” the second man said. He had some fire in his voice, and Brandt assumed this hatred of the outside world was akin to a religion to this fella.

“I doubt the outside world takes too much of a liking to you, either,” Brandt said.

“What are you doing?” Dane whispered, keeping his head down so the others wouldn't know he was talking. Brandt ignored him and kept his eyes on the wolves. The second man looked to the others as though someone might back him up, but when no one did, he stepped forward, hands balled for action.

“I’ve had one hell of a fucking night, but I’ll be damned if some asshole out of towner is going to give me any shit on top of it!” Brandt smiled and only hoped it showed in his eyes. He stepped down from the stool and faced the man.

“Why don’t you and I go outside and have a little chat about it?” he said to the man. “Your friends and mine can wait in here. We won’t be long.” Dane sank lower still at the mention of being left inside, but Brandt was also very glad to see the two nervous men at the bar were very unsettled now by his confidence. The part-time leader took a step up beside his mate.

“You don’t make the rules around here, mister,” he said, and then he walked for the door. His three friends followed, and Brandt fell in line after them. After a few steps he looked back and saw Dane slump down from his seat. At least he did that much, Brandt thought. Now he might see how the man handled himself.  “Stick us on another round,” the leader called back to the bartender. “We’ll be back in a minute.”

As they walked, Brandt watched the way their bodies moved and ran through a few possible scenarios in his head based on what he could recall of the street outside. Dane annoyingly interrupted his thoughts.

“I’m not here looking for a fight with locals,” he said, tugging on Brandt’s arm. “I’m looking for Catherine Tilson.”

“What’s the matter?” Brandt asked him. “You only like fighting girls?”

“I...” Brandt ducked and tried to pull Dane out of the way, but he was just too late. The iron bar smashed right into Dane’s head, just above his left eye, and he crumpled to the ground like a sack of potatoes. Brandt leaped from the doorway, socking one of the wolves in the mouth as he passed and then coming into the space for himself by the side of the road.

“That was dirty,” he said, looking at the leader who held the iron bar. Dane was down and not moving, but Brandt felt it likely he would be fine as long as nothing else happened to him. The leader shrugged.

“Call it what you want, it gets the job done fast.”

“Fast,” Brandt said, nodding. That was how he was going to do it. He took a few half steps back — out onto the road now — letting the four men think they were surrounding him. They didn’t have a clue, Brandt saw. Fear in the people they usually dealt with made them powerful, but Brandt had no fear of these men at all. He knew the iron bar would be the first thing to come his way, and that when it did it would only be a distraction while two of the others would rush in from either side and try take hold of him. The taut movements of the wolves’ bodies signposted who was about to do what. The most laughable thing of all was that he could feel the confidence brimming in them. They didn’t think for a second anyone could have a chance against them.

As they advanced, Brandt made a show of looking at the iron bar as he slipped his knife from his sleeve down into his hand. None of them noticed and now all the advantage was his. He lunged forward one step, stopping all four in their tracks — they didn’t expect this — and then lunged to one side down low and sliced into the patella of the second man who’d been talking. He screamed in pain and dropped to the ground clutching his knee. The leader then lunged in anger at Brandt, but this was just what he wanted. Brandt deflected the blow and plunged the blade deep into the leader’s armpit. The iron bar clanked to the ground as the man howled in pain. The last two men looked at one another and would have taken flight had Brandt not been faster. He slit both men’s throats while they still stared at one another in disbelief.

Dane was coming too in the doorway and Brandt saw him look over to the fight. Brandt bent over and slit the leader’s throat and then walked to the one with the slashed knee. He was trying to crawl away and crying softly. Brandt didn’t bother with any speeches for this one. Leaning over, he pulled the man’s head back by his hair and cut his throat too. 

“We need to get out of here,” Dane said, stumbling to his feet and looking incredulous at the bodies in the road.

“Not yet,” Brandt said, going back into the bar. There were two more deaths to go before they could leave. The bartender and the real leader of the gang. Once they found him, they could leave. Brandt didn’t want anyone tailing them out of here.  
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Entry 17

I saw an online ad for Facebook today. I haven’t seen one for this in, I don’t even know how long. They are trying to make some kind of comeback I suppose. Advertising money will be ramping up as more products and services come back online, and I guess they are just trying to get in on that. Who can blame them? I suppose all the old social media companies will be at it again soon. They only question is, will the advertising be as powerful as it was before the Solar Flare, when social media ruled the world?

Of course, you will know that social media was only gone so long as the power was out. I’d say for thousands of people who had been lured into being addicted to social media — and there were a lot who fell into this category — the first thing they checked out when the internet was back was how to get back on the wagon.

It was — is — nothing like it was before. There is no need for filtered photographs and selfies anymore. The best people can do now is show their new mask or disguise, but then that kind of defeats the purpose of having them if you are letting people know who you are. No one ever takes a photograph of their dinner anymore, and I bet most people can no longer believe we ever did. What was the point of it all? 

I’m sure there are already many histories and column pages written on what social media used to be like, but I am here to write down what is happening now. As I sit here, I am aware of seven social media platforms back in existence — a funny side note: there are no new ones, these all existed before the Solar Flare. They are still based almost exclusively on photo and video content. The videos have to be short — even shorter than the nine minutes that were the norm when YouTube first came out. This is a blessing, and an even bigger one is that there is no such thing as live streaming anymore. This isn’t great for sport, but it is for people who want to share their walk or drive with anyone who will listen just to show they can tell people are paying attention to them. 

Videos of people doing stupid things that might hurt them are still the most viewed. I think this was the same before. Now though, they are missing the shot of the pained face of the participant or the laughing giddy childish faces of their friends as they react to the pratfall or whatever. I think these videos give people some sense of control in a way. The people in the videos have chosen to put themselves at risk and that simple ‘making of a choice’ is what — in my opinion — is what draws people in. So much bad shit was sent our way, so much danger, mayhem, and horror, that it is like a rebellion against all that to see young men and women risking a broken bone — or loss of life sometimes. I don’t know if I’m getting too deep here, or reading into things that aren’t really there, but I don’t consider myself in any way an intellectual, and I’m picking up on that. 

In case you were wondering, no one has friends or followers by name anymore on social media channels. Now when you rejoin — everyone’s old accounts were all deleted to get rid of stocks of photos and videos of people before the Sleeping Sickness — you are assigned a twelve-digit number that started with 000000000001 and at last count I saw was up to 000001252456. My number is not far off that last one. (or is it?) 

So, when you see comments, you see a long number in place of the person’s name. It takes some getting used to. No one is giving away too much information online these days, and I’ve heard people make a game of trying to figure out who people are all the time. I haven’t heard of it being used for evil intent, but I guess there are those out there willing to try.

Another huge thing on the internet now is the sharing of very old movie clips. The actors and actresses are all dead by now, and there are some good movies you can piece together if you are willing to put a little effort in. I love the old Marx Brother’s movies and also anything with Humphrey Bogart. 

The most heart-breaking thing on social media though is the shared photos and videos of people who passed away. Most would have died as a result of the Lawless Period, or else the Sleeping Sickness, and their family members share their memories. It sounds grim, but I have to say I often look at these myself, and I see people being happy and living life as it is meant to be lived, and it gives me a sense of purpose and hope. I see the world that might be again and I’m eager for it. Those dead faces give us the strength we all need to go on and make it to this new world — which is in effect the old world. 

There is one little girl I go to — her name is Addison — and she looks like she was the kindest little seven-year-old who ever lived. In every clip her parents, or whoever, share of her, she is always smiling and if she’s not helping someone, she’s talking about how to help someone. She is such a beautiful kid, and I haven’t been able to bring myself to read the paragraph above the videos. I’m sure it will say how she died, or what age she was and that will prove to me that she was really gone. If I were ever to have a child, Addison is the one I would have wanted.

I wonder if Catherine wants kids. I wonder if she can have kids. I’m glad I didn’t have kids before now though. I can’t imagine the horror parents have gone through since the Solar Flare and through the Sleeping Sickness. How do you explain all of that to a child? I can’t imagine for a second how hard it must be. Shirley would have known how to do it; she would have been a great mom. I know she wanted kids too. We just never got around to it.  
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When Catherine woke the following morning, it was with a sense of dread like ice water inside her heart. She sat up, noticing Howie was still asleep beside her. Instinctively she looked to his chest, and on seeing it rise and fall she thought her anxiety would lift. But no, that wasn’t it. She’d heard a car — that was what had woken her!

“Becky!” she said, leaping from the bed.

“What?” Howie droned, still mostly asleep. Catherine ignored him for now as she pulled back a slip of the curtains and looked outside. There were a few cars outside, but she couldn't tell if they’d all been here last night. 

“Ow! Shit!” Howie said, leaning up on one elbow, all of his pain revisiting him now that he was moving again. He looked at her. “What is it?” he asked.

“Probably nothing,” Catherine replied, as calm as she could. “I’m just going to check Becky is OK.”

“You sure nothing’s wrong?” he grunted as he pulled his legs over the side of the bed to sit up. She was still looking outside. Though she couldn't tell if any of the cars were new, she did feel confident there were no more out there than before. She looked back to Howie.

“Yes, I’m sure. I’ll be back in a minute.”

The morning air was clear and warm as she crept along the planks to the next door. She tapped gently,

“Becky, it’s me.” The door opened, and Becky stood there in fresh clothes and the smell of cleanliness came from the room behind her. The ends of Becky’s hair were still damp from her shower. 

“Morning,” Becky said, stepping back into the room so Catherine could come in. “How was last night?” There was no mistaking the mischievous tone in her voice.

“Nothing happened,” Catherine said. “How could it in the state he was in?” They laughed at this, though neither could tell why.

“How is he?”

“We just woke up, so we haven’t talked yet today. I wanted to check in with you first, see how you are.”

“I’m good to go. I thought you’d want to get back on the road as soon as possible,” Becky said. That made sense, and had they not been so exhausted they would have been back on the road at first light. 

“I thought Howie could use the rest,” she said, and somehow it sounded selfish. If Becky agreed, she didn’t show it.

“You guys probably want to be alone now, right,” Becky said after a short silence. “If you can drop me off in town, I’m sure I can get on the rest of the way on my own.”  There was no self-pity in her voice, just practicality, and Catherine’s heart went out to her.

“We wouldn't dream of it!” Catherine said, before catching herself in that old expression that no one used anymore. “You’ll be coming with us all the way. You’ve more than earned your ride.” Becky smiled, and Catherine saw relief as well as happiness. 

Catherine looked out the window once more.

“A car pulled up and a man, woman and kid got out and went into one of the rooms close to the reception,” Becky said. Catherine nodded as though this didn’t concern her, but she thought ‘at least someone was being vigilant’.

“Grab your stuff and come next door with me,” Catherine said. “We’ll check out and get going. Not much sense in hanging around here.” 

When they came back into the other room, Howie was dressed and the bed was made — though they hadn’t actually slept in it, only on top — and he looked ready to go.

“Do you think we should contact the police about what happened?” Catherine asked. She didn’t think so personally, but it was something she felt had to be asked.

“I really don’t think that would be a good idea,” Howie said, starting to shake his head but stopping when he felt a shot of pain in the motion.

“Me neither,” Becky chimed in.

“I don’t think it would do any good, you’ve seen these places we’re driving through,” Howie said. “For all we know, those guys in Pobree were the police. They could be looking for us right now.”

“As crazy as it sounds, we might get in trouble for starting those fires and stealing all the car keys,” Becky said. Catherine smiled thinking of the girl’s bravery under such pressure only hours before. 

“Exactly,” Howie agreed. “We need to get moving and keep moving.” 

“I’ll go check out and meet you two in the car,” Catherine said.

In the reception area, Catherine felt odd, like she really was a criminal and the clerk knew it. He was kind and courteous and as close to an old-style hotel worker as you could get in this day and age, but still the sweat streamed from Catherine like he’d already called the cops and was just humoring her until they arrived. She was never happier than when she handed back the key and got her receipt and could leave. The whole thing took less than five minutes, but to her it had felt like an hour.

Back at the car, Catherine was surprised — though she probably shouldn’t have been — to see Howie in the front passenger seat. She must have shown her surprise in some small body movement, for Howie said,

“She insisted I sit up here with you. Wouldn’t take no for an answer.” Catherine got in, not really knowing what to say to this. 

“Are you OK, Catherine?” Becky asked. “Everything go alright with checkout?”

“Yes, I’m fine, everything is fine,” she said, and then to cover whatever it was she was showing to them to make them worry she added, “I think I’m just still a little bit in shock.” Howie’s strong, bruised hand gripped her forearm tenderly.

“Do you want me to drive?” he asked, his thumb rubbing the inside of her arm and sending electric waves through her whole body. 

“No, no,” she shook her head. “I’m really fine. I think once we’re on the road again and putting more miles behind us we’ll all be happier.”

“You got that right,” Howie agreed, and he settled back into his chair. Catherine was glad to feel his hand was still on her arm as they pulled out of the lot and back onto the road. 

They drove for a time in silence before Howie started talking practicalities again.

“We are on a new route now,” he said, “so we will have to either stop somewhere with internet to make new bookings or else just aim for places and pull in and hope they have a room or two for us.”

“Can’t we just swing back onto the old route and pick it up?” Catherine asked, but she knew they couldn’t. She herself shouldn’t be the named person booking in anywhere as it was. Should she tell Howie about what had happened. Catherine felt suddenly guilty about Becky too — she’d kept what happened back home to herself so far. 

“No, we don’t want to be picked up by name if any of those guys from Pobree are still looking for us. In fact, I don’t think we should use any of our real names from here on out. The place is still a lot more like the lawless times than I thought it would be,” Howie said. 

Catherine tensed up; this was the time to do it. She looked back for a second at Becky and saw a puzzled look in her eyes.

“There’s something I have to tell you,” Catherine announced. “Both of you?” Neither of the passengers said anything, but both looked at her intently waiting for her to go on. Should she tell them this while she was driving? What if she were overcome with emotion while telling it — she could lose control of the car, and that would be the finish of them all. Looking back through the rear window and seeing no cars at all, Catherine aimed the car to the grassy verge and pulled up. She looked in Howie’s eyes, then Becky’s and then back to Howie. “Just before I left home a few days ago, someone tried to kill me in my apartment block.” Saying it unleashed a torrent of emotion and tears rapidly filled her eyes and the breath went out of her as she dropped her head and sobbed.

“Oh my God!” Howie said, his arms around her at once.

“Jesus, you must have been so scared,” Becky said, and she rubbed the back of Catherine’s dipped neck in support. Catherine nodded to this — it was all she could do — and then let the grief run through her. 

“What happened?” Howie asked, his voice soft and warming, when she’d settled a little.

“It was a girl I used to know from college,” Catherine said, the woman’s name running through her head, but wondering if there was any need to say it. It wouldn’t change what happened, would it? She felt Howie’s body tense again, and she thought he knew what this all meant.

“Do you think she was targeting you because she used to know you?” he asked.

“A memory murderer.” Becky said, the words whistling through her lips like something mythical being made factual to her.

“I think so,” Catherine said and then forcing herself not to think too deeply on the words quickly added, “She died in the attack.” Fresh gushes of tears overwhelmed her and for this she was glad — it meant that she wasn’t able to see the reaction of the others. 

“Holy shit, I can’t believe this.” That was Becky as she slumped back into her seat. 

“It wasn’t your fault,” Howie said, getting to the crux of it while rubbing Catherine’s arms. “If that hadn’t have happened, it would be you who was dead now.” This should have been a comfort, and at other times when Catherine thought this it had been, but right now it wasn’t, and she didn’t know why. It was like the telling was somehow admitting to herself that it had actually happened — that it wasn’t all some bad dream to go along with all the other badness in the world. 

“It couldn't have been your fault,” Becky chimed in. 

“Do you think she was alone?” Howie asked after another long bout of sobbing from Catherine.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I didn’t see anyone else.” Howie nodded to this, but she could almost feel and hear the cogs in his head whirring around. Was he disappointed in her? Annoyed that she hadn’t told him before now? Scared for her? It was hard to guess.

“We’ll have to be even more careful now,” he said at last. He turned to Becky then and said, “How about you? Anything you need to get off your chest before we make a new plan?” His tone wasn’t harsh, but Catherine wouldn’t describe it as polite either. 

“Me?” Becky asked in surprise. Catherine put her hand on Howie’s.

“Becky’s fine,” she said and looked back to reassure the young girl.

“Sorry,” Howie said, and he too looked to Becky, “I just want to be sure we all know what’s up against us. It’s dangerous out here, and it’s going to be until we get to Asitwas, I think.”

“There’s three of us are all looking out for each other now. We’ll get there OK,” Catherine said, though her tone was more confident than she was.  
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Entry 18

I was chatting online earlier with a guy from down south, and as we talked, he used the phrase ‘when this is all over.’ It struck me as both so optimistic and blind all at once. So much so, that I didn’t type anything back for well over five minutes. I sat at the computer looking at those words. Those words weren’t even the point of what he was saying, they were just an aside, but they hit me deep and hard. I came back into the conversation when I realized I’d left him waiting, but my heart wasn’t in it and it soon petered out. 

For a long time afterwards I sat there, the computer still on before me, but I wasn’t looking at it. I just kept running the idea over and over in my head.

When all of this is over.

As I’m sure I’ve told you before, no one knows where the Sleeping Sickness came from, or what causes it, but the idea with most traction is a tear in space as a result of the Solar Flare, letting bad things from another dimension into ours. Of course, no has been able to prove any of this, and with all satellites in orbit fried or damaged beyond use, we may not know more of what’s going on out there for decades yet to come. 

The idea that it could be over some day though, that’s what’s got to me. Up to now I guess I hadn’t really thought about it much. It kind of feels like hoping it will go away will jinx it or something. I wouldn’t call myself a pessimist — more like a pragmatist — but I don’t think the Sleeping Sickness is going anywhere anytime soon. 

There are hundreds, if not thousands, of scientists working on a solution. They are checking every avenue they can, and I have faith that at some point they will come up with something to stop people dreaming, or else inhibit the Sleeping Sickness in some other way.

Right now, the numbers are way down. They are not at a sustainable level yet but are heading that way. People are forgetting faces, and the next generation won’t have ever even seen one to begin with. I personally feel it will be case of living with the Sleeping Sickness rather than finding a way to get rid of it. I think that’s already been proven as a method that works. It’s not ideal, and I’ll be the first person to say I don’t like it, but there’s no doubt in my mind thousands of lives have been saved with the measures taken so far.

With people working on tech to conceal faces and the scientists I mentioned above, I think we’ll come to a place where the Sleeping Sickness still exists, but cases become rare enough, like seasonal flu or something like that. It’s not ideal, but if you can’t beat something, you have no choice but to give in or learn to live with it. If history has taught us anything, it’s that human beings are adaptable. We’ll adapt to this too, and perhaps the next step in our evolution will be recession of dreams, and the mind will find a new way to process things while we sleep. That’s probably a longer-term thing, but if needs be I’m sure it will happen. 

I still have a lot of life ahead of me — fingers crossed — and I wonder when things in the masked world would ever get to a situation I could tolerably live with. The answer is, I don’t think it ever will. Perhaps only having to wear glasses that obscure faces wouldn’t be so bad, but it still leaves the world a colder place. I need to see faces, I need to see warmth, smiles and happiness. I don’t envisage living with the Sleeping Sickness. I want to live despite it. If that means shortening my life to be happy, then I guess that’s a tradeoff I’m willing to make.

Asitwas is the only place I know of where I could possibly live the life I want to. A life where I know what my wife looks like, where she knows my face too. Where everyone lives and gets on with being human and takes that risk on happiness.

That leads me to the next question about the mask wearing world. Can they ever be happy with the situation they are in?  Will lives shorten as a result of depression and disconnection? Will relationships fall by the wayside, and children no longer be born? That’s a world scenario I think is entirely possible, unless we all — or at least most of us — search for freedom from masks, fight for it and live again in the air, in the freedom of the wind. 

Misery will kill us all if we let it.  
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As Howell watched the landscape go by the window, he couldn’t shake the idea he’d failed Catherine. He should have asked her to leave with him earlier, gone to get her instead of arranging to meet her out in the middle of nowhere. He should have been less trusting of what people were saying about these towns they passed through online. It was much more dangerous still than he’d imagined. He reached out and touched her leg softly, just a graze really, and he wanted her to feel in it how much he loved her and how sorry he was. Her hand dropped and touched his and it warmed him. She still loved him despite his mistakes. 

Howell still couldn’t believe what Catherine had been though, and he wished it was close to night now so they could be alone in a motel room and she could tell him all about it, unabashed without Becky there. He wondered had she actually killed that woman with her hands, or what? She didn’t look like she had it in her. But what did he know — he thought he was a man of the world, tough and all that, and look what happened to him in Pobree. He should be dead right now, only he was saved by two women — scratch that, one woman and one girl! 

Heavy thuds of rain splattered on the window and drew his attention. He looked to the sky, and though it had been dull all day so far, the clouds above were much more ominous than before. Dark purple thunderheads rolled across the sky where they were heading. There was no end to it within sight, and it looked like they were in store for a heavy storm. 

“What’s up with those trees ahead?” Becky asked, her hand pointing between the bodies of the two in front. Howell looked and saw what she was talking about. 

“Looks like we’re just about to enter a storm, the wind must be pretty strong just ahead, and those clouds don’t prime sunshine for a couple of hours at least,” he said.

“Do you think we’ll be alright driving through it?” Catherine asked.

“We should be, just take it easy. If it gets too bad, we can find somewhere to pull over and wait it out,” Howell said. He would encourage her to keep going no matter how bad it got. A storm like this might slow anyone down who might be coming after them. He wanted to offer to take the wheel, but he knew he wasn’t yet in any condition to take control of the car, especially if there were going to be high winds buffeting it about the place. “It’s going to be fine.”

Two minutes later they felt the first rock of the car as the gusts came down off a sloped plain to their left. It rocked them so much, that Catherine had to pull hard to stay on the road.

“Drive on the wrong side of the road on these open parts where you can see ahead,” Howell said, “You'll have more time to react to the wind that way.” The car drifted lazily across to the wrong lane, but Catherine’s body was rigid, and she looked like she had to fight it all the way. As this happened, the rain came, and huge splats of drops came down fast, and within seconds they needed the wipers on full blast, and it was still hard to see out. This made it more dangerous to be on the wrong side of the road now, but Howell was thinking about putting distance to anyone following, so he didn’t tell Catherine to slow down or go back to her own lane — or least of all to stop. 

“Jesus,” Catherine said, “I’ve never driven in anything like this before.” Becky was just telling her to pull over if she wanted to when Howell said,

“You’re doing great. You concentrate on the car, and Becky and I will be extra eyes on the road ahead.” Becky, cut off, didn’t finish what she was saying. She probably didn’t like him — he hadn’t given her much reason to so far — but that didn’t matter for now. “I’m sure we’ll get to a town soon,” he said to try lighten the tone. It wasn’t true though — at least he didn’t think so. He estimated the next town was about twenty miles away, and in this storm that was a very long way indeed. 

A flash of lightning erupted all around them, and the sound of the thunder was almost instantaneous. The car rocked and rolled and swayed all over the road, throwing them all around in their seats.  Electricity filled the air, and Howell felt the hairs on his arms lift on end.

“Did that hit us?”  Becky asked, her voice stunned.

“No,” Howell said, “But it looks like we’re right in the thick of this storm.”

“Should I pull over?” Catherine asked, and he could hear her fear and knew what she wanted him to say. 

“Yes, just a few feet and then jump into the back. I’m going to drive on from here.”

“You can’t drive,” Catherine said, horrified. “Especially not in this”

“I’ll be fine, I’ve driven in storms like this plenty of times,” Howell lied. Catherine stopped the car — they were still pretty much in the middle of the road — and looked at him. “I’m feeling much better,” he said. “I can do this.” It felt shitty to be lying to her like this, but he didn’t want them stopping in the middle of a storm like this one. Catherine agreed and climbed over to the back seat. Howell took the wheel and they set off again. 

He was more confident behind the wheel and they picked up speed. It was still really hard to see, but he figured if there was anything else out here, he’d see the lights with enough time to react. The thunder and lightning continued, louder and faster and never before had he felt so intensely within nature. 

A huge cracking noise came on the air, like a gunshot — or more powerful — and Howell pulled up in case it was something breaking from the car. He sat there for a second looking around when suddenly it looked like the car was moving again — going sideways somehow! 

“What the!” he said, gripping the wheel before realizing it wasn’t him that was moving, but a huge tree toppling slowly and covering the road before them. He shifted gear and reversed back a few feet to make sure they were clear as the trunk crumpled hard to the road surface.

“Shit!” Howell said. If he’d kept on driving when he heard the sound, they would have passed by and the tree would have come down behind them. That would have been great, especially if someone was coming after them. 

“That was close,” Becky said. 

“Very close,” Catherine agreed. They were relieved they weren’t crushed, Howie realized. They didn’t understand the mistake he’d made. They probably thought he’d saved them all. Well, he didn’t have time to think about that right now. Howell swung open the car door — the rain instantly covering him.

“Where are you going?” Catherine asked.

“I have to go see if there’s any chance of moving that tree,” he replied, and he didn’t wait for her objections. He got out and struggled against the door to close it and then walked with his hand before his face to protect from the wind and rain to the tree. He already knew there was no chance of moving it — it was huge — but he needed to be away from the others for a moment to curse himself for his error. 

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” he called out as he tried his hardest to move the trunk. There was no chance. Not even the weight of the car would be able to tip it even enough for them to squeeze past on the grass verge on the other side of the road. Dejected and drowned, he went back to the car.

“The tree is not going anywhere,” he said. “We’re going to have to go back and find another road.”

“It can’t be too far back,” Catherine said, her way of support. “We might even get lucky and come out of this weather,” she added. 

“There was a side road not too far back,” Becky said. “I caught a glimpse of it as we passed by.”

“How far back?” Howell asked.

“Not far, we only passed it about ten minutes ago.” This was something, he supposed.

“OK, we’ll go back and keep an eye out for it. Which side of the road was it on Becky?” he asked.

“It will be on our left if we turn around,” she replied. 

“Excellent, well spotted,” Howell said. “Well done, Becky.”

It could have been ten minutes to the second, Howell felt, when they came to the side road. It was an old narrow single lane track through the trees, but it had been surfaced at some point in its history. There were plenty of potholes, but it looked drivable. They would have more protection from the storm in there too. Howell didn’t put it to the vote — it did look very gloomy after all, like something from a scary fairy tale — and nosed the car into the side road.  
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Entry 19

I was involved in a discussion tonight with a few people I’ve met online over the years, and I found out one of them had been in prison before. This had taken me by surprise, but he was completely honest about it, said he’d been a stupid kid and had done three years for a robbery that went bad, and someone got hurt. He didn’t say how hurt and none of the rest of us asked, but I came away with the idea whoever got hurt was lucky to be alive.

Well, it got me thinking about how prisons are run now. When the Solar Flare hit, and wardens realized they had no power to detain prisoners anymore, they seemed to have done one of two things — three things actually. One, they ran away and left the prisoners to fend for themselves — whether they lived or died was up to their ability to get out of the cells and into the open air. Two, they made weaknesses in the walls or gave the prisoners the means to escape — with enough time for the wardens to get far away before the first inmate was free. Thirdly, and most rare of all, was the doors were unlocked, and the men told them they could go free. I guess it was only the most fair-minded and popular wardens would have been able to risk that one.

The result later on was pretty one sided. A lot of those wardens and prison guards were victims of the Sleeping Sickness, and a high number were tracked down and murdered by former prisoners with a score to settle. 

I looked up how prisons are run now, and it seems even worse than before. The only good thing now is that each prisoner seems to have their own cell — though it is very small.  This apparently wasn’t the case when the prisons reopened. They used the smaller prisons to start with — I guess the reasoning was with so many people dead there couldn’t be that many people who would need to be locked up. 

This didn’t turn out to the case, though, and those small prisoners soon became cramped and overcrowded. Prison life has always been synonymous with violence and cruelty, but what soon developed was a new form of prisoner justice. For those who transgressed and broke the criminals’ code, they would have their mask removed and be strung up in the jail for all to see. In a time when people seeing your face was enough to kill you, this was a pretty harsh form of retribution. 

Obviously, the authorities realized the mistake they’d made, and prisoners started getting transferred to newly reopened larger facilities. In these prisons, it was felt best to keep all inmates away from each other as much as possible. This was something that the human rights people would have been all over back before 2017, but in this day and age, it’s a small issue that doesn’t make the news and no one really cares about. I think everyone has been through enough without worrying how ‘comfortable’ criminals are in jail. 

While I was looking up prisons earlier, I came across a story about one guy who was badly beaten and died in his cell before anyone thought to take him to the hospital. It was a horrible story, but it got me thinking about how differently hospitals must run now too. I read a lot about that also.

From what I can gather, hospitals run as close to before as they can — that is best practice after all — but there are a lot of new protocols in place in relation to masks on patients. Hospital staff wear masks that have to be changed every hour while they are working — or more frequently if they’ve been involved with a bloody accident or someone with something highly contagious. The best thing would be for them to change these masks after every patient, but the cost and practicality of this in busy medical surroundings is prohibitive. Don’t forget, they still get multiple people every day who have survived Sleeping Sickness inflicted injuries, and those people are always in a very bad way. The hospital staff are rushed off their feet. 

A while back, the hospitals arranged for the government to request everyone sign a waiver stating they could not sue the hospital if the extent of an injury meant the patients mask had to be taken off. I signed this, but I know a lot of people who didn’t. I don’t understand that because it was made very clear that if they didn’t have prior approval to remove your mask in an emergency, they weren’t going to treat you, which means to me that they were going to let you die. 

I have heard in cases where masks are needed to be taken off, a doctor or nurse will blindly wrap the patients head in bandages like the invisible man — I don’t know if this is true but it’s what I heard. What is common knowledge, though, is that they will do their best to work around masks if they can. For example, if you have a cheek injury, they will secure the rest of the mask on you and then either lift one side to get to the injury, or more commonly cut a hole in the mask — like a surgical incision — and get in that way. 

I can’t imagine how hard it must be for them to work under such pressure with their own masks on all the time. I can barely breath in any of mine if I jog for five minutes! If the scientists ever do come up with an alternative, surely it will be the medical professions who will be the first to have the new technology.

I’m going to talk to Catherine about all of this tomorrow. I wonder how much she already knows about it. I missed talking to her this evening; the internet was down where she lives. I half thought tonight would be the night I tell her how I feel about her.  
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Catherine glanced back to the main road one last time before Howie drove into the tree-lined ‘road’, and she didn’t know if it was to check if anyone was following or to take one last look at the world in case they never came out of the forest. If she had been driving, she didn’t think she would have taken this road, but the other two seemed to be fine about it, so she didn’t say anything. 

Twin fears ran though Catherine’s mind for the first couple of miles of the narrow road — one being what they would do if a car came in the other direction; she didn’t think there was room to pass, and the other being the likelihood of men following them down this road and catching up with them in a place no one would ever find them. 

It was dark on the road, the overhanging trees making it like a tunnel, and visibility dropped to utter darkness only feet beyond the trees closest to the road. Who knew what was in there? Thoughts that before the advent of the Solar Flare and the Sleeping Sickness would have been crazy littered her mind. What if monsters did exist and they lived in places like this, just waiting for unsuspecting people like them to drive through? Catherine looked down into her lap, she had to stop thinking like this. Those were just the kind of ideas that could lead to nightmares, and though she couldn’t for the life of her picture a face anymore — save that of Louise Gordon who was already dead — the thought of dreaming bad dreams terrified her.

The road widened soon after, and this calmed her some, but the weather seemed to worsen at the same — she wouldn’t have thought this possible. 

“There’s a house over there,” Howie said. “Maybe we should stop until the worst of this blows over?” The sky was darkening now, and it looked more like the onset of night than afternoon. 

“Do you think it’s safe to go in there?” Becky asked before Catherine had the chance.

“I’ll go and have a look. It looks lived in, the place is tended too, and there are no signs of obvious...” Howie seemed to be looking for a word, couldn't find it and then let his sentence trail off. “Catherine, you come and sit in the driver’s seat again. If I come running, get ready to drive away at once.” With that he got out of the car and walked to the house while she climbed awkwardly into the driver’s seat. She could feel the warm damp from how wet Howie had gotten out in the rain earlier on the seat and it was unpleasant under her jeans. 

Becky and she watched Howie approach the front door, saw how apprehensive he was as he looked all about while crossing the yard. Then he stopped dead like a spotlight had suddenly fallen on him.

“What’s wrong?” Catherine asked, worry sickening her stomach.

“I think I heard someone say something,” Becky said, and she rolled down her window a little. The noise of the rain and the rolling thunder made it hard to hear anything, but there was no doubt Howie was calling something out towards the house. There came a reply, a man’s voice Catherine felt but couldn't be sure, and then Howie was talking again. She looked towards the house to see if she could see the speaker, but no one was in sight. Howie must have a different angle on a certain door or window as he looked like he was addressing the person directly. Howie was nodding then, and he walked forward. 

A man, probably in his early to mid-sixties appeared carrying what looked like a machine gun — though Catherine would be the first to admit her knowledge of guns was very minimal. The gun wasn’t aimed at Howie, but with another sick feeling, Catherine knew it had been only moments before. The man looked towards the car and was talking, but Howie and he were close enough now not to have to shout and no sound came on the wind. 

“I think it’s OK,” Becky said. Catherine wasn’t so sure, not yet anyway. 

Howie called out to them, and Catherine opened the door and stepped out.

“What?” she shouted back.

“You and Becky can come in, but don’t bring anything in with you. Mr. Peterson here has kindly offered us a roof for the rest of the storm.” Catherine nodded and looked to Becky, asking with her eyes for the younger girl’s gut on this. Becky shrugged.

“It would be nice to get out of the car and this rain for a while,” she said. 

“I guess,” Catherine replied with reluctance. “But we need to keep an eye out.” Becky nodded in agreement, and they both got out of the car and went to the two men standing under the veranda. 

“Catherine, Becky, this is Mr. Peterson,” Howie made the introductions.

“Pleasure,” Peterson said, though gruffly, and both women said,

“Nice to meet you,” at the same time. 

The house was warm and pleasant inside, heated by a large log-filled fireplace. The house looked well maintained, and the decorations showed signs of a woman living here — or having lived here. The walls were wood-paneled, and the soft furnishings all had throws and blankets over the back of them, neatly folded and waiting for just such a day as this to be used. 

“Best sit by the fire a while, if you’re damp from the rain,” Peterson said. “I’ll make some coffee.”

“Can I help you with that?” Catherine asked.

“No, that’s...” Peterson trailed off and stood like a man catching himself saying something sexist and then nodded. “I guess if I were you, I’d want to see what a stranger might be putting into my coffee.”  His tone was one of jocosity, but there was a world-weary edge underneath. That hadn’t been what she was thinking at all, but now she knew how naive she’d been. Catherine was only trying to be polite, but now she saw how easily it would be for someone to take advantage of her. 

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean that,” she protested, but it was weak as the idea was in her head now and had made his surmise true. Peterson laughed, and it seemed to ease the whole house,

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Why don’t we all go in and make the coffee and then come back in here to drink it?” He looked from mask to mask, meeting eyes with each of them in turn. 

“Sounds like a good compromise,” Howie said, and he started walking after Peterson.

The coffee made — without poison or drugs being added — the four of them sat back in the living room by the fire. 

“You know, you’re the first people to pass by here in months,” he said. Howie had already told him about the fallen tree.

“Well, if that tree isn’t moved soon, you’ll get more passing by I’m sure,” Catherine said. Peterson nodded at this.

“I got a truck with pull cables,” he said. “When the storm clears, I’ll go and move it myself. I’ve become accustomed to having the road to myself, wouldn’t want it to become a highway all of a sudden!” His tone was full of happiness despite the mundane subject matter. 

“Do you think the storm will end soon?” Becky asked.

“Not before morning,” Peterson said.

“Morning?” Howie asked as he looked out the window.

“That’d be my guess, yes. We get them regular enough out this way — not usually as bad as this one, but they tend to last about ten, fifteen hours and then are gone for a couple of months.”

Catherine looked to Howie at this, willing him to stay here where it was warm and dry and not try to navigate the roads again during the storm. She didn’t even know if it was dangerous or not to stay here — would it give any pursuers a chance to catch up — but she was dry and warm and tired. This place was homely, it felt safe regardless of what she actually knew about it, or Peterson for that matter. Howie met her gaze for a single moment and must have been able to read her.

“Do you think we could impose on you overnight?” Howie asked Peterson and then quickly added, “We wouldn’t be looking for rooms to be made up or anything. Sleeping on the floor in here would be fine.”

“Martha made up the rooms as soon as we were back in the house when the government came back to power,” Peterson said. “I’d be proud to have someone stay in them and see what a good job she did.” There was a tinge of sadness in his voice, and Catherine got the sense there was a photograph of Martha beside Peterson’s bed that he held and looked at every night as he went to bed. 

“Thank you very much. The honor to see her rooms would be ours,” Catherine said. Becky and Howie agreed with nods and murmurs and they all fell silent then. No doubt Peterson was remembering his wife while the rest wondered what had become of her. Catherine hoped it was natural causes, but that was too much to ask for in this last decade.  

“What had you guys out driving the country anyway?” Peterson asked, breaking the silence. Catherine could see Howie was about to answer — though she didn’t know what he would say — but she quickly spoke.

“We’re going to Asitwas.” Becky and Howie looked at her in surprise, but Catherine remained looking at their host. 

“Asitwas,” he said slowly, as though it were something he hadn’t heard about in fifty years or more. “Why do you want to go there?” She couldn’t read his voice, couldn’t tell if there was any disdain or horror at where they were headed. 

“We want to be free,” Howie answered.

“Free?” Peterson said, looking at them one at a time. “Free to die?” It wasn’t so much a question as an accusation. 

“No, Mr. Peterson, we don’t want to die,” Catherine said.

“We just don’t want to live the way we do now in our hometowns,” Becky added. Peterson shook his head and sighed.

“Life is pretty tough these days, I’ll grant you young folk that,” he said, “But I gotta let you in on a little secret. It’s always been tough, and moving from one place to another isn’t going to change that.” There was a kind of dismissive parental kindness in him that Catherine couldn’t be annoyed at. Maybe, she thought, he was thinking of them staying in here with him, making a new life for all of us? 

“I can take tough,” Howie said, “But taking off the mask will make things better, at least for us.”

“Unless you end of dead because of it,” Peterson countered, though it wasn’t a jab that any of them needed to defend from. “Come on up and I’ll show you your rooms.”

The rooms were as advertised and each of them had one to themselves. It wasn’t clear if Peterson wanted Catherine and Howie in separate rooms because of religious reasons — neither of them was wearing a wedding ring after all — or just because he didn’t put them together as a couple. They didn’t complain. What’s one more night when you can’t do anything anyway?  Not only was Howie still in pain — a pain that would probably re-blossom during the night after all his driving — but it wouldn’t have felt right to do anything in these beds so lovingly made up by the departed Martha. Catherine couldn’t help but conjure up imagies of her old grandma when she thought of Martha and how she might have looked.

When they came down after washing up, the smell of frying meat filled the air. Catherine walked into the kitchen, Becky and Howie close behind her. She looked to the pans of meat and saw there were some potatoes and onions in the mix, more than enough for all of them.

“You didn’t have to cook us dinner,” Catherine said. Peterson turned to look at the three of them in the doorway.

“The deer population exploded around here when all the people left during the lawless time,” he said, pointing a knife at the meat in the pan. “You can walk out the door most days and bag a deer without even getting dressed, enough to feed you for a long time.” 

“Must save a ton on grocery shopping,” Howie said.

“Potatoes and onions from my own garden,” Peterson said, nodding towards the back door, beyond which must lay the garden. “I avoid leaving here at all if I can, only go to the store for the odd thing and to make sure the truck is always filled with gas.”

“It smells incredible,” Becky said cheerfully. Catherine couldn’t argue with that; she was salivating behind her mask and her stomach rumbled eagerly for the food.

“Sorry it’s all fried, but I’ve never been much of a cook,” Peterson said. “That was Martha’s talent.”

“Seems like she was a very talented woman,” Catherine said. “The rooms are beautiful.”

“She would have been happy to hear that,” Peterson said, and that sense of sadness and loss emanated from him once more — a lost old man alone in a crazy world. 

The food was as good as it smelled. Catherine didn’t remember the last time she enjoyed a meal as much. As she ate, however, her enjoyment began to diminish as she watched Peterson’s body language. The conversations flowed easily enough, and they all got along, but she could tell there was something he wanted to say. She felt it would be about their decision to go to Asitwas. It didn’t sit right with him at all. In that moment, Catherine saw a new life before her, one where they all lived here. Helping out in the garden, Howie and Peterson hunting for their meat.  It was a nice life, and she knew she could grow to love a place like this, but then the reality of it came back to her. That life would be nice, but they would still all be wearing masks, they would still crave the freedom Asitwas promised. They were doing the right thing going there; she was sure of it. She looked to Howie, trying for the millionth time to imagine what his face was like under the mask. His eyes came up and met hers, and she could feel him smiling to her. 

“We’ll get back on the road to Asitwas and out of your hair as soon as the storm clears,” Catherine said, thinking it was best to just get the conversation out of the way. Peterson sat his knife and fork down and sat back in his chair.

“About that,” he said, his tone reasonable. “You’re all very young, you have your whole lives ahead of you. Why don’t you leave off going to Asitwas for a while? Maybe there’ll be some new drug developed against the Sleeping Sickness, or it might even go away as quickly as it came, and you’ll be able to live without masks anywhere you want. You know the government is working on a cure, and it’s only a matter of time before they have one.”

The three travelers were silent a moment, and it was Howie who spoke up. 

“That may well be, Mr. Peterson, and I admire the way you’ve taken all the world has thrown at you over the last ten years, but everyone has a different breaking point, a different idea of what living really is. As much as I envy you out in the world like this, this life you have could never be for me so long as the mask remains part of it.”

“I can’t stress enough how much we want to live,” Catherine added. “Howie and I are in love, and we’ve never even seen one another’s face. Can you image having lived your life with Martha in that same way?” This seemed to be the thing to convince him. Almost immediately all the fight went out of Peterson and he nodded slowly to himself.

“I can see you’re a determined bunch and I’m not going to change your mind, but at least I can try keep you out of trouble,” Peterson said after a pause. “Do you have your map in the house or is it still in the car?” he asked.

“It’s still in the car,” Howie said.

“I’ll go get it,” Becky said, and before anyone could protest, she was off down the hall. The jingling of the keys sang as she grabbed them in the hallway. Then they felt the cold wind and could hear the rain outside as it poured down. She was back in a matter of seconds, shivering as the water rained down her neck. She held the map out wrapped in waterproof plastic.  

“Set it down on the table by the window,” Peterson said, getting up from his chair.  Becky did as she was told, and Catherine and Howie followed over to the table. Peterson removed the map carefully from the plastic and laid it out fully on the surface. 

“This is the road you were on,” he pointed. “That’s blocked off for now, so you’ll have to go this way when you leave.”  Catherine followed his finger as he pointed. “Now, you’re naturally going to want to turn left at this junction when you hit the main road — don’t do that.” From what Catherine could see, it would certainly have been the best idea to follow that road and link back up with the other road a few miles father on.

“Why?” Howie asked.

“This whole area,” here Peterson made a circle with his finger, “was bad country during the lawless times, and I wouldn’t trust a single person who lives there today. You’d be putting yourself in danger to go through it.”

“Where do we go instead then?” Catherine asked. The area he’d pointed out was big, and it would be a long way to get around it.

“You can stay on this narrow road up beyond Heskitt and then swing around by the old interstate up here.” Peterson was pointing to a spot on the map that must have been a hundred miles north of where they now stood. She looked back to the road where the felled tree was and saw that it skirted just under what Peterson had referred to as the ‘bad’ area. 

“That’s a long way out of our way,” Howie said. “Do you think it’s possible I could convince you to lend me your truck to get rid of the tree that’s blocking this road?” he pointed to the map.

“The truck doesn’t have the power to do that until it’s dried out for a few days. You could be looking at a week before that happens, and that’s only if it stayed dry after the storm. You’re welcome to stay here for that long if you want to?”

“We couldn't impose,” Catherine said, though it was the length of time that was the real concern.

“Well, that’s up to you, but it’s no trouble to me to have you here.”

Howie took a red marker from his pocket and handed it to Peterson.

“Can you mark out the area we should avoid with this?” he asked.

“Sure,” Peterson said. He leaned over the table and drew an irregular line, like the border between countries around in and arced until there was a large section marked off. “I’ve made it a little bigger than it really is, but better you keep away from the real edges as well as the rest.” He handed the marker back to Howie who looked down at the map. Catherine’s eyes went there too. How much longer would it be before she got to see his face? Her eyes and thoughts were drawn to the red-lined area, and she shuddered, thinking of it like one huge Pobree. The idea that such a place that large could exist was terrifying. ‘Please don’t let us run into anyone from there on our way’ she thought.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 40


[image: image]


Entry 20

I thought of something this evening that I had almost completely forgotten that I think is very relevant to this history. In fact, I don’t think a history of the Sleeping Sickness could be complete without it. I don’t know how many of you reading this will remember the movie ‘A Nightmare on Elm Street’. It was a horror movie out in the early 1980s, and the basic premise was a murderer was killing people through their dreams. In this case the killer was a supernatural creature who could control the world within which the teenagers in the movie dreamed. If they died in the dream, they died in real life.

This has some slight comparisons to what is happening today with the Sleeping Sickness I suppose, but it was the inspiration for the movie that is really interesting. The movie was based on a news article the director, Wes Craven, had read about Hmong men from Vietnam and Cambodia who were refugees in the United States. These men suffered terrible nightmares and thus refused to sleep. When they did, they had the nightmares, and some of the men died from what was known then as Asian Death Syndrome, but which later became known as Sudden Unexplained Nocturnal Death Syndrome. Basically, from the outside, it looked like these men were being scared to death in their dreams, and this was the central idea that Craven took away. 

The syndrome still exists even today and is mostly localized to Southeast Asia, but when the Sleeping Sickness first took hold, a lot of experts wondered if the two might be somehow linked. As far as I know, they are still investigating this, but I think the horrific violent deaths of the Sleeping Sickness have nothing to do with what must be a genetic underlying heart condition in those Asian deaths. 

Anyway, I just remembered that disorder was getting the blame for the Sleeping Sickness in some quarters at the start and felt I should mention it here before I forgot about it again. 

I remember I liked that movie when I first saw it as a kid. It scared the shit out of me for a long time, but I couldn’t tell my parents why I was so scared or else they’d find out I watched it when I shouldn’t have.  I wonder if all the actors that were in it are still alive. Unless something bad happened to them they should be, especially the younger ones — they’d only be in their early sixties now at the oldest. I wonder if Cathy has ever seen it — I’ll ask her tonight. 

Man, imagine sitting with her watching a movie — obviously something very old. That would be amazing. Having my arms around her, snuggled up on a couch with the shades drawn and some nice wine or something, popcorn, chocolate, whatever. It would be so amazing. Is that something that could be in our futures? Could it happen here, or in her city? Or would it be best to save something so real and incredible until we get to Asitwas? 

I can’t think about going there with Cathy without feeling like it is a whole different planet. We’ve all become so involved in this world of hiding and covering up that for most people simply being alive is the ultimate goal at the end of each day. That’s not enough for me. I don’t consider this living. I could never be happy with a life like the one I have now. I don’t understand how anyone could be. Is it simply their biological urge to live that keeps them going on as they do, or am I deluding myself? Does everyone feel like I do — is everyone secretly planning or yearning to go to Asitwas and live free of this masked tyranny?

I’m getting off track here again — I keep doing that. I started writing this entry this evening as I’m about to go on a video call with Cathy. I’m going to tell her I love her, and I needed something to distract me. I’m sick with nervous excitement. I think she feels the same way, but you just never know, and I never will know unless I put myself out there. Here goes.  
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There was only one road Howell could have taken out of Pobree that would keep him on track for Asitwas. That coupled with the fact they knew what car they were looking for and how long ago they’d left this shitty little town told Brandt he’d have his man by sundown the next day. 

After killing the wolf pack outside the bar, Brandt and Dane had gone to the scene of the fire where they found a couple of other men to die and the leader. He was a huge guy and Brandt was sorry he was already hurt when they met. It was possible this guy could have given him a run for his money. As it was, they just got the information on what happened out of him and then put him out of his misery. 

“Will I follow behind you?” Dane asked when they were about to drive away from Pobree.

“See if you can keep up,” Brandt said, no hint of friendliness in his tone, and he revved the bike and sped away, throwing up a wave of farmyard gravel all over Dane’s car. Brandt didn’t bother looking back, but he knew Dane would be scrambling to get into his car now and try to catch up. There was no chance; Brandt would be in Freeton long before Dane saw him again. Howell could even be dead by then. 

The black road lay out ahead of Brandt and the view went on for miles. Intermittent flashes told of the storm ahead, and the closer he got, the worse it was. Still, he didn’t think of stopping. He was hunting again, running down his prey. They would be in Freeton by now, and he assumed they would stay there tonight. In about four hours he too would be there, and he’d find them by morning, and they’d be dead. Then it would be Dane’s turn.

Dane’s cowardice back at the bar had shown Brandt how weak he was, how ill-suited for the job. It had taken some will not to kill him too at the farm before he left. Cowards sickened him. On hearing what had happened at the farm, Brandt had developed a newfound respect for both Howell and Catherine, and it made her now worthy of his attention too. Howell sounded like he was in bad shape. Brandt worried he might not survive the long drive to Freeton, but he was hopeful. 

The storm was everything it looked like on approach, and it was very difficult to stay upright and on the road on his motorcycle. A lesser man would have stopped over a hundred times by now, and Brandt only stopped at all when he came to a blockage on the road. A tree had come down, torn in half by lightening by the look of it. He put one foot on the ground for balance and looked around. There were no light smoking or burning embers on the tree, and he assumed it had come down many hours before. The road had been mostly straight save a detour to a small town a good few miles back. Thinking for a second, he made two deductions. They wouldn’t have stopped at the town so close to Pobree after what they’d done there, and this tree wouldn’t have been down when they passed this place. 

Brandt dismounted and walked the bike through the undergrowth to round the tree and then set back off at high speed. Another glint of satisfaction hit him at the idea Dane wouldn't be able to get past on this road. 

The storm broke — though it would be more accurate that Brandt came out of it — about forty miles shy of Freeton.  It was coming up on half past three in the morning when he entered the town. He noticed on his way in that there were one of the new toll buildings on the outskirts of the town. This was a recent development to collect more taxes, while at the same time encouraging people to stay put in their own towns and cities, and he hadn’t expected to see a town so compliant this far out. 

These tolls were going to be good for the ‘Survivors’ too. It would make it easier to find cars or to know if someone had entered a place or not. It was still early days though, and Brant didn’t have any contacts in the tolls yet. 

After cruising around the surface streets for an hour, Brandt was surprised to find no sight of Catherine’s car. Perhaps they had been clever enough to hide it in one of the old underground carparks. For another half hour he checked all of those he could find and still came up empty. Pulling up outside a motel on the road out the far side of the town, he looked at the building and thought about things.

He’d already underestimated both Howell and his woman. Was it possible they hadn’t stayed here, just went on through? From memory he knew his map and there wasn’t another place they could stay for about two hundred miles. Would they have chanced that to put distance between themselves and Pobree? He supposed it was possible if they were scared enough.  Could they have sold or traded the car? Also very possible, and in fact it should have been the first thing they’d done once Catherine Tilson knew she was the target of a ‘survivor’ group.

Brandt nodded now in understanding. This woman was scared shitless, didn’t even know what it meant when someone tried to kill her. She didn’t tell Howell until they met up, or else she still hadn’t told him. Howell was badly injured, maybe even still unconscious. He was probably completely out of it and wouldn’t know the car was an issue at all. Again, he had to wonder if Howell was already dead. 

He decided to go to the toll building and see if he could find out anything there.

To his great surprise. Dane’s car was just pulling up at the toll building when Brandt got there. How had he gotten here so fast? Looking at his watch he saw he’d been in town close to two and a half hours now, but with the tree across the road Dane shouldn’t have been here for a long time yet. 

Dane was leaning by the car waiting when he pulled up.

“Did you find them?” His voice was churlish, and it was clear he thought Brandt had taken away his fun. 

“No sign of the car anywhere. I just came here to see if this toll guy can tell us anything,” Brandt nodded to the building as he spoke.

“Do you have a toll connection yet?” Dane asked.

“No, you?”

“Just this week, a guy in central control.” Dane sounded proud of this, and there was no doubt he was happy to have something over Brandt. 

“What can he do for you?”

“Not much unless I can talk to him,” Dane admitted, making it sound like he had nothing at all really. 

“Well, unless he’d inside this building I guess that’s not much use then, is it?” Brandt asked, his voice neutral, disinterested. He shouldn’t have bothered asking Dane anything at all and simply did things his own way like he usually did. He walked towards the building, making Dane scramble around his car to catch up.

“I can go into town and call him,” Dane said.

“We don’t have time for that. We need to know if they even came to this town at all,” Brandt snapped. He had a bad feeling they hadn’t come this way at all. They might have been stuck behind that tree after all or gone on a different route altogether.

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to ask this guy running the toll if he can help us,” Brandt said. He knocked on the door to the toll building. It was a small square building with only one window, and it was one way so you couldn’t see inside. A buzz sounded and then a jaded voice answered.

“Yeah, what is it?”

“Sorry to bother you,” Brandt said in his most polite voice. “We’re just a little worried. Some friends of ours were supposed to meet us here tonight, but we can’t find them in town. I was wondering if...” Buzz.

“I can’t give out any information on any cars that come through here,” the voice said. It was irritable now, no doubt he was annoyed at being woken up. Dane looked to Brandt and shrugged, and his willingness to give up so easily sickened Brandt anew. What was he doing in this profession?

“Sorry to bother you, sir,” Brandt said into the com. “We were just worried is all.” He left a short silence and then added. “We could pay you a little something if that would make a difference?” His voice sounded so innocent like a child trying out his first bribe, but that was the point. Guys like this toll worker were more likely to take a bribe from someone who seemed like it wasn’t pre-planned. If this guy was smart, he’d take the money. Buzz.

“I don’t need a bribe,” the voice came back. “Tell me the car and I’ll say yes or not, that’s the best you get, OK.”

“Thank you very much,” Brandt said and then he read the license plate. For a couple of minutes there was only silence then Buzz.

“No car with that license plate came through here in the last twenty-four hours.”

“OK, thanks,” Brandt said. Dane made to walk away but Brandt grabbed his arm and spoke to him in a harsh whisper. “It’s likely he has a gun in there, so make sure you don’t give him a clear shot of you.”

“What?” Dane asked, not on the same page as Brandt at all — not even reading the same book!

“We need to see those tapes for ourselves and we need to kill this guy. We can’t leave any evidence of what we’re doing behind.”

“Why would he lie to us?” Dane stammered. There was no doubting he wanted to leave things as they were.

“If you’re not up to this, we can go our separate ways now,” Brandt suggested. He wondered how Dane would interpret this but assumed even an idiot like this guy could read between those lines. 

“No,” Dane said quietly. “I’m fine, what’s the plan?”

On the approach to the building Brandt had seen that there was only one camera to the rear of the building where the door was, and it wasn’t working. The door was heavy metal and likely double locked from inside. It would be hard to get through short of blowing it off, and he didn’t have the goods for that kind of work with him. Brandt nodded up and then climbed up onto the roof. Dane looked around nervously and then followed. There was a large transmitter on top of the squat building, and as Brandt had guessed there was an access hatch from the building up to here in case work or repairs were needed. This door was nothing as secure as the one below because it served a different purpose. No one thought it might be used as an entry point. 

Brandt got down on his knees and felt quietly around the edges of the hatch. Here there was a stroke of luck — not entirely uncommon in his line of work — whoever had been up here last hadn’t bothered to check it was closed right. A couple of discarded butts made him think it was the guy down below them right now. Perhaps he snuck up here a few times a night and took in the air when he wasn’t sleeping. 

Brandt took out his gun and twisted on a silencer. Dane watched him with interest.

“Where’s your gun?” Brandt whispered.

“It’s back in the car,” Dane whispered back — far too loud for Brandt’s liking. He shook his head in dismay and glared at Dane.

“Pry up the hatch, as quietly as you can, and I’ll see if I can get him from up here.” Dane nodded eagerly to this task and his clumsy fingers went to the rim of the hatch. Brandt put a hand down flat to remind him to be as careful as possible. 

The hatch was heavy, and Dane struggled with just his fingertips to lift it. Brandt watched with glee as Dane’s wrists and forearms trembled with the effort. The bottom of the hatch came level with the roof and Brandt aimed his gun to where the gap to inside was about to appear. Dane was looking at him as though asking if he should keep lifting and Brandt nodded. 

Light came from inside the building as the cover came up, and there sitting back in his big swivel chair was the man they’d just spoken to a few minutes before. He was leaning back and looked like he was getting ready to go back to sleep. He was going to sleep alright, but he wasn’t going to wake up from this one. 

Ordinarily Brandt didn’t like killing people in this way. He liked to let them see him and know why they were dying, but in this case, he didn’t see any point in dragging it out. He aimed for the man’s head and pulled the trigger twice in quick succession. The man’s head juddered with both impacts, and the blood, skull and brains splashed all over the window that looked out — from the inside — to the road into town.

After helping Dane pull the hatch all the way off, they dropped down into the building and Brandt set about looking over the tapes at all the cars that had come by in the last day. He was hoping to see Catherine’s car, but he was also on the lookout for any cars that passed with a male and female passenger in the front. Brandt was surprised to find that not one car went by with this combination. In fact, almost every car that passed had only one person in it. All part of the breakup of family relationships since the Sleeping Sickness came along, he assumed. Still, it didn’t change things much to what he already thought. Once more Howell had unknowingly given him the slip. This was more fun that he thought it was going to be. Time to get out the maps and make out a new plan of action.  
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Entry 21

I saw a dog wandering the streets this afternoon on my way home. It looked gaunt and unfed. I threw it the remainder of a sandwich I’d been eating, but it cowered away. I guess it had some bad experiences with people. I walked on and when I looked back, I was happy to see he was eating it. The sad idea came to me that it might keep him alive for another day or two. 

It got me thinking about another horrible effect the Solar Flare and the Sleeping Sickness had on the world — the treatment of animals. In the chaos that hit right after the Solar Flare, only the most ardent animal lovers had any capacity to think about the welfare of animals. For the most part, they were either forgotten about or very quickly killed for food. People had so little, they couldn’t justify feeing a hungry dog or cat, and even zoo animals were left to fend for themselves — I think most of them ended up roasting over spits in some of the more armed people’s compounds.

Shirley and I didn’t have a pet, but I like to think we would have done our best to keep it alive if we did. Might be wishful thinking though — surely I would have given him up as food to many of the starving families I saw during the Lawless Period.

I remember one day we came across a small herd of cows that had been blasted to pieces in a field with heavy guns. There didn’t seem to be anyone around, so hungry as we were, Shirley and I decided to see if we could salvage some meat from looked like a meaningless random massacre of animals. As we got closer the smell assailed us and it is something I will never forget — even now writing this I am gagging with sensory memory of it. As we got up to the animals, we were shocked to find that among the dead was a whole family — mother, father and three kids — all shredded up with gunfire in the same way. Their bodies looked frail, the torn clothes flapping in the breeze. 

“We better get out of here,” Shirley had said, her voice crammed with tears. I remember turning to look at her and she was twisting her head all around in terror. To my shame, even after seeing this slain family, I still thought about cutting some meat from one of the cows, but her fear woke up my own. I suddenly thought this was a trap — that someone unseen was using these cows, this fresh meat, as a lure. Had this family been shot down as they tried to cut some meat to survive? Were gunsights on Shirley and him even as he was having this thought?

I dropped to the ground and pulled her with me, but this only increased her terror tenfold. We crawled out of there on our bellies, our clothes grimed with blood and washed-out mud, and when we thought we were close enough to some cover, we got up and ran to the trees. No shot was fired, and we never saw anyone that day. But we didn’t go back for the meat either. 

Looking back on it now, my thoughts are that the family owned the cows and were slaughtered along with them when they wouldn’t give them up. Perhaps there had been a lot more cows before I came along and whoever killed them took what they could.

There hasn’t been a survey done on the number of animals killed, but I’m going to guess at a very conservative estimate that at least fifty percent of all animals in this country in 2017-2020 were killed or died of hunger. My true guess is more like eighty percent. I’m sure at some point, biologists or statisticians will come up with some figures about this, but right now — as at the time — it doesn’t seem important enough to warrant the effort. Not until we get on top of the Sleeping Sickness. 

Cathy talked about an old dog she used to have as a kid the other day — I chickened out in case you were wondering. She loved it; it was a King Charles Cavalier called Bruno who lived to a very healthy age for a dog. The sound in her voice when she spoked about him was lovely to hear and made me fall in love with her even more. I haven’t had a pet since I was a teenager myself, but I’ve always liked them. I’d like a German Shepherd, but I’d need a lot of space for a dog like that. I wonder, would Cathy go for that in Asitwas? 

To end this entry on a lighter note, I think bird populations are starting to make a recovery. A couple of years ago, it was rare for me to see a bird anywhere in this city, but over the last few months I’ve seen more and more. Still nothing close to what it once was, but anything better than zero is an improvement. I first noticed this spring that there was more birdsong in the air. I couldn’t see any of these birds, but I knew they were there. It’s now part of the audio landscape outside my window once more, and it couldn’t be a happier sound. I hope all the other animals in the wild are starting to make a comeback too.   
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The going was slow on the road Peterson had sent them down, and some sections of it had collapsed in deep cracked depressions, and at other times, they had to leave the road for a few feet and travel gingerly on the grass verges, one person outside the car guiding the driver. After one of these times, Howell got back into the car and sighed. Catherine drove on slowly; Becky was sitting in the back watching the road ahead, glancing behind now and then as though keeping watch. Howell couldn't tell if she was nervous or just prudent. They came past a slip road — one of many they’d seen so far — and he looked down at the maps folded on his lap.

“None of these side roads are on any of these maps,” he said.

“That’s not unusual,” Becky said. “I remember seeing a map of back home once and all it showed was three roads in and out of town, but there must have been twenty other routes off those that would get you to the same places.”

“It’s annoying when you don’t live here,” Howell said. 

“It’s annoying when you do live there!” Becky retorted.

“Well, it doesn't really matter, does it?” Catherine chimed in with a diplomatic tone. “We only need the roads we want to use to be on the map, and they are.”

“Still, it would be nice to know if some of these side roads were a shortcut,” Howell said. He always felt he had a good sense of direction, and he was sure one of the slip roads to their left could have cut off an hour from the journey they were making — perhaps even more now that he saw what slow progress they made. 

“This road is bad enough, thank you very much,” Catherine said. “I can’t imagine what state those mud trails are in after the storm.”  There was brevity in her voice now, but Howell could hear the real fear there. Fear that he might try to make her drive down one of these dark tunnels. Fear of what may lay down there.

If you go down to the woods today...

Howell looked at the maps again; he’d marked off Peterson’s house, and in the four hours since they’d left the old man behind with the memories of his lost Martha, they had traveled only what Howell would have guessed they’d do in two hours. This detour could add on a couple of days if they kept at this rate.

The next main road — if you could call it that — would cross their path in about fifteen miles, but looking at its snaking run it led directly into the heart of the ‘red zone’ as marked by Peterson. Not just the edges where the old man had admitted he may have exaggerated a bit to be safe, but right into the belly of it. If Pobree was out and open and no one knew what a hell it was, then Howell could only imagine what the towns in the red zone would be like. Did anyone ever come out of there alive?

“We’ll have to stop in a couple of hours to get somewhere to stay,” he announced.

“Any ideas,” Catherine asked, glancing down at the map before looking back to the road. 

“Not really,” Howie admitted. He’d only come up with one idea so far and he didn’t like it. He owed it to the others to tell them what it was though. “We could go right when we intersect Road 751, drive back east for a while to a town called Emerson?” 

“East?” Becky said in surprise, and Howell felt she’d only just beaten Catherine to it.

“It’s that or push on through the next section of this road until we get to the next turn off for a town called Centrepoint.” As Howell spoke, he let a finger wander over the maps to each place as he said its name. 

“I don’t want to go east,” Catherine said.

“Centrepoint it is then,” Howell said, tapping her forearm lightly to reassure her everything was fine. “Do you want me to take over the driving for a while?” Driving on roads like this one could be very tiring, especially if you worried a lot while navigating them. From what he could see in her tense shoulders and rigid arms, Catherine was doing plenty of worrying about it. “Just to the next main road, even,” he added, and this sealed the deal. He was touched that she wanted to spare him any physical discomfort even if it meant heaping it on for herself. 

An hour passed while Howell drove. Then another. They were making better pace now, but something was definitely wrong. He peered ahead as the first shadows of dusk appeared, looking for the main road. They should have come to it by now, even if he’d been going slower. They should be halfway to Centrepoint and a motel bed by now.

“Where the hell is this road?” he said at last. He stopped the car in the middle of the road — they hadn’t seen another car all day, so he didn’t think there was any chance he’d cause a blockage — and took the maps from Catherine’s lap to look closer. She’d been navigating since they swapped, but since it was the one winding road and this time there hadn’t been any dirt roads leading off, there was no way they could have gone wrong from when he took over. Could it be the scaling was way off on the map? Two hours off? Surely not, but then, why not? It wouldn’t be the first shitty item in the history of mankind to be sold.

“Someone’s coming!” Becky said in a sharp intake of scared breath. Howell and Catherine looked out the rear window and saw the lights of a vehicle behind them. 

“What’ll we do?” Catherine said, her terror adding to Becky’s and flooding Howell’s still addled brain. He pressed down on the accelerator to escape and the back wheels spun, and the car fishtailed off into the mud to the side of the road.

“Fuck!” he shouted as the engine cut out.

“They’re nearly here!” Becky said, not taking her eyes from the approaching vehicle. “Do something!”

“I’m trying!” Howell roared as he brought the engine back to life. He revved and the wheels spun, and he knew the car wasn’t going anywhere without outside help. There was no grip at all, the wheels may as well have been spinning in air for all the good they were doing. “We’re stuck,” he said, cutting the engine. He wished they were in his car right now. A gun — something he hadn’t told Catherine about in case he scared her — was wedged under the driver’s seat there. It would really come in handy now. 

“Do you have a gun in the car?” he asked Catherine — perhaps she was holding out on him too.

“What? No,” she said. 

The sound of old squeaky brakes came as the twin headlamps from the pickup washed over them. It pulled up alongside them and in the driver’s seat was a scary looking man perhaps in his early forties. His mask was very close to his face like movie makeup, and there were rips and gaps all over showing stubbled cheeks, a blotchy red nose from alcohol, and tobacco browned teeth. How much disguise the mask gave him was hard to tell.  He smiled in at them and Howell relaxed a little. He didn’t see any malice in that smile. 

“You guys look like you could use some help,” he said, a grin on his face like a farmer mocking city folk when they get lost on back roads.

“We certainly could,” Howell said, leaning over Catherine a little. “Do you have a tow cable?”

“Yeah, I’ll hook you up and pull you out in a jiffy,” the man said. Jiffy — how long had it been since Howell heard anyone using that word? Many years, he felt. It was like something left over from the old world before the Solar Flare. 

“Thank you, Mr....” Howell said, leaving the sentence open for their rescuer to finish.

“Just call me Hal,” he said, touching the brim of his baseball cap, which Howell now could see read ‘San Francisco 49ers’. How old was that thing? 

“Nice to meet you Hal, I’m Howell, and this is Catherine and Becky.”

“Pleasure,” Hal said, looking to each one in turn. “I’ll pull up in front and set up the winch.”

“Need any help?” Howell offered.

“Nah, you stay where you are. It’ll only be a minute.” Hal pulled forward as Howell thanked him again, the words lost in the engine of the pickup. Hal got out and Howell saw he was a bigger framed man than he looked at first through the window. He stood a few inches over six feet, and his looked like a body well used to work. Howell wouldn’t have been too surprised if he’d grabbed the car with his two huge hands and dragged it back onto the road. 

They watched him go about his work in silence for a moment and then Howell got out of the car. He stood to the side of the road so as not to be in the way.

“You live around here?” he asked Hal.

“All my life,” came the cheery reply.

“How far ahead to Road 751?”

“751?” Hal asked, and Howell didn’t like the sound of surprise in his voice one bit.

“Yes.”

“This road doesn’t intersect with 751,” Hal said, attaching the winch to Catherine’s car with a little grunt. “My guess is that you were on the old road and kept going straight at one of the slight bends when you should have followed the curve.” As he said this, Howell saw flashes of just such areas from before. At the time he’d been sure they were following the map, but now he was not so sure. He shook his head in dismay.

“So where are we? Where’s the next main road, or decent sized town?” A rumble of thunder came on the air and Hal looked to the eastern sky. Howell followed his gaze and saw the dark clouds massing once more. There was going to be another storm, or else the last one hadn't petered out yet and was coming back for a second run at them.

“Nearest town is Cozy,” Hal said, “But I don’t think you’ll be getting there tonight, or anywhere else.” He was still looking up at the storm clouds as though in awe of them. He walked back to his truck and said,

“Tell those ladies to hold steady, the car’s about to move.”  Howell leaned in the window. 

“He’s pulling the car out now. You can stay where you are but just hold on in case it slips a little,” he said. He gave Hal the nod and Hal turned on the winch. It made a high whining noise like a garbage truck crushing refuse, and the car slid easily out of the mud and onto the road. When all four wheels were on gravel, Hal stopped the winch and came forward to untie it.

“Thank you so much,” Howell said. “Is there anything I can do to thank you?”

“Doing the good deed is thanks enough, as my old ma used to say,” Hal smiled back.

“So, if we follow this road, we’ll come to Cozy?” Howell asked, nodding ahead.

“Yes, but not for another five hours or so,” Hal said. Howell’s heart sank. “With the storm coming, you need to get off this road soon,” Hal went on. “I live another three miles ahead; you’re welcome to spend the night. It’s not fancy. I live there alone, but there’s a couple of spare beds, and I know there’s sheets and blankets in the closets.” 

It didn’t sound to Howell like they’d have much of a choice. The main roads were hard enough when the local storms came up, so he could only imagine what this back road would be like. Most likely there would be even more subsidence and collapse in heavy rains. 

“I’ll ask the girls and see what they want to do,” Howell said. Hal nodded and then went back to his pickup to secure the winch again. Howell got back into the car.

“We’ve taken a wrong turn somewhere,” he said, thinking how crazy that sounded seeing as they hadn’t taken any turns at all since leaving Peterson’s. 

“What? How?” Catherine asked.

“I’m not sure, but Hal says we’re miles away from 751 or any town. There’s a storm coming in and he’s offered us his place for the night.”

“I don’t think we should go with him,” Becky said. “He gives me the creeps.”

“He seems like a decent guy,” Howell said. “He’s just helped us out of the mud and now he’s offered us a place to stay during the storm.”

“What do you think, Howie?” Catherine asked.

“I don’t think we can drive on this road through a storm,” was his answer. Catherine looked to Becky.

“We’ll all stay together in Hal’s house, we’ll keep each other safe,” she said. It wasn’t a resounding vote of confidence in Hal, but at least she saw they couldn’t travel on this road tonight.

“It’ll be fine,” Howell said to Becky, though he was talking to them both. “He’s a nice guy.”
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Entry 22

Well, I did it.

Did it go well?

Yes, I would certainly say that it did! She feels the same way! I couldn’t believe it when she said those words back to me, with tears of joy in her eyes and her voice filled with relief. She said she wanted to say it too but was too scared to say it first. I am officially in love again and it feels incredible. 

I won’t bore you with a blow-by-blow account of our conversation, but I will say it didn’t go as I’d planned. We were talking about something else entirely and I just blurted it out. She was silenced for a second and then said those magic words ‘I love you too’, and that was that. I was so relieved I just babbled on for a bit about the times I wanted to tell her but lost my nerve, and she was telling me the same things. It was so good to laugh about it and feel so in sync with Catherine.

This actually happened over a week ago now, but I’ve been so excited and buzzed about it, I didn’t sit down to write about it until now. Even now as I do, I understand it is not part of this history of the Sleeping Sickness, but I guess this history has become intertwined with my own life experiences. So, now that I’ve gotten it out of my system, I will move on to another topic.

It’s hard to concentrate on this now. I know when I sat down to write I had something I wanted to tell you about, but for the life of me I’ve lost it for now.

I guess I could tell you that despite how happy I am, I am also very scared. This is still the same world I lost my wife in. Loving Catherine means I’m going to see her, meet her in person — that’s the only way for a relationship to really work, isn’t it? I’m terrified of dreaming about her when I see her face. Is that presumptuous of me? Will I be seeing her face, is that what she thinks will happen too? I suppose I should talk to her about this. If I tell her I mean to take her to Asitwas, surely, she will understand from that what I mean? 

This shit is getting serious now.
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They followed Hal on the drive back to his house. Howie was driving and Catherine watched him, trying to gauge from his movements if he was nervous about staying overnight here. She couldn’t tell, and it worried her not to know. She looked back to Becky and could tell at once that she was uncomfortable. The younger girl sat back in her seat, huddled in the corner with one knee up as though it might protect her. 

“Don’t worry,” Catherine said, giving Becky’s leg a squeeze, “it’s only one night and we’ll be gone first thing in the morning.” She wanted to believe her own words, but found she couldn't, not fully at least. There was just something so, so... She couldn’t think of the word. Villainy? Was that it? With his skintight mask, like peeling movie prosthetic makeup, Hal looked to her like something from an old 1980s horror movie. His lumbering size scared her too; he looked like he could knock you out with a gentle swing of his arms.

“We’ll be fine,” Howie added without looking at either of them. “He’s a nice guy.” Did he think that, really? Sure, Hal could have driven by and left them on the side of the road, or even after that they could have not taken his advice and offer of hospitality — he hadn’t forced anything on them after all — but did that mean he was a ‘nice guy’? Catherine wasn’t so sure. 

But then, a voice from within said, look how scared she’d been of Peterson at the start. Everything had turned out fine then, hadn’t it? Until they left — this thought lingered a moment. Had he purposefully sent them on the wrong road, as he didn’t like the idea of them going to Asitwas? It was possible. Would he put them in danger though? That didn’t seem likely if he wanted to save them from suicide — as he saw they were going to Asitwas. Was the red zone any more dangerous than anywhere else around here? Well, she thought, they’d come far enough out of their way to make that academic. They could get back on track in the morning.

Hal’s home was a large two-story log cabin, but it was roughly built without aesthetics in mind. No woman’s hand showed in this house. What furniture there was wore a blanket of dust and looked like it could fall apart with the first stiff breeze.

“Do you live alone, Hal?” Catherine asked when they were all inside the house.

“Yep, have done for a long time. My wife died very young — this was before the whole world went to shit. She had cancer.”

“I’m very sorry to hear that,” Catherine said, seeing parallels with Peterson already. 

“You’ll have to excuse the place,” Hal said, moving about the room and shifting old books and stacks of magazines off chairs to make room. “I wasn’t expecting company.”

“Bachelor living,” Howie said cheerily. “My old place was the same.” Catherine glanced at him. She’d seen his place online and it hadn’t been a mess at all. Nothing like this place, but what did it matter. He was probably just trying to make Hal feel better.

Hal showed them to the room they would all be sharing, apologizing he only had the one other bedroom in the house. He took blankets and sheets from a press that hadn’t been opened in so long the door had warped in the frame and the squeal when it finally gave was a like a fat hog in an abattoir. 

“We can make up the beds ourselves,” Catherine said, taking the bundle from Hal. He nodded, probably relived.

“I hope you all like deer meat,” he said, “cos, that’s all I got.”

“We love it,” Howie said, and Catherine wondered was he also recalling the meal last night. Something told her this time it wasn’t going to be so good. 

“I’ll leave you to it,” Hal said from the doorway. “Come on down when you’re done.” They agreed and he left, closing the door softly behind him.

They made up the double and single bed that made up the full extent of items in the room in silence at first, perhaps worrying Hal was outside listening. When they heard him bang around in the kitchen below, they eased.

“Are you OK, Becky? You haven’t said a word since we got here.” Catherine said.

“I’m fine,” came the reply, and Catherine had never heard her sound so much like a teenager. She looked to Howie, but he only shrugged and went back to tucking sheets under the mattress. It was suddenly like they were the parents and Becky the stroppy daughter, unhappy to be taken away from her social life for a family night away. 

“What are the chances Hal’s a good cook?” Catherine asked the room to change the subject and the energy.

“Not good,” Howie laughed.

“It’s probably human meat he’s cooking,” Becky said. She still hadn’t turned from making up her own bed, but Catherine could tell this wasn’t entirely a joke. This kind of thing had gone on during the lawless time, and to be fair, if she had to draw a picture of the kind of person who might engage in such things, she would have likely come up with an image close to Hal. Surely not though, Catherine thought. Her stomach flipped, and suddenly the idea of eating was no longer pleasurable. 

“Becky, I know you’re not happy here, but this was not our choice either. Can you do your best not to be rude while we are here, please?” Howie spoke to her, and he couldn't have sounded more like her father if he tried. She looked at him, perhaps in surprise, and Catherine saw her body tense like she was going to lash out, but then suddenly ease. Her shoulders dropped and she looked back down to the bed.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “These woods are giving me the creeps and Hal just looks so scary.”

“I know,” Catherine said before Howie could answer. “But it’s only for one night, and Howie and me will be with you the entire time we’re here.” Becky nodded. Howie stood up straight and looked to the two women. The beds were made up.

“I guess we better go down and see if he needs help with dinner?” he suggested. Catherine wondered did he want to see the meat for himself before it went into the pan — she knew she certainly did now.

Hal was in the large open kitchen and he invited them all to sit at the table in that room. He’d obviously cleared this table and wiped it down with something wet, but Catherine would venture to call it cleaned. Two large pans were on a gas stove, and thick deer meat patties were frying in each. Catherine was glad to see some onion and something green in there too. 

“I eat these berries all the time,” Hal said, putting a bowl of blue/black balls on the table. “I don’t know what they’re really called, but around here we’ve always called them elderberries. Keeps the scurvy at bay and is supposed to be good for colds too.” They didn’t look very appetizing, but out of politeness Catherine picked one up and popped it in her mouth. It was soft and mushy and had obviously been boiled. The taste was tart, and even a dusting of sugar mightn't have made them palatable. “They don’t taste like much do they?” Hal laughed on seeing her eat one. 

“No, I guess not,” she agreed, smiling.

“Well, the meat will be better,” Hal said, “but you can’t only eat meat. It doesn’t agree with you after a while.” Becky rolled one of the elderberries in her fingers and popped it into her mouth. By the look of her neck under the mask she had swallowed it like a pill without chewing. That was probably a better way of doing it. Still, Catherine wasn’t deficient in her vitamins and didn’t think she need eat any more of them now that Hal had seen her eat one. Howie took up a couple and chewed slowly as though trying to find some hidden flavor within. He didn’t wince and didn’t say anything about them at all. 

Over the meal, the expected question came up.

“What are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere anyway?” Hal asked. The pattyies he’d made were soggy versions of burgers and didn’t taste great. Catherine had a small mouthful when he asked this so couldn’t answer.

“We were going to Asitwas, but the storm knocked a tree across the road. We came up this one, met a man called Peterson — I don’t know if you know him — and stayed there last night. He told us to come this way, but he said the road was straight and we shouldn’t be able to get lost.”

“Asitwas,” Hal echoed. “You really want to go there?”

“Yes,” Becky said, a note of finality in her tone. Hal looked at her for a moment and then shrugged.

“Each to their own, I suppose. I know Peterson, not well, but a little. I’m surprised he didn’t tell you the road veers off and you have to follow it off the straight to get to the main roads.” 

“I wonder,” Catherine said. She hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but it came out before she noticed. Everyone at the table looked at her.

“Catherine?” Howie asked.

“Well,” she said, searching for a way out but on not finding one thought what the hell, the truth wasn’t so bad was it? “He didn’t think we should have been going to Asitwas, he thought we wanted to kill ourselves. Maybe he hoped to send us off track by not telling us about the road. Maybe he hoped we’d have time to change our minds and go back home.”

“Could be,” Hal agreed before anyone else could say anything. “I think Peterson and his wife were always the praying type.” He went back to his food as though satisfied that the conversation was over.

“Peterson also told us there was a large section of the country to the west of here that wasn’t safe to drive through,” Howie said. Hal nodded while he finished chewing and swallowed.

“He wasn’t lying about that. We’re right on the fringe of what was a very bad place during the time the police and government were gone. A lot of bad people seemed to congregate out here, and there’s lots of rumors of what was going on. I don’t go any farther west than here myself.” 

Catherine was happy that at least that much had been true and they’d managed to avoid more Pobree. But she wondered now about the distance they’d have to cover.

“How long do you think it will take us to get to Asitwas from here?” she asked. 

“That used to be Arkham, yes?” Hal asked.

“Yes.”

“Well,” here he sat back in his chair and looked to the ceiling like he was working things out in his head. “If you avoid the badlands, keep heading north for a day and then cut west for a half day and the come down south at an angle you should be there in a couple of days, maybe three if you rest for longer somewhere.”

“Three days,” Catherine said. It was a day farther out now than before. Hal nodded and went on eating. She studied him a moment and then glanced at Becky. Though Hal acted fine and seemed reasonable and decent, Catherine was started to feel something off about him, something more than the scary half mask he wore. Becky watched him like a hawk, utter distrust in her eyes. Catherine was feeling it too now. There was something in the way he’d spoken about the lawless time, like there’d been the briefest glimpse of sparkle in his eye. What had he done during that time? She looked to Howie, trying to get his attention and relay her sudden mounting fear to him, but he was looking out the window, chewing his food absently. The first pattering of rain was falling and the sky had gone very dark. She didn’t want to be here anymore, would rather chance it in the car in the approaching storm.

“I usually have a couple glasses of hooch after dinner, if anyone would like to join me?” Hal said, sitting back and patting his belly after he finished his dinner.

“Why not,” Howie said, turning back to look at him.

“Just one, though,” Catherine interjected. “We have to be on the road early in the morning, and I want you to do the driving on these back roads.”

“Don’t worry lady, I won’t let him get drunk,” Hal laughed. Thunder rolled a few miles away and they all looked to the window. “It’s comin’ in now,” Hal said. Catherine felt trapped, and while everyone else was looking out at the heavier rain starting, she slipped the sharp knife she’d used for dinner from the table and into her pocket. She wouldn’t be unarmed for a second longer while in this house. She just hoped she was wrong about Hal, that it was just nerves and paranoia, but she wasn’t going to take any chances.  
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Entry 23

It’s been weeks since I wrote in here, and I guess that’s all down to how things are with Catherine. Thoughts of her take up much of my day and we talk every night now — once the connection is working — and by the time we’re done I’m only fit for bed. 

One thing I haven’t touched on yet — though perhaps I have in some ways — is the notion of blame for what happened in the world these last few years. Of course no one on earth could be blamed for the Solar Flare, but when the Lawless Period was over, there were plenty of people willing to shout down the scientists who ‘should have seen this coming and warned us all’. All of my adult life I’ve known of the huge explosions on the surface of the sun that send stuff out into the universe, and I’ve also heard that such a thing could cause an EMP and disable all electronics on the planet. This wasn’t any secret, and I don’t think the people who study the sun had gotten to the stage where they could predict the severity of any single eruption from the sun’s outer core. But people were angry. They’d been though a lot; everyone had lost someone they were close to or loved, and it’s natural to want to blame someone for that. 

The Sleeping Sickness — now there was a different kettle of fish. Most people generally agree now that the Sleeping Sickness had started to manifest itself during the Lawless Period, but it got off to so slow a start and so many people were killed brutally in that time that it went unnoticed until things started to settle down again. 

Once it was established and became the only thing anyone ever talked about, it wasn’t long before the blame game started up again. I’ve told you about my belief in the theory of a rip between dimensions, and though that is probably the most ascribed to theory, there are no shortage of people with other equally held beliefs. One thing that sadly didn’t die away during the Lawless Period was the good old-fashioned conspiracy theory. 

Thousands of people believe that both the Solar Flare and the Sleeping Sickness are the result of military experiments gone wrong. Or right if you listen to others. The reasons for why they might have done this vary, but none of them ever seem convincing in the least to me. If we had the technology to make things like this happen, surely it would have been put to better use first. There’s no talking to some people on this, however.

They talk about the government (which one exactly?) wanting to control all the people through fear, setting us up for a dictatorship or something akin to it. They insist the people at the top have fully functioning modern tech and that there is a cure for the Sleeping Sickness, which they could administer us all if it was in their interests — which of course the conspiracy theorists say it is not. 

Other’s think environmentalists somehow caused everything, their end gain being the obliteration of polluting technologies and a massive reduction in humans on the planet - thus making everything more sustainable. This is even more insane than the government being able to pull it off.

Religious people of course have the devil to blame, and I’m sure many people do that too. At least that would make sense if such a thing as the devil existed. 

Thankfully, most people don’t bother airing their view in public — all of these things above I have picked up on various online chats and reading news sheets about people with those beliefs. I’m not going to tell you I wouldn’t like to blame someone myself. If there was one person, or one group who did all of this, I’d love to let rip at them, but I don’t think this was man made in any way, and I don’t believe there is anything we could have done to prevent it either. We’re just unlucky enough to live through the time when this is happening. I’m hopeful though.

I have a lot to be hopeful about.
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After dispatching the toll worker and checking the day’s tapes for himself, Brandt decided they’d be as well to sleep in the toll building for a few hours before moving on. Dane didn’t like that idea at all.

“Someone could be along in the morning to take over his shift,” he protested. 

“That’s not something we need to worry about,” Brandt said as he lay down on the couch in the corner. “You’ve got the floor.” Dane looked around the room, taking in the dead body, the stains on the windows and walls and then to the floor where he was now supposed to sleep. 

“There’s got to be somewhere better to stay,” he said again.

“It’s too late at night to check in anywhere. If we do, then there will be witnesses to our being in this town tonight and someone could come after us for killing this guy,” Brandt explained to him. It would be so easy to kill Dane here and now and have been done with it, but something told him the time wasn’t right yet. There could be some use out of him. Dane didn’t argue any more; he sought out a spot on the floor and lay down, staring up at the ceiling like he was camping and above him was only stars.

“How many do you have left after this Howell guy?” he asked. Brandt would have preferred to go to sleep, but he couldn’t resist telling Dane the answer to this one.

“He’s my last,” he answered, not without a hint of pride. 

“Your last!” Dane said. “How many did you have to chase down?”

“Fifty-seven.”

“Jesus! How long have you been at this?” Dane sounded amazed.

“Since the Sleeping Sickness began,” Brandt answered. “I knew right away it was the only way to make sure I was safe.” 

“I’m surprised more people don’t to it,” Dane said, shaking his head in wonder at Brandt’s reply.

“Most people have thought about it,” Brandt said. “I have no doubt about that, but very few of us have it in us to do what needs to be done.”

“I guess so,” Dane said. Brandt could hear the slight tremor in his voice, knowing he was thinking he wasn’t so cut out for this life himself after all. Not now that he’d seen a ‘master’ at work.

“How many left for you?” he asked Dane.

“I’m not really sure,” came the reply. “I’m part of a team and we’ve been doing it for each other, so we don’t get caught killing people we know, or knew.” Brandt nodded at this. It made sense and he knew a lot of the ‘Survivors’ worked in this way. “I...” Dane started.

“What?”

“I don’t suppose that after we get Howell and Tilson, you’d be interested in working with us?” Dane asked. Before this, Brandt wasn’t fully sure what he was going to do. He knew his end game was in nature, away from people, but he wasn’t sure if he would go there immediately on killing Howell or do something else for a while. This seemed like an opportunity to keep living this adrenaline-fueled life for another few years before retiring to his cabin in the woods. “We could pay you,” Dane went on when he didn’t answer right away. “With someone as good as you on this, we’d be willing to pay all we have.” Brandt shook his head.

“I’m not in this for any financial gain,” he said. “I got into this to keep myself alive, but the ‘survivor’ community has been good to me, and I’d be happy to give something back and track down people for others when Howell is done with.” 

Dane misheard this answer as Brandt knew he would. 

“Thanks,” Dane said, sounding very satisfied with himself. He turned over on his side like a child eager to sleep when he’s told he’s going to an amusement park as a surprise in the morning. Of course, Brandt would be happy to help people track down their memories and wipe them out, but that didn’t mean it was going to be Dane’s memories. Dane was going to be dead before long and wouldn’t have to worry about dying in someone’s dream any more. Still, Brandt had to thank him for making it clear in his own mind that he did indeed want to keep doing this for a few more years. He was still only in his late thirties after all and felt he could keep himself in his current physical condition for at least another five years before the frailties of the human body would start to creep in and he’d begin the slow decline to old age and his inevitable, peaceful death. 

Death didn’t scare him. It wasn’t out of fear that he hunted down those people he’d known who might remember him by chance one day and that night dream he was killed in a car crash or falling from a building top. No, what caused Brandt so much horror and concern was the idea of his life being stolen - the theft of his experiences yet unlived. Whatever they were, he was entitled to them, and it wasn’t up to any other person, or even the Sleeping Sickness itself to say any different. 

A natural death at a natural age. That wasn’t too much to ask for, was it? Of course he knew he was taking this very thing away from the people he killed. He also knew he had no right to do this, no moral high ground on which to stand, but he believed in self-determination, the evolution of animals, the strong surviving and the weak falling by the wayside. Natural selection. Natural Death.

Across the room, Dane was asleep already. Brandt listened to his breathing for a while, thinking of each one like a clock ticking down to zero. Brandt didn’t know how many he was going to have left, but it was definitely running closer to the end with each passing hour.

Brandt had hoped to sleep too but found he couldn’t. His mind whirred from his future, to the present and then back into the past. He saw Howell back in those college days, and it made him think of the other people he’d known. All dead now, whether by his hand or not. He thought of his own family, all gone now — not by him — but he supposed they would have been if they’d not already died. His sister was a victim of the Sleeping Sickness, but cancer had gotten his father and stroke his mother. How strange it had been back in his old family home, years after his last visit, making sure any old photographs of him were destroyed. 

Brandt felt no sorrow as he stood in that house. He’d been missing from their lives for so long that he was sure they’d given him up for dead. This lack of sorrow turned to anger when he saw family pictures were still on walls and nightstands all over the house. What had they been thinking? They could have killed him at any time. Had they been responsible for his sister’s death? It was very possible, there were photographs of her all over the place, just as there were of him. 

Dane snored loudly and Brandt looked over at him, his loathing for his family suddenly shifting to Dane. Brandt’s hand slipped down and caressed his gun. He lifted it and pointed it at the back of Dane’s head. It would be so easy. Was there any reason not to? He hesitated a moment and that was all it took. Lowering the gun, he looked back to the hatch they’d come in through. Dane could live tonight. But as soon as Howell was dead, that was the end of the clock on Dane too. Counting down to zero.  
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Entry 24

I haven’t written in this ‘history’ for a long time now. I guess I ran out of steam and then things with Catherine took off, and now I’m sitting here in a crappy motel — are there any good ones anymore? — on my way to meet her. It felt good leaving Teska behind, and I never truly understood how oppressed I felt there until I left. 

I’m traveling north to meet Catherine and I’m nervous about it. What if she changes her mind when we meet? We will go on to Asitwas, all going well. I’m going to try to keep up this — well, I suppose you’d call it a diary, or a journal at this point — to keep track of what’s happening, and if I think of anything of historical note, I’ll jot that down too.

I’m going to be in Pobree by tomorrow afternoon. That town will be the place I first meet Catherine in the flesh. It’s a place no matter how grim it might turn out to be, I will never forget. It will always be the place we met. 
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The storm was over and yet the ground showed no sign it had been at all. As he looked down at the ground, Howell felt something was not right and then it hit him. He wasn’t looking down on the soil or the dirt road out by Hal’s place, but concrete and cement. These was the grounds of the city, his city, his old home. He looked up and found himself surrounded by tall buildings and people moving through the dim light going about their lives. 

Howell didn’t know what he was doing back here, and he looked around, scared. Where was Catherine? No one walking by paid him any heed and none of them was Catherine. It didn’t make any sense. A sick feeling of urgency came over Howell, and the hot sting of watching eyes came on the back of his neck. He spun and saw a melted faced man leering at him from an alleyway. No, it wasn’t melted, it was just a mask in very bad shape, ripped and stretched over the man’s face — it was Hal. His mask contorted into a clownish grin that made Howell think of Pennywise the Dancing Clown from the Stephen King story. Hal walked backwards into the shadows of the alley, out of sight. Something told Howell Catherine was in there too. 

Howell ran to the entrance of the alley, calling her name as he ran. Still, no one in the street paid him a blind bit of notice. It was like he wasn’t there at all. He stopped in his tracks peering into the alley. It was impossibly dark, and he looked up and could see the sky between the two buildings. None of the lights seemed able to penetrate down to the ground level and it sat in complete darkness. It was impossible, but it was there before him, and inside it Hal moved about, his clothes rustling in the light wind. 

“Hal? is that you?” he called. A muted groaning noise was the reply. “Hal, are you OK?” Howell took a step closer to the darkness. A shape — something — moved in the gloom. Howell stepped closer again and was almost up against the darkness now, which seemed to fall across the alley like a thick curtain.

“Howell!” a terse panicked voice came, and it startled him. He couldn't tell if it was male or female.

“I’m here,” he replied. “Where are you?” Whoever it was they needed his help.

A man lumbered out of the darkness, and the suddenness of it sent Howell back a few steps. The man stood there, most of his body outside the blackness, but it hung around his frame like he was laying down in shallow water. 

“Who are...” Howell started, but then his mind caught up and he saw this man was not wearing a mask. The shock made Howell want to look away, but he found he couldn't. He didn’t know this man, and he was sure now by looking that it wasn’t Hal. The man’s anguished face cried out to him and then another body began to emerge from the dark. A woman this time, long slender white arms slipped out, and before the body and the face appeared Howell knew it was Shirley. 

“How,” she said, her voice a creeping sob that shattered his heart. He shook his head, knew somehow it wasn’t her, but couldn’t help but feel that it was. 

“It’s alright, Shirl,” he said, tears beginning to run down his face by now. 

“Howie!” the man called again, and it was like his voice overpowered Shirley and she disappeared back into the thickness of dark. Howell looked at the man, didn’t know his face but suddenly felt sick for some reason.

“Howie!” he cried again, his voice warbling and different now and in the back of it was something familiar. The cry echoed in his mind almost being distilled somehow, until they could make out what he knew — it was Catherine’s voice! She was calling out to him. 

As he was about to answer, to call back to her, something hard hit Howell in the side of the head. He closed his eyes against the pain and then opened them to find he was no longer in the alley. Blue dark was all around him, and things bashed as his eyes fought for knowledge.

“Howie!” a voice screamed at him from somewhere close by. He looked and saw something squirming and moving by the wall of the room he was in — a room he didn’t recognize —but he couldn’t make it out. Was it the darkness from the alley morphed into some new shape? 

It was the unmistakable noise of someone getting slapped across the face that brought both Howell’s panic and focus back right away. He jumped to his feet, legs tangling in bedsheets and saw Becky fall to the floor holding her face. He understood at once that the dark shape he’d seen was Catherine and Becky trying to fight off Hal! 

Freeing his feet, he jumped to the floor and crossed the three steps to Catherine and Hal as fast as he could. Just as he was about to grab hold of Hal’s arm, however, his foot slipped on something slick on the floor, and Howell lost his balance and fell backwards onto his butt. Becky had been coming behind him to renew her own attack, and she collided with his falling frame and she was sent sprawling once again, this time onto one of the beds. 

“You’ll pay, you bitch!” Hal gasped, “You’ll all pay!” Catherine groaned in pain as she tried with all her force to contain Hal. Howell shoved himself across the floor on his backside and stamped hard into the side of Hal’s right knee. The leg buckled, and instantly Howell did the same to the other leg, and the huge body of the attacker slumped against the wall shouting in pain. Becky was back on her feet now, and she pushed a nightstand hard into Hal’s side. 

Howell could smell blood suddenly and knew at once that was what he’d slipped on. Whose blood though? His fury rose even more at the thought it could be Catherine’s, and rising to his feet, Howell rained heavy blows down on Hal’s partially masked face. Catherine pulled away as the giant’s grip lessened, and Becky slammed the nightstand in Hal’s ribs over and over again with a cry of effort each time. 

Moments later, Hal was a wheezing mess of blood and pain on the floor. He looked capable of nothing and Howell felt life was draining from him.  It was then that he saw the knife in Hal’s ribs and all the blood flowing from it. He went to Catherine and took her in his arms, and she started to cry at once. Howell started to cry too and looking over her beckoned Becky over. She stepped over, giving Hal a wide berth and Howell put an arm around the young girl too. Becky dipped her head into Howell’s side and sobbed deeply. They stood there like this for a long time, each whispering to the other that it was fine, everything was over, and all the while Howell kept his eye on the fading life of Hal, making sure he didn’t make any move to get up. 

He didn’t, and soon Hal lay dead on the floor. 

As this pitiful group hug went on, more and more of Howell’s sense and reason came back to him and he didn’t want to end this hug, ever. He’d been sleeping when Hal came in, obviously with the intent to kill them, and he’d still been asleep — dreaming of his former wife no less — while the two girls fought off the huge would-be killer. How could that have happened?

“I’m so sorry,” he said. Catherine hugged him tighter, and he could feel her forgiveness. Becky didn’t say anything, but he knew she wanted to scream at him. To shout how they could have been killed. It was she who’d whacked Howell across the head to wake him when all the screaming and shouting within the room didn’t do the job. She was never going to forgive him, but right now she was willing to stay in this human bubble too and keep the outside world at bay for as long as she could. 

Staring down on Hal’s face, the pocked mask and bloody swelling of his nose, Howell saw the face of the man in his dream again. With yet another sickening jolt, he suddenly realized he knew who the man was now. It was the scared face of the man who’d been unmasked in the supermarket fight a few days before Howell left home. He’d dreamed about a man whose face he’d seen. He shuddered at the idea, and the two women shuddered with his. Had he been about to dream of that man’s death in the blackness? Had Becky inadvertently saved his life by waking Howell up? Who knew, but the fact he’d snuck into Howell’s dream did not bode well for the man, especially after all the violence Howell had been through in the last few days. 

Damp blotches began to make themselves known on his clothes and he knew some of his own wounds had opened up again. His body was on fire with pain after the exertion — the most he’d done or been able to since his attack in Pobree — and he wanted nothing more than to lie back down to try to ease this. 

But he was fearful of that same thing. He would be scared of sleeping now, scared of dreaming about that man’s demise and killing him. Howell closed his eyes against this thought, but as he did, he saw that blackness once more. Two soft white hands emerged, and then those slender arms he once knew so well. Shirley coming out of the dark and he didn’t understand it at all. He still loved her though, that was clear to him as fresh tears ran down his cheeks, this time from a new font of pain — the pain of losing her all those years ago.

Catherine felt his sobbing and hugged him closer, and never before had Howell felt so guilty.  
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Brandt woke to the whistling crack of static in the small toll building monitoring room. Dane was moving on the floor, being woken by the noise. The static cleared and then a voice came over a small speaker system in the console.

“Be on the lookout for a red Ford with three occupants. The names are Howell Warren, Catherine Tilson and a younger woman going by Becky, and they are wanted by police for murder in the town of Pobree. Last known toll crossing was unmanned back road 2028 heading away from Road 751. If you spot them, report to local police at once.”

“Pobree?” Dane said, he was sitting up now propped on his elbows. “Isn’t that the town we were in?”

“Yes,” Brandt said, pulling his maps from his jacket pockets. He scanned this area, finding the road mentioned in the bulletin. “Here,” he said, finding it. He followed it down and saw it led back to where the tree had fallen. Howell hadn’t got past there after all. Another stroke of luck was that they were still foolishly driving Catherine’s car — even though she at least knew there was someone after her! “We need to get back on the road right away,” he said to Dane. Brandt scanned the map looking for their probable route to Asitwas.

Then he stopped. The bulletin had said they were heading away from Road 751. This didn’t make a lot of sense. To pick up their journey in the quickest way, they should have come off Back Road 2028 and used 751 to go on. Why hadn’t they done that? 

“Do you know where they are?” Dane asked, getting to his feet.

“No,” Brandt admitted. “They’ve done something a little odd again.”  Brandt wanted to think this was something Howell had done purposefully, doing his best to evade any would-be followers. It made it more interesting for Brandt to think he was capable of such things. 

“What?”

“I’m not sure yet, but we better get on the road. We need to cut across this area to 751. We’ll stop there and look at our options again.” Brandt got up and opened the door. “You get going,” he said to Dane. “I won’t be long catching up with you. I want to destroy the tapes of us arriving in this place last night and then I’ll be along.” Dane nodded and walked out into the morning’s misty gloom. He checked his watch.

“Jesus, it’s only six!” he said.

“Yes, we have all day to catch up with them,” Brandt reminded him before he started whining about the time and lack of sleep. 

It didn’t take very long to destroy the tapes, and he decided to take the discs and dispose of them somewhere on the way. On the wall on the building, there was a large map with the locations of other toll stations on it. Brandt looked and found the one on Back Road 2028. He studied where it was and where that road went. Why where they not taking the fastest route? Was there something else they needed to do first? Were they going to pick up someone else?

Standing back from the wall to take in more of the map, Brandt suddenly felt he understood. If Howell kept going Northwest for the day, he would end up in Shirley’s childhood home! That must be where he was going. Brandt had no idea why Howell would want to go there, but that had to be it — it made sense in a way he couldn’t understand clearly.  

When he came back out to his motorcycle, Brandt looked to the northeast and sighed. There was still a storm system hanging in the air out there. No doubt he’d be like a drowned rat again before he found Howell today. Still, it didn’t matter too much. Today was the end day, he was pretty sure of it. Unless Howell could throw another one of his curveballs his way.

The address of the old house ran through his mind. 1172 Auburn Drive. The house Shirley grew up in, the place her parents died from their diseases. The place he’d run from so many years ago. The same place his fury unleashed when he saw how reckless his parents had been with his image — and Shirley’s — even after they knew about the Sleeping Sickness. What the hell did Howell want to go there for? 

The bike’s engine roared into life and Brandt set off towards Road 751. Once there, he could perhaps kill Dane and then set off for his old home to finish his own work. Catherine Tilson would be gone then too, and this Becky woman, well, she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. It was a pity for her, but that’s the way the world goes now. There’s nothing anyone can do about it. 

It didn’t take long to catch up with Dane’s car, and Brandt zoomed by him without a glance. His mind raced with memory, the past as fast as his bike in the gathering storm. He wondered, had one of his parents been responsible for Shirley’s death? Had they slept badly one night with their own ailments and dreamed bad dreams of the girl whose image was all over the house? Had Brandt himself been lucky it wasn’t a photograph of him they’d last seen before going to bed that night? 

It was all possible in the world of the Sleeping Sickness. Hell, it might have even brought on the beginning of the end for their own illnesses if either parent had done it. Imagine the guilt of a parent killing their own child — how could they live with themselves?

Of course, he thought, wanting to change his idea, it was also possible Howell had been the one who dreamed of Shirley’s death. How insane would that be? The two love birds torn apart by his dreaming of her dying! Brandt grinned at this idea, and he found it gave him a new drive, a new sense of purpose. It didn’t make much sense considering he could have killed Shirley himself had she still been alive, but now Brandt felt a kind of anger towards Howell. He wanted revenge for this sister, and this was a new reason to get Howell and make him pay. The idea of his going back to their old house to see where Shirley had lived so happily before she went off to college and married him took on a new significance. There was something of bad taste, sacrilege maybe in what Howell was doing. Was he going back to gloat, to show off his new woman and mock the memory of his life with Shirley? 

Brandt had no idea where this anger and fury rose up from, but it felt good, and it spurred him on further. He accelerated with a new plan in mind. Dane would have to wait; Brandt was going to Auburn Avenue alone and right now. 

The plan went awry at once. Something loud popped in the engine of the bike, and he heard something loose ping off the inside of the body and then clatter on the road behind and disappear into the trees and long grass on the side of the road. Smoke bellowed from the chassis, and Brandt pulled over to stop just as he started to lose control of the motorcycle. The back wheel slid before he stopped and when he tried to compensate, the bike went the opposite way, and he was thrown over the handlebars and landed heavily on the road. The bike skidded past him, the noise of the road surface tearing into the metal body. Luckily, his speed had been way down, and it was only really the weight of his own body he dealt with in the fall. 

Brandt lay there a moment to be sure he hadn’t done himself a spinal injury. He wiggled toes, fingers, and then joints and limbs. Lastly, he moved his head a fraction to one side, then the other. He always recalled what he’d heard happened to Christopher Reeves — the guy who played superman in the movies — when he fell from his horse. It had been the weight of his own head as he tried to get up, that put the final giving force on the spinal injury he received that paralyzed him for life. If he’d stayed down until medical attention came, he might have been spared that fate. Brandt took his head in his hands to take its weight and then craned his neck forward a little. He could feel everything was working OK. He would be bruised up a bit, but that was the worst of it.

When he got up, he looked at the motorcycle and knew at once he wasn’t going to be able to fix it on the side of the road. He was going to have to travel with Dane now, in that old slow car of his. How shitty an end to his new idea. He stood in the rain by the side of the road and waited for Dane to catch up.  
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No matter how hard she scrubbed, Catherine could still feel Hal’s blood on her hands. Her life had become such a mess of death and violence these last few days — it was like the Lawless Period all over again. Everyone seemed to be against her. For a moment she asked herself why she’d left home at all, but then quickly realized if she hadn’t been in the stairwell when she was attacked, it could have turned out very different. She could be the one dead. 

“Take it easy,” Howie’s voice came in her ear as his hands took hold of her wrists. “You’re making your hand bleed.”  Catherine dropped the cloth and let her hands run under the cold water seeing now that the blood was flowing from her own scoured knuckles. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, closing her eyes and shaking her head.

“You’ve nothing to be sorry for,” Howie said. “If you hadn’t of thought to take that knife from the dinner table, we could all be dead by now.”

She hadn’t been asleep when Hal came into the room. She just knew he was going to come — and yet she hadn’t said this to Howie or Becky. When she saw him come in, saw the knife in his hand, she knew what he was about. The look in his eyes at dinner time, as he thought about some of the sick things he’d done, had been the true giveaway. She loathed to think what crimes he’d committed here in the past. Again, she wondered what they’d eaten for dinner.

As Hal thought they’d all be asleep when he crept silently in, Catherine was able to take him by surprise. She slashed hard down the back of the hand that held the knife, causing him to drop it. As he turned to face her, Catherine had lunged forward and stabbed as hard as she could into his body. She wasn’t aiming for any one place in particular, and both the feel and sound of the knife going in his body made her feel like throwing up. 

“We need to get out of this place,” Catherine said, wiping her wet hands on her clothes as she stepped away from the sink. “There might be more like him somewhere close by.”

“Yes, we’ll have a quick look around, take anything we can use and then be gone before sunup,” Howie said. Catherine looked to the window and saw light was already coming through the trees to the east. 

“OK,” she agreed. She didn’t want to be here a second longer, but she could see the rationality in what he wanted. Anyway, she was sure they wouldn’t take long looking around this dump — weapons were probably the only usable thing they’d find.

They took separate rooms for the search, leaving Hal’s body covered in a sheet in the room he’d died in. Catherine couldn’t go back in there and had Howie collect their belongings. As he went back into the room, she marveled once more at how hard it had been to wake him when Hal was attacking them. She was annoyed about it but did her best to bite her tongue. They’d all been through plenty this week, and perhaps there was a deeper head injury issue with Howie than any of them thought. She would have to keep an eye on it, to make sure it didn’t get worse. Though if it did, what could she do? He was going to have to see a doctor. But when?

“Hey guys!” Becky’s voice came from downstairs. “You might want to have a look at this.” 

“We’ll be down now,” Catherine called back. She told Howie to hurry up and then they headed down to Becky. “What is it?” Catherine asked.

“Look in there,” Becky replied, opening a wooden door under the stairs. Catherine and Howie craned forward to see inside and were surprised to see a computer set up.

“I guess old Hal wasn’t as far off the grid as we thought,” Howie mused. Catherine stepped into the under-stairs room. There was only enough room for the computer and a chair facing the monitor. Beside the monitor there was an old looking radio — what do they call them, CB Radios or something. She flipped a knob, and it came to life with a scary burst of static. 

The three of them jumped in fright but then stood in silence as they listened to the voice saying they were wanted by the police.

“What the hell?” Howie said. “They’re coming after us after what they did to me!”

“Calm down,” Catherine said. “They were never going to tell the truth. What we need to focus on is getting as far away from here as we can, as fast as we can.”

“Yeah,” Becky agreed.

“You’re right, you’re right,” Howie said, nodding his head and clearly trying to control his anger. 

“So, what do we do?” Becky asked. “Get rid of the car?” was her first suggestion.

“Yes,” Catherine said. “We can take Hal’s truck if we can drive it.”

“I’ll be able to drive it,” Howie said, “but we can’t all be in the front. They’re going to be looking out for a man with two women.”

“Is there somewhere in the back where we can hide ourselves?” Becky asked. Catherine recalled seeing a large metal box in the back of the pickup but felt there would be room enough around it for them to hide. It wasn’t going to be a comfortable journey, but hell, if they could get out of here fast, who cares. 

“We’ll take blankets and pillows and see if we can make it as comfortable as possible,” Howie said. “It’s still raining out though. Do you want to drive Cathy and I’ll go in the back?”

“No, it would look more natural for a man to be driving this kind of truck,” Catherine said. 

“What will we do with your car?” Becky asked.

“I’ll scout around, see if there’s somewhere to dump it nearby,” Howie said. 

“Can we take this radio with us?” Catherine asked, thinking it might be an idea to keep on top of what was going on. Howie leaned in and looked at the back of the radio. 

“It’s electric or battery,” he said. “If there are batteries, we can use it, if not, it just more baggage.”

“I’ll look for them,” Becky volunteered. Howie nodded.

“OK, Cathy, can you gather up blankets and pillows — anything that will make being the truck more comfortable for you? I’ll start moving stuff from your car into the pickup.” 

They broke up to complete their tasks. Catherine watched Howie go out into the rain and she felt there was something off with him. He felt guilty about not waking up earlier and she was sure he still felt like shit about that, but something told her what truly bugged him was something else, hidden. 

She went about gathering up dusty blankets, small cushions off the chairs and sofa, and hoped she was going to find something that might keep the rain off them too. Otherwise, everything else was going to be saturated, soggy, and uncomfortable very fast. 

“I found some batteries,” Becky said from the front door. She was holding the radio in one hand, her arm around it as she pressed it to her chest. 

“Excellent,” Catherine said, hoping Howie knew how to use the thing properly once they had it set up in the pickup truck. “Do you think Howie is OK?” The question came out of Catherine’s mouth before she knew she was going to ask it. 

“What do you mean?” Becky asked, shifting on her feet.

“I’m not sure,” Catherine said. Becky hadn’t known Howie before this; it was unfair to think she’d pick up on anything wrong with him. “He just seems a little off.” Off — whatever that means!

“Well, he’s been through quite a bit. I think it will be a long time before he’s himself again. He was about to die after all. If you hadn’t saved him, he would be dead now. That could be weighing on his mind.” Catherine nodded along to all of this, each sentence making perfect sense. How could he be alright? How could any of them be alright going through all this shit? “Maybe you should go out and talk to him for a minute before we get going,” Becky said. “I’ll wait in here till you’re done.” Catherine thought about this for a moment.

“I think I will, Becky, thanks.”

The rain had eased but was still falling in large drops when she went out to the pickup.

“I’m just about done,” Howie said on seeing her. “You and Becky will have to squeeze into this space, but you’re going to have some company.” As though part of a performance piece, the loud groaning of two dogs came just as he said this. Catherine looked and saw the large container she’d seen was in fact a covered dog cage.

“We can’t take that off?” she asked.

“It’s welded to the bed and I don’t see any keys to let the dogs out,” Howie said and then looking to the dogs again, added, “I don’t think letting them out would be in our best interests anyway.”

“No, they look dangerous.”

“I found this tarp,” he said patting on a blue sheet in the back. “If we position it well enough, it should keep you both dry for a while.” 

“That’s great, thanks Howie,” Catherine said. He looked at her like he knew she had something she wanted to say.

“Is everything OK with you?” she asked. It wasn’t a very specific question, but it was all she had at that moment. Howie didn’t answer, but the way his eyes fell from hers told her something was up. “What is it?” she pressed.

“Do you remember I told you about a fight in the supermarket a while back?”

“Yes,” she answered, though it hadn’t been ‘a while back’ but only about a week ago by now. “You saw that man’s face.” As she said these words, it became clear to her what must be happening, and her heart sank with pity for him.

“Yes,” Howie nodded. “I saw his face in a dream last night — nothing happened to him — but if Becky hadn’t woken me, it might have.”

“Oh, you poor thing,” she said, putting her arms around him. What could she say to make him feel better about this? How were they going to stop him dreaming about that man again? 

“I don’t want to kill him,” he said, and she could hear his jagged voice as a sob pulled on his vocal cords.

“You won’t,” she said, but she had nothing to back this up. Other people had seen his face that night, and one of them could have already dreamed of him. The man could be dead already; in fact, if the person he was fighting with saw his face too, it was very likely the man died that very night. Would this be of any consolation to him? Probably not. “You won’t.”

A vicious thought occurred to Catherine then, and she had to hold him tighter to try to fight off saying what came to mind. He hugged her back and she settled down, but the anger in the thought remained within her. Here he was crying over possibly killing a man in his dreams, when these last few days, she’d killed two people and possibly another two in Pobree! She was the one having the tougher time, the one who had blood on her hands. 

These thoughts flowed around her head like poisoned blood, and it took all she had to keep quiet. It wouldn’t help anything she thought. It wouldn’t help anything at all.  
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Though not happy, Howell wasn’t very upset that he was going to have some time to himself in the cab of the pickup truck for their drive. He felt bad for the two women crammed into the bag with these snarling dogs, but he hoped he’d made them as comfortable as possible, and the tarp would hold off the rain until they could figure something else out. 

“Are you OK to drive, Howie?” Catherine asked through the slide across back window of the cab. 

“Yes, I’m feeling much better now,” he lied. His body was aching all over once again, not as bad as the day after Pobree but a good enough imitation. He could already feel the stiffness and agony in movement he would have that night if he drove for a few hours today. Already after disposing of Catherine’s car in a lake just up the road a bit, he felt like he could lie down and sleep for a week.  “I think we should drive on the main road when we get to one,” he called to the women.

“You think?” Catherine’s voice sounded scared.

“I think Peterson was trying to delay us, and I don’t think we can trust a thing that came out of Hal’s mouth.”

“You don’t think the area they marked off is dangerous?”

“No more dangerous than here,” Howell said. No answer came to this, and he decided to take it as acquiescence. He looked down at the map spread out on the passenger seat beside him, tracking a route to Asitwas with his finger, from where he thought they were right now. He put the car in gear, checked the women were ready and then pulled off onto the bumpy road once more.

No one said anything for the long first section of the drive. Howell kept the speed low so as not to hurt Catherine and Becky by jostling them around too much, and the rain continued to patter down on the hood and the tarp. 

“Oh my God!” Becky said, breaking the silence. It wasn’t an urgent note in her voice, but still it worried Howie. He looked back through the window, thinking perhaps a car was coming after them.

“What is it?” Catherine asked.

“In there,” Becky said. She was pointing, but Howell couldn’t see where. He had to turn back and watch the road. “Those bones.”

“What about them?” Catherine asked.

“Don’t you see!” Becky said, and it sounded to Howell like there were tears in her voice now. “They look like human bones!” 

“What?” This was Catherine’s voice; it sounded incredulous.

“I don’t think so,” Howell called back, though he had nothing to go on here, he just wanted it not to be true.

“They are,” Becky said, getting some control over herself as she looked away from the dog cage. There was quiet for a few moments and then Catherine said,

“Howie, I think she’s right.”

“Jesus,” he said through a low whistle, shaking his head in disbelief. He didn’t say anything about it, but an image of the meat they’d eaten last night came to mind. Was it possible it was human? “We’ll get rid of this truck as soon as he can,” he called back, trying to dispel his own thoughts.

“Won’t be soon enough,” Catherine mumbled absently. Howell glanced back but could only see the back of her head, unmoving, and he felt she was staring at the bones, transfixed in disgust. 

“Don’t look at them,” he said, giving his eyes back to the road. 

Now that the idea of ditching the pickup came to mind, Howell started to think it was a good idea no matter what was in the back. There had somehow been a toll on this godforsaken road, and that’s how they were spotted. Surely there would be a police car on this road soon if it wasn’t already and they were going to discover Hal’s body. If the three of them were caught in this pickup, there’s no way they wouldn’t be connected to the murder. Old-fashioned notions of self-defense probably didn’t wash in this part of the country anymore. They were as likely to be strung up from the nearest tree as arrested out here.

Up ahead, a clearing appeared in the trees, and Howell knew at once it was a main road intersecting the one they were on now. 

“There’s the road!” he announced like a child pointing out the entrance to a fairground to his parents. Becky and Catherine pressed against the back of the cab for a better view, equally as excited. It didn’t feel like the moment to tell them they should ditch the truck and go on foot as soon as they could. He would let them enjoy this moment.

The concrete road was like silk under the wheels after the back road. Howell could feel the tension leave his arms and back as he was better able to control the vehicle. If only they could drive like this all the way to their destination, everything would be fine. 

His mood was soured within the first mile on the good road, however, when they passed by a toll building. The impenetrable glass looking down on them like a frowning cyclopean eye as they passed. Yes, they were in a different car, and yes, Catherine and Becky were hidden from view in the back, and yes, this truck had dogs and it hadn’t been reported they had dogs with them, and yet it still felt as though they’d been found out. Howell felt heat rise up his neck and into his face like a teenager who’d embarrassed himself in front of a girl he liked. They would know it was him, even in the fresh mask they would know it was him, he could feel it. 

“We just passed a toll building,” he called back. “I don’t think we’re safe in this pickup.”

“Why, did you see something?” Catherine asked. He could feel she was right at the window, but he didn’t turn around to look at her. He felt her eyes would embolden him and make him choose foolishness over prudence, and he knew which one was going to get them to Asitwas. 

“No, but they know the area we’re in,” he said. “It’s only a matter of time before someone finds Hal and then they’ll know we’re in his truck. They could be looking for us in this right now for all we know.” He didn’t think this last, but as he spoke his fear was steadily creeping up, and he was starting to believe all these bad things. Just like he believed he was going to kill that man whose face he’d seen.

“So what do we do?” Becky asked. Howell thought for a moment, hoping for some last-minute great idea to spring to mind, but nothing sparked.

“I guess all we can do is take what we can carry in some backpacks and go on foot somewhere until we can buy another car,” he said.

“Walk?” Becky asked, possible to confirm she’d heard him correctly. Howell glanced over his shoulder and nodded to her. As he did, he just barely saw the car that came at them with terrific speed and then slammed hard into the side of the pickup. Howell’s head was snapped back around and for a moment the whole world was spinning, screaming, howling, crashing and broken glass flying through the air.  
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Dane protested a little when Brandt insisted on driving his car after Dane picked him up, but the protest was mild. Dane had seen what happened to people who got on the wrong side of this guy. Brandt didn’t want to feel powerless sitting in the passenger seat while Dane drove along at what he considered to be old lady speed. The car wasn’t bad and was capable of much more than Dane was asking of it. Brandt would give it what it wanted — free reign on the open road. He would let it run speeds it probably had never seen before, and he knew the car would thank him for it if it could. 

“Open that zip bag there,” Brandt said to Dane. Dane looked to the back seat and took a bag up into his lap.

“This one?”

“Yes, in the left inside pocket there’s a scanner, take it out.”  Dane did as was asked of him.

“Jeez, where did you get this man, it looks like it’s a hundred years old,” Dane said in wonder as he beheld the clunky device.

“It’s from the 1980s and it works perfectly. A lot of local police are using these again nowadays. They still get the best signal out in this nowhere.” Dane was turning it over in his hands looking at it like something dug up after a thousand years in the ground. “Turn the right switch at the top clockwise,” Brandt said.

A hiss of static came loudly to the inside of the car, and Dane fumbled to find the volume knob — which turned out to be the same one that powered the device on. 

“Now, twist the second knob there slowly until you pick something up. Give it a few seconds after each turn before moving it again. Something might take a moment to come through.” 

“Are you hoping to use the local police to help us find them?” Dane asked, and Brandt couldn't believe the ignorance. Or was it simply a need to talk that made Dane say such stupid things?

“Yes,” Brandt answered. Save the anger for later. He listened as Dane tried the different channels on the scanner. For the first minute it was all just static or complete silence. “Run through again,” Brandt said. He knew from experience the signal could become crystal clear at any moment — the only trouble was that there was just no predicting it. Dane moved through, more slowly this time and then...

A voice, broken and seeming like far away.

“Turn it up,” Brandt yelled.

“...owner is dead, repeat dead... red pickup ... tracks... toll 785 ....” These words hissed out between long squealing bouts of static, but Brandt thought he could make out the gist of it. It looked like Howell ran afoul of someone and it ended in the man’s murder. Now Howell was in the man’s pickup but had been spotted on Road 1113 where Toll 785 was located — he recalled this from his studies of the mounted map in the toll building earlier this morning. The road Brandt was driving on now, cut across 1113 not too far ahead. How long ago had they passed the toll? That would tell Brandt if he needed to go left or right when they got to the junction of the two roads. They continued to listen for a bit more, but no more of the words were of any help. 

“They’re on the road just up ahead,” Brandt said. Dane looked at him in surprise.

“How do you know?” he asked, looking back through the window in case he was missing something.  

Anger flashed in Brandt at this, and his only answer could be,

“How do you not know that?” Dane shrank back as though afraid of being hit, his neck shrinking back into his shoulders in shame. 

“I...” he started but didn’t say anything more.

“Keep an eye out,” Brandt said. “They passed a toll building to our right, but if it was more than an hour ago, they’ll be past our junction when we get there.” Dane moved and Brandt knew he was about to ask the stupid question ‘when did they pass the toll’ despite knowing Brandt had only heard what Dane had heard on the scanner a minute ago. He saved him the embarrassment and his own anger and said, “It’s a pity they didn’t say when the toll was passed. Keep the channel over, there’s bound to be another update soon.” 

Brandt wondered as they drove on if Catherine’s car had been found yet. Would it yield anything of interest by now? Surely Howell would have taken everything out and put it in the pickup. The momentary thought that perhaps the scanner hadn’t been talking about Howell at all came to his mind, but Brandt put this down to his thinking what Dane would probably say if he wasn’t scared shitless right now. But no, Brandt knew it was Howell, he could feel it. It was all going to end for him today, within hours of this moment. He was hot on Howell’s heels, one way or another, it was only a matter of hours now. How many did Howell have left to live? 

“This is the road now,” Brandt said, nodding ahead.

Then, as though in slow motion, a red pickup came into view, crossing at the very junction they approached. There was about a quarter mile between them, but Brandt knew it was them. It had to be. It would be too much of a coincidence to be otherwise.

“Is that it!” Dane said, pointing excitedly. He shoved forward to the edge of his seat as though he’d be able to see better those few inches closer.

“It’s them alright,” Brandt said, unable to stop the grin from growing over his mouth. This was it; this was the end of years of work. Howell was going to be dead within minutes, not hours. Shirley flashed in his mind once more as though to remind him he was also on some kind of revenge mission now.

“I’ve got you now Catherine Tilson!” Dane said, practically bouncing up and down in his seat with excitement. 

Yes, Brandt thought. You can have her, and then as soon as you do, it will be your turn to eat a bullet. He would not be sad to see the end of his brief partnership with this idiot. In fact, he was interested to see if he was even going to be able to kill this woman when he had the chance. If he couldn’t do it, Brandt was going to do it for him — and the other woman who was with them, whoever she was — and then kill Dane with a quick change of aim of his gun. Cowards were not going to be allowed to live in the new world he wanted ushered in. 

Brandt turned the corner onto Road 1113 and pressed down on the accelerator. He was going to give Howell the surprise of his life, and as an added bonus for his own amusement, Brandt also intended doing plenty of damage to Dane’s car in the process.  
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When the thunderous crash came into the side of the pickup, Catherine’s first instinct was to wrap her arms around Becky to try to protect her from any impact. It turned out to be a very difficult task as the truck swerved and the back wheels skidded back and forth as Howie tried to regain control. Another crash came as this time the pickup was almost going sideways before swinging back around and then swerving off the road at high speed. Their journey came to a sudden and jolting halt as the truck hit something. Catherine’s head was thrown back and cracked hard off the window into the cab, spider-webbing it. She felt Becky’s weight shove into her chest, and it knocked the wind out of her. 

Suddenly everything was silent for a moment. Catherine closed her eyes and tried to get her breath back as Becky crawled off her. The dogs began to roar and bark ferociously once more as they too must have gotten past their initial shock.

A long groan came from the cab and Catherine opened her eyes but still she didn’t have the strength to move well.

“Howie, are you alright?” she croaked.

“Fine,” he wheezed back, sounding anything but. “You need to get out, run into the forest,” he said. The gravity of the situation came back to her quickly. Someone had run them off the road — they were in danger.

“Becky?” she said, reaching out and touching the young girl’s leg.

“I’m fine,” came the reply, “a couple of cuts and bruises is all.”

“We need to get out of here,” Catherine said, sucking in the last word as pain clamped down on her ribs as she tried to move out from under the tarp.

“They’re right here,” Becky whispered. She was laying down on the bed of the truck now and looked like she was dead. “Pretend I’m knocked out,” she hissed.

“What?”

“Just play along!” 

A new sound came then, footsteps on the gravel to the side of the road. A car engine was idling too, and it wasn’t the pickup which was silent as death now. 

“Come on out of the truck, Howell,” a man’s deep authoritative voice called out.

“You too, Tilson,” another man said, this one not so sure of himself. She didn’t recognize either voice, but a sick feeling in her stomach told her this was something to do with what had happened back in the stairwell of her building at home. 

The door to the cabin fell open and Catherine looked through the cracked cab window to see the shape of Howie moving slowly out the door. She wanted to call out to him, to tell him to stop, but there was no point to it. They weren’t going to be able to do anything for themselves inside the truck. She made to get out herself, making a quick show of looking over Becky’s prone body as she went, before looking out to the two men on the road. They stood with guns aimed towards Howie and her. 

“Who are you?” Howie was asking.

“Come on down here too, Tilson,” the second man said. 

“And you, girl,” the first man said.

“She’s hurt,” Catherine said of Becky. “Can’t you see that?”

“You’re going to be more than hurt in a minute,” man two said.

“Take it easy, Dane,” the first man said. Dane looked at him like speaking his name was like a slap in the face. 

“Why did you say my name, Brandt!” he said, like a child getting revenge for some slight. Brandt laughed and Catherine could tell it was genuine.

“You use your real name while doing this work?” he said. Dane looked down, and she was sure under his mask his must be going a bright shade of red by now. Dane and Brandt, she didn’t know either of those names. She wondered if Howie knew either of them.

“What do you want?” Catherine asked.

“I’m here to get revenge for Louise Gordon,” Dane said, and a sick thud fell to the bottom of Catherine’s stomach. She was right, this was about her killing Louise.

“What do you mean revenge,” Howie cried out. “Catherine killed that woman in self-defense!”

“Tut, tut, tut,” the one called Brandt said, shaking his head. “You’ve both been on quite the killing spree, haven’t you?  First Louise Gordon, then all those people in Pobree, the guy who owned this truck. Are there more bodies along the way that haven’t been found yet?” There was a self-satisfied air to his voice that angered Catherine as much as the fact he was speaking the truth. 

“We didn’t want to kill anyone,” she shouted. “All of those people were trying to kill us first!”

“I believe you,” Brandt said, his voice sounding sympathetic suddenly. “This is a bad part of the world, and there is no shortage of people willing to do bad things. You should have stayed at home; things would have been much easier for you.” The dogs continued to bark and bash against the cage door. 

“Easier for you, you mean,” Howie shot back.

“That too,” Brandt happily agreed. 

“Why are you doing this?” Catherine pleaded with the two men. She still didn’t fully understand why she’d been targeted like this.

“We’re ‘Survivors’” Brandt said. “We stay alive by making sure there is no one left who knows who we are or what we look like.”

“Memory Murderers.” Howell practically spat the words out in disgust. 

“That’s your name, we have our own,” Brandt said, not seeming bothered by the distinction. 

“I don’t know either of you,” Catherine said. She was scared, not sure what to do, but felt this could somehow sway things her way. The dogs whined now, as though in agreement.

“Neither do I,” Howie said, perhaps picking up on her thoughts.

“Dane is here for revenge on you, Catherine Tilson,” Brandt said. “I don’t know you or the girl there in the truck. I’m here for Howell.”

“You don’t even know me, and you want to kill me!” Catherine shouted at Dane, suddenly furious at the injustice of it all.

“You killed Louise,” Dane said, his voice low and weak like he was ashamed.

“And you,” Howie said, pointing at Brandt. “I don’t know who you are. No clue whatsoever!”

“You don’t know me right now, but you could think of my, of my face at any time and that could be the end of it for me.”

“That’s a pretty shitty rationalization,” Catherine said. Her mind was racing for a way out of this, but nothing was coming to mind. Becky was still lying in the bed of the truck and Catherine knew she was up to something, but what? Would it help them before it was too late?

“I’m still alive, aren’t I?” Brandt replied with a shrug.

“We are too, but we never resorted to killing people we used to know for it,” Howie growled.

“No, you just killed everyone who got in your way,” Brandt shot back, his voice sardonic. 

For a moment no one spoke, and a sound came on the air that for a moment Catherine felt she was imagining. It was the low whine of a police siren.

“We better get this done and get out of here,” Dane said, looking at Brandt nervously. So it wasn’t imagined, the police were on the way. They were saved. Or were they? The police wanted them for the murder of Hal and probably more that went on Pobree. They were no safer with the police than with these two maniacs. 

“Don’t rush me,” Brandt said with seeming unconcern. “This is my last one and I want to enjoy it. If a couple of cops have to go too, then so be it.”

“Looks like it might be more than one or two,” Catherine said, looking past the men down the distance of the road. She could see nothing, of course, but Dane turned skittishly to look, and this was the moment for Becky to act. 

With a clink the door to the dog cage fell open and all three dogs bounded out. Catherine ran to Howie and they both set off for the forest as Becky jumped down on the other side of the pickup to join them.

Brandt had enough time to get one shot off and one of the dogs fell with a heavy thud, but then he was forced back by the ferocity of the others. In the confusion, Dane’s gun clattered to the ground, and he fell back to jump back inside the car. 

Catherine, Howie and Becky fled through the trees as fast as they could. Catherine’s head ached and throbbed where it had been struck with every heartbeat. She felt like she was getting dizzy and might soon need to throw up, but for now her survival instinct was in control, and there was no way she was slowing down until she knew they were all safe. She could only hope that would be soon.  
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Brandt’s one shot felled the largest of the dogs, but they were too close for him to get off a second meaningful blast. He stumbled backwards, holding up his leathered arm to ward off the lunge of the next dog while kicking the legs out from under the third as it was about to leap at him. It fell sideways and took the back legs of the other, knocking it off balance. Brandt brought his gun down hard on the nose of the dog gripping his arm and it let go with a loud squealing, whelping noise. 

By this time, though, the second had found its feet again and launched for Brandt’s ankle. He pulled it away just in time and swung the gun in a long arc down on the side of the dog’s head, knocking it away. It howled in pain but held its feet and sprang back at him at once. The second dog was scrambling to its feet too, and Brandt was left without many options. He was going to have to let one of them bite him while he took out the second. It was a split-second decision, and he lunged at the one who had just jumped at him. The new closeness of their bodies confused the dog and his bite missed its mark. Brandt followed up with a heavy punch to the dog’s underbelly that sent it to its back. 

The second dog was still in the air as Brandt pivoted away and shot it through the neck as it passed him by. It died in flight and landed in a heap on the ground. The second dog was just about back on his feet when Brandt shot it too, dropping it with a bullet between the eyes.

While all of this had been happening, he’d been aware of the police sirens getting closer and closer, and now he heard the skid of tires on the road behind him. He looked to the car to see Dane in the passenger seat staring out at the newly arrived cop car. 

“Put down that gun!” a voice shouted, and Brandt — his back still to the cops — held his gun in the air so they could see it and then lowered it to the ground and kicked it away a few feet. 

“Turn around,” the cop shouted. “And you, out of the car.”  Brandt looked over and saw Dane get out, his hands in the air. He’d been hoping the would—be killer would atone for his cowardice and come out shooting, but it didn’t happen. It was cowardice as usual for him. It seemed to Brandt like this was the end of the line for their partnership. He made the slow turn so as not to spook the officers. 

There were two of them, both pointing guns and using the doors of their cruiser to shield themselves.

“Any more weapons on you, either of you?” the same cop spoke again.

“There’s a gun in the car,” Dane said, and Brandt sighed. 

“What about you?” the cop asked Brandt.

“Just the one on the ground there.”

“What the fuck is going on here?” the cop asked, looking around the place. “Who was driving that pickup?”

“We don’t know,” Brandt answered before Dane could say anything stupid. “It was crashed here when we arrived. The dogs were howling to be let out, but when I did, they attacked me.” He turned his arm to show the jagged rips in his leather sleeve where some blood was seeping out. 

“You didn’t see anyone leaving the pickup?” the cop asked.

“No, we just got here like two minutes ago and then this shit happened,” Brandt said, trying to sound pissed and nodding to the scene of carnage around the place. The lead cop was silent a moment and then said.

“You guys got ID with you?”

“Yes, in the car,” Brandt said, but the cop didn’t seem much interested in following this up. ID in a world without photographs or the technology to go any further wasn’t up to much. Anyone could be anyone. 

“Come over here one at a time and get your prints done,” he said, and he stepped away from the car to give himself a better shot at both men as they came forward. The second officer leaned into the car and took a prints kit from the dash and put it on the hood.

“You first,” this second cop said to Dane. Brandt stopped walking and let Dane go to the hood. He hesitated, but Brandt encouraged him. What did it matter if they took his prints; he was going to be dead soon. Dane went to the hood and opened the kit; it was the standard type all hotels had, and he knew what to do. He slowly did all the fingers of his right hand and then looked up.

“OK, now you go back over there and let your buddy come and do his,” the first cop intoned. Dane did as he was told.

Brandt walked slowly, his hands away from his body and came to the front of the car. From where he now stood, one cop was to his eleven o’clock position only a few feet away, and the other was at his five about ten feet back. 

He went through the motions as Dane had and then about halfway through, he stood up straight and turned half turned to face the first cop. 

“By the way, there’s one more dog out there somewhere,” he nodded into the woods. Still looking at the first cop, Brandt let his second gun drop from his sleeve into his hand, and he shot the cop by the door without even looking and then spun the gun to shoot the one he was facing.  It happened so fast that neither of the cops ever got a good look at what happened. Brandt knew the one behind him would look to the tree line when he mentioned the dog as Brandt wasn’t facing him, and the second one wasn’t ready for Brandt to shoot someone he wasn’t even looking at. It was confusing to them and with the speed of it, they were never able to catch up until it was too late. 

“Holy shit!” Dane cried out, hopping from one foot to the other in panic. “You killed some cops!”

“Will you stop worrying about everything,” Brandt said to him.

“We’ll have the cops after us now!” Dane said.

“The cops are always after us,” Brandt said dryly. “They just don’t know who we are.”  As he said this, he took up his own half-made prints and lit them with a lighter from his pocket before letting the last of the paper drift off into the air and disintegrate. He didn’t do the same with Dane’s sheet. 

“Not for this!” Dane cried out, and Brandt could tell this was the last straw for Dane too. He also wanted to dissolve this partnership, and right now his mind would be frantically searching for a way to do that without pissing off Brandt. Well, Brandt had been pissed off enough with Dane’s lack of skills, courage, and sense.

“Don’t worry about it,” Brandt said. “They won’t think it was you when they pick the same caliber of bullet out of you as in the cops here.”

“What?” This was all Dane had the chance to say. Brandt didn’t want to hear him plead for his life, nor did he feel any urgent need to let Dane know how disgusted with him he was. How unsuited for this work he was. None of that really mattered now. 

Brandt pulled the trigger.  
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Catherine and Becky were ahead of Howell now, and the distance between them was growing imperceptibly every minute. His body ached, and it seemed like years since the last time he wasn’t in pain. Every step was agony, his legs feeling brittle and untrustworthy, his mind like paper unable to stand even the leaves of the trees brushing off him as he ran with a limping lurch. 

“Catherine!” Becky called out, and Howell looked up and saw Becky had stopped. She glanced back at him. “Howie is falling behind!” Catherine came back past Becky all the way to meet him.

“Are you alright? Can you keep going?” she asked. As she did, she couldn’t help but look behind him to see if anyone was coming. Howell could tell from her eyes there was nothing in sight yet. They’d heard the dogs attacking the others, and the gunshots that silenced them and then the wailing sirens of the police car. Those too had stopped and then another three gunshots — two very close and one a few seconds later — came on the air. Some people were dead back at the pickup truck; he just couldn’t be sure if it was the cops or the guys who ran them off the road. 

“I’m OK,” he panted. He wished he’d had the foresight to take the maps with him when he got out of the pickup. 

“Well, that’s the biggest lie of the day,” Catherine said fondly. She put an arm around him for support, but after a few seconds they could both tell it was more hindering than helping. She let him go and slipped behind him.

“You and Becky should go on ahead, as fast as you can. Find a road and maybe flag down a driver,” Howell said.

“We’re not going to leave you behind,” Catherine said.

“I’ll catch up.”

“Well, unless it’s a taxi we hail, I don’t think any driver is going to want to wait at the side of the road with two strangers while they wait for a third.” Howell agreed with this but didn’t say anything. He looked behind, wishing he could take his mask off and breathe in the air better. He was so tired and would give anything for a cool comfortable bed right now. 

“I wonder who was shot back there?” he said.

“I don’t know, but I hope it was the two guys who wanted to kill us,” Catherine said. 

Becky was up ahead, and she continued on when she saw the other two walking after her. Howell wondered how she was feeling right now. She had only wanted to leave her town and live free like he did, and she’d been put into this new world of horrible violence and evil everywhere she went. It was hard to think why she was still with them, why she hadn’t taken off on her own and get as far away from Catherine and him as possible.

There was a ridge ahead that dropped into a depression and then rose up farther on. Becky was at this ridge now and she stopped, looking down.  A sick knot twisted in Howell’s gut as he thought she was looking down a precipice they would not be able to traverse. Was this the end of the line for them? Instinctively, he looked behind again. Still no sign of anyone coming, and he hadn’t heard the telltale sounds of someone crashing through the bushes either so far. 

“What is it?” he called to Becky when they were close enough that he wouldn't have to shout. As soon as he finished speaking, he heard the low wash of the river he’d not seen yet and knew why she’d stopped.

“There’s a river here,” Becky said when they got to her. “If we follow this north it will come to a road in a while.”

“You saw it on the map?” Catherine asked.

“Yeah.”

“How far?” Howell asked. He could vaguely recall what she was saying as correct, but he had no idea if it was a mile away or fifteen. Becky paused and looked down a moment before answering.

“I don’t know, but I don’t think too far. A few miles at most.”  She sounded confident enough, but did that mean anything, Howell wondered. Did she have any experience with maps? Did she think because things were close on the page, they were close in real life?

“We should follow the river then?” Catherine said.

“Seems like the best idea,” Howell agreed. They were already heading north anyway, so why not. He couldn’t recall any road on the map that was closer than the one that crossed the river anyway. “We better get moving again though. No telling who is coming after us, or how far back they are.” All three looked back the way they came and then set off north. 

For over an hour they followed the river as close to the bank as they could. Howell had ripped a section of his T-shirt off and had dipped it in the water and used it to clean some of the new blood from his skin. He encouraged Catherine to do the same for the gash on the back of her head, but she didn’t want to destroy her clothes while they were still in the underbrush, and he couldn't rip his shirt any more than he already had.

“How were you able to let the dogs free back there?” Howell asked Becky sometime later. Now that the worst of his fear was gone, he understood he owed her his life for the second time in only a few short days. 

“The key must have been on the cage somewhere,” she replied. “It got knocked off when we crashed, and I found it on the floor of the truck when I fell over.”

“How lucky was that!” Catherine said.

“Very,” Becky agreed, and both of them had smiles on their faces. Howell wasn’t smiling, though. If that key was there, he should have found it. It meant he hadn’t done his job properly before they left Hal’s. A cloud came over his brow, but then he looked to Catherine and knew it had all worked out for the best. If he had found the key, he would probably have set the dogs loose before they left the house earlier. If that had happened, all three of them would be dead by now. 

“I’m going to owe you a hell of a lot of lives by the time we get to Asitwas, Becky,” Howell said, trying to sound cheerful like the others.

“After all this, I think I’ll just be happy to have a quiet life,” Becky replied. 

“Amen,” Catherine said.

They were all silent then, and Howell figured the minds of all three of them went to the same place. Were they ever going to get to Asitwas?  And if so, would they be safe there?

Since they started following the river, Howell had been trying to figure out who this ‘Brandt’ was. It was clear that wasn’t his real name, but Howell didn’t recognize the voice at all. As far as he was concerned, he’d never spoken to that man before in his life. Yet, Brandt was sure they had. So sure, he felt Howell could recall him and was willing to kill him for it — just in case. Howell could feel Catherine was going to ask about it later too, and he’d like to be able to give her some kind of plausible answer.

There would also have to be a change of plans, Howell felt. It saddened him, but Dane and Brandt knew where they were heading, and it would be asking for trouble to keep going there by the most direct route. They could be on the road for a while yet — and all of their supplies were left back in the pickup.

“I hear a car!” Becky said with excitement. She was still the most forward of them and she set off running.

“Be careful!” Howell called after her as he and Catherine increased their own speed after her. 

“There’s the bridge!” Becky called out, she was about forty yards ahead, but Howell couldn't see it yet. Suddenly seeing that bridge was the most important thing in the world to him and he had no idea why.  He could hear the car now too, moving off into the distance. They’d missed it, but it didn’t matter for now.

“Come on,” he urged Catherine — who all this time had been going slow for his benefit — grabbing her by the hand.

“I’m coming,” she said, laughing. 

They passed a thick gathering of tree limbs and water grasses growing high out of the river and then he saw the bridge. It was an old concrete structure — not the stone arch his mind had conjured up — flat across the river and it was a most welcome sight. He stopped and looked at it and again, with no logic behind his feeling, felt they were going to be OK now.

Becky was up on the side of the road now, looking up and down for another car. Howell and Catherine climbed up the steep embankment to the road and stood on the concrete. Howell’s feet had never felt so weary as they did at that moment, and they took his focus from the pains growing everywhere lessen his body for a moment. For this, he was thankful.

A car appeared far down the road.

“He’s going to wrong way, isn’t he?” Becky said, looking around as though to get her bearings.

“He’s going away from Asitwas,” Howell confirmed, “but I think that’s the way we need to go too for now.”

“Howie?” Catherine said.

“They know where we were going. If they killed those police back there, they’ll be on the road ahead somewhere, on the way to Asitwas. They won’t expect us to go in the opposite direction, so it will give us some time to come up with a new idea.”

“We’re not going to Asitwas?” Becky said, her hands out before her in disbelief. There were tears wanting to fall in her voice.

“We are,” Howell said, taking hold of those hands. “Just not today. We’re still a long way away from there. I just don’t think it’s safe to use this road now.”

“Howie is right,” Catherine said, and she put her hands on top of Howell’s and Becky’s. She was reluctant in saying it, and this made Howell appreciate it all the more.

“We’ll get there, I promise, but just not today.”  Not today, not today — those words he kept on saying. What did he mean? He didn’t know himself when it would be that they could go back on their route there. 

“This is such a pain in the ass,” Becky said, her tears falling now, and her young body crumpled and took on the look of a child’s. 

“It’s all going to be fine,” Howell said. He let go of all their hands and stepped out to wave down the car. It was only now that he was exposed on the side of the road that he understood how foolish an idea this was. He had no idea who was in this car. It could be the police, or worse still, it could be Brandt and Dane.

As it slowed, however, he could see it was a single person in the car — a man he thought, and on thinking that reflected on how rare it was to see a woman driving on her own outside a city anymore. The man was wearing an old rubber chicken mask and it looked insane. The car was pulling an old U-Haul trailer, about a third the size of a single horsebox. He leaned over and rolled down the window the smallest crack.

“You folks OK?” he asked, glancing from Howell to the two women and back.

“Our car went off the road,” Howell said as he took in how bad they must all look to an outsider. “We’re pretty banged up; we were hoping to get into town.” Howell nodded down the road the way the car was going as though he knew the place well and that ‘town’ wasn’t too far in that direction. 

“I don’t mind taking you, but you’ll all have to get into the trailer,” the man said. “Can’t be too careful on these back roads.” His tone was apologetic, but Howell could tell there was no swaying him either. The idea that hiring someone to drive them to Asitwas while they hid in a trailer like the one attached to this car was a good idea for a new plan.

“That’s fine with us,” Howell said. He knew how true it was about bad people on the roads nowadays. He never intended to leave a city again once he got there after this experience. “We can ride in the trailer, honey,” he called out, waving Catherine and Becky over. Honey — what was that? Some attempt to sound less scary, more folksy to this man? 

“It’s about a half hour drive,” the man said to Howell. “I’ll drive as careful as I can. There’s a transistor radio in there if you want to listen to it.” Something in the way he said this made Howell think it was in some way an apology or meant to make up for the fact they would all be standing in a trailer instead of sitting in the free seats in the car.

“Sounds good,” Howell nodded.

The three of them got into the trailer and closed the half door so they could see the road behind them. There wasn’t much in the trailer and as the car set off slowly, they did their level best to get comfortable. Howell found the little radio and decided to turn it on — it might be best they didn’t talk for a while and just listened to something mindless. 

This is not how it turned out, though. As soon as he managed to tune in a station, the news they heard made each of their jaws drop open and misery fill their hearts.

A Bill sponsored by Senator Swain had been passed in Congress outlawing the mask-free society in Asitwas. With immediate effect, the city and surrounding areas would be sealed. From midday today — which had already passed — no one was going to be able to get in or out of the city until further notice. The newsreader went on about ending ‘dangerous’ practices in Asitwas, and ‘clearing out’ any citizens who didn’t want to tow to Government line.

“We’re too late!” Becky wailed, and no one could think of anything cheerful to tell her. Howell slumped down, his hand searching for Catherine’s. He found it, and she gripped him with vice-like power. She was terrified, probably thinking ‘what are we going to do now.’  Howell on the other hand was more disappointed than angry. Sadness crept over his heart like spreading plague and tears filled his eyes. He did his best to not let it show that he was crying. His thoughts kept coming back around to the same thing.

They’d gone through all of this for nothing.  
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Brandt surveyed the total anarchy before him. Three dead dogs, and three dead humans.

“Six dead dogs,” he mused as he looked at the dead men. He walked over to Dane and pulled off his mask. What was underneath didn’t surprise him — a handsome guy of good stock. No doubt before everything went to shit, he was from a rich family and his whole life had been planned out for him. Which college he’d go to, where he was going to work, perhaps even who he was going to marry. Dane had gotten into the world of the ‘Survivors’ not out of a sense of self-preservation or evolutionary design, but because he was bored. The people he knew, the ones who’d lived meaningless lives of spoiled decadence before the Solar Flare, couldn’t fill their vacuous minds in this new world without some seemingly ‘cool’ outlet. For Dane — Brandt still couldn’t believe he’d been using his real name all along — it had been hunting down people to kill. Brandt doubted Dane had ever killed anyone in his life. It was a wonder he’d even survived the Lawless Period. Well, trying to team with a seasoned killer like Brandt was the last in a long string of bad choices that ultimately led to Dane’s ignominious death. 

Brandt looked into the woods where Howell and the others had fled. He smiled — they were quite the trio. They left blood and mayhem everywhere they went, and it was a pleasure tracking them. He glanced up and down the road, but it was silent. It wouldn’t be for long, though, he knew this. The place would be crawling with cops looking for this missing cruiser soon enough. It would be better if Brandt was long gone by the time they arrived.

After looking through the pickup, taking what he liked — including their marked-out maps — Brandt took one more look into the trees into which Howell et al had escaped. On another day, Brandt would have gone in after them to finish the job, but now wasn’t the time. He would catch up with them later. Getting back in Dane’s car, he set off for the next part of this strange journey.

He drove the car in the direction Howell would have to go to get to Asitwas. On foot, Brandt guessed it would be a very long time before they even got to the first town. He also assumed they would be wise enough now to take stock of their situation and perhaps make a whole new plan.  Ultimately, however, they were still going to want to get to Asitwas — it was the only place they could get what they wanted. 

The idea of Asitwas was anathema to Brandt. He had often thought of going there surreptitiously to see exactly what went on in the city — keeping his own mask on at all times of course. He hadn’t done it so far, but perhaps when he was done with Howell and being so close to it, now would be the time to go have a look.

Dane’s car weaved a little — most likely from the bashing it got against the pickup truck — but even if it had driven smooth, Brandt still wouldn’t like it. He liked the freedom of the motorcycle, the speed he could reach, feeling the wind flap around his body as he moved through the air. Sitting in a car, with his elbow leaning on the open window didn’t have a patch on it. 

A sign for the town of Pawnee told him he was ten miles away. That would be the place to pull up and think things through. See if he could get on the internet there and find out anything. The scanner buzzed static here and there, the odd word coming through on the police frequency but nothing he was able to piece together into any cohesive narrative. 

His mind had drifted back to his family, and especially Shirley, before he noticed. He was recalling childhood memories and flashes of Christmas mornings and birthdays. When he caught himself, there was a flicker of anger, but then Brandt mellowed on himself. Was there anything wrong with remembering your childhood after all? Whatever he thought he knew back then was all in innocence, and he couldn’t be blamed for being happy when he didn’t know any better. 

Shirley’s agonized face rose up before him as his mind turned to darker things — of Howell killing her with his selfish dreams. If he’d really loved her, he would have killed himself to make absolutely sure he wouldn’t ever hurt her. That’s what kind of man Howell Warren was, putting his own life ahead of his wife. 

There was an old two pump gas station on the road into Pawnee, and Brandt pulled in to fill up Dane’s car. He’d only stepped out of the car when an older man, looking like there might be a kink in his hip, came out of the building towards him. Brandt felt he was going to say the station was closed, but there was something in the agitation of the man’s step that spoke more of excitement than reproach.

“I hope you’re not on your way to Asitwas,” the old man said, almost out of breath from the small dash over. 

“I’m not. Why?” Brandt asked.

“The government just shut the whole place down, made what they’re doing there illegal and banned anyone from leaving or entering.” The old man was clearly very excited about the news and glad to be telling someone who didn’t know already. He looked to the road as though hoping someone else would pull in so he could tell them too.

“Really?” Brandt said, a smile growing on his lips. What was Howell going to do now?  Would he still try to get to Asitwas? Did he even know about this yet? Probably not, but surely he would before long. “Is it closed right away, or after a certain date?” he asked the old man.

“The radio said, ‘with immediate effect’ so that means it’s happened already I suppose.” 

“The place should have been shut down a long time ago,” Brandt said. “Selfish assholes.”  The old man nodded along, but there was no enthusiasm in it. “Fill her up,” Brandt nodded to the car. The old man stood there a moment as though he didn’t understand, and then remembering he ran a gas station jumped to it. Brandt stepped away and looked up and down the road and into the trees that surrounded the whole area. 

Things were a little trickier now with Howell. It was hard to predict what he might do next. Surely, he would have enough sense not to try a mad dash to Asitwas on the fastest route after what had happened back at the pickup truck — no one could be that stupid, even if they hadn’t heard about Asitwas getting closed down. 

They were going to hear about it soon though, of that there was no doubt. What would they do then? How would their plans change?  Had they been through so much trying to get to Asitwas, that they wouldn’t be able to give up the dream? That seemed likely, but what did that mean for Brandt? Would they wait for a few days, a week, for the news frenzy to die down and then try for the city? 

Or would they give up the ghost and decide to turn their back on all the madness and slip away into the world unnoticed? Either way, it looked like Brandt’s Walden-esque life was on hold for the minute.  
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Catherine, Howell, and Becky were dropped off in front of a doctor’s office in the town of Halburry. The driver assumed this was the best place as they’d been in a car accident, but he didn’t wait around for them to go inside. They thanked him and he drove away, most likely happy to be rid of them. They never even knew his name. 

“What do we do now?” Catherine asked as they watched the car drive away. They hadn’t spoken much at all since hearing the devastating news of Asitwas in the trailer. Each of them had seemed to sit in their own personal sadness for the rest of the journey to this town. 

“What can we do?” Becky answered, and for once she seemed completely out of spunk and ideas. The way she stood took all the life out of her frame and she looked again like a lost little girl. 

“We need to eat,” Howie said. “We won’t make any good decisions until we do that.” He was looking across the street to a half-filled diner. Catherine was about to ask how he could think about eating right now when her own stomach growled. Perhaps it was the right thing to do after all.

“How much money have we got?” Becky asked, as she rummaged in her own pockets. “I’ve got twenty-two dollars and change.” 

“Fifty,” Howie said tapping the sole of his shoe.

“Ten,” Catherine said, a little ashamed. The rest of her money had been in her rucksack now in the back of the pickup at a likely crime scene.

“We can eat well enough now to get our strength, then hit a store for cheap food for on the go until we find a way to get some more money,” Howie said. He sounded jaded, and Catherine didn’t want to look his way in case her own resolve would crumble. She stepped out to cross the road and the others started walking too.

Inside, the atmosphere was glum, and the only noises at first were those of the hissing grills and coffee machines. It was like they’d walked in on a funeral and the sad eyes that looked their way made it seem even more so. Catherine spotted a seat that seemed an island of loneliness in the diner and made for it. 

The eyes behind the masks followed their progress, taking in their tatty clothes and bloodied injuries. They looked more like soldiers leaving a battlefield than people in off the street looking for a meal. They sat down, and a waitress arrived at the table at almost the same time.

“Coffees to get you started?” she asked, holding out a large glass pot swirling with the hot brown drink.

“I think so,” Howie said, turning the cups on the table right side up for her to fill them. Neither Catherine nor Becky said anything, but she filled theirs all the same. “I’ll give you a minute and then come over for your order.”

When she left, the three of them studied the menu which was under a plastic covering and made up most of the tabletop. Catherine had been doing her best not to return any of the specific gazes she’d gotten when they came in, but now she felt eyes on her that seemed to pull at her own, willing them to meet eyes. She held back a moment and then faltered. She looked up and sure enough, old but kind eyes stared at her through a tatty looking mask Catherine thought was supposed to be Oprah Winfrey. 

“Did you hear the news about Asitwas?” the woman asked, leaning over from two tables away. Catherine nodded, not sure she could answer without sobbing. The woman nodded like she understood. “That’s where I was going. I don’t want to end my days wearing this thing over my face.” 

“I’m sorry,” Catherine said, her voice holding but not sounding like her own.

“We were all going there,” a man said from a window booth. Catherine, Howie, and Becky looked around and saw everyone in the room nodding in agreement, each looking their way.

“We were too,” Catherine said, and now tears did begin to fall. She bowed her head and felt Howie take her hand and squeeze it firmly. Though it was supposed to be supportive, it had the effect of sending her over the edge into something that felt somehow akin to grief. She broke down sobbing, her head on the table and her back rising and falling painfully as she breathed the jagged breaths of those left behind. 

“It’s OK, Cathy,” Howie was saying, his other hand and running up and down her back now, and Catherine felt fingers caress her head between her hair and knew Becky was trying to placate her too.  

But it was no use. Everything she’d been through this week — all the violence, the horror, the feelings of unease and fright came rushing through her again in one huge powerful surge. She felt like she was going to have a heart attack and air left her. She looked at Howie but realized as she did that it wasn’t a request for help — she wanted to scream at him, to tell him this was all his fault. Her fury rose, and at that moment she was glad she’d never seen his face, but it was sure to be part of some horrible dream later on. She shrugged his hand off her back and shook her other hand free, the only ways to show right now without the power of speech that she was angry with him. Howie looked to Becky confused. 

“We’ll think of something,” he said weakly. Becky’s fingers tightened comfortingly on her scalp.

“We will,” she added.

Catherine lifted her head a little, embarrassed now knowing that everyone was watching her. Out of the corner of her eye she saw shuffling slow feet approaching and stopping a few feet from the table. They were men’s shoes, but she didn’t want to look up to see who owned them.

“This nonsense has gone on long enough,” an elderly man’s grumpy voice stated. Now Catherine did look up as though afraid he was going to bring a cane down on her head or something wild like that. He was looking straight at her and their eyes locked.

“Don’t say anything, Bert,” the waitress called over, her tone a warning, though about what it was unclear.

“I’ll say what I want!” Bert snapped back. “We’ve all be silent for too long; it has to stop!”

“Eddy!” the waitress called then. “Eddy come out here, Bert is talking it up out here!” She sounded scared as though what this old man said had the ability to strike her dead on the spot. Catherine was so confused, her mouth opened to ask what was going on, but she found she couldn’t speak at all. 

“What’s going on, Bert?” a man’s voice came over, and Catherine looked to see a large man stepping out from the kitchen.

“All you people in here,” Bert said, addressing the room and ignoring Eddy. “You all need to know something.”

“Don’t do it,” Eddy growled.

“It’s time!” Bert shouted back. “If the city is closed, there’s not going to be any more trade coming past this way anyway. I’m not going to cost you any business, Eddy!”

“It’s not about that and you know it, Bert. Think of the punishment for yourself. You’re an old man, you wouldn’t be able to take it.”

“I don’t give a damn, these people have a right to know — they had a right to know before they ever set out for this godforsaken place!”

“What is it,” Catherine said, standing up and addressing Bert. She knew what he had to say was important, and though she wanted dearly to hear it, she felt a knot of sickness and worry well up within her at the same time. It wasn’t good. Whatever he was going to say, it wasn’t good. Bert looked at her, glanced at Howell and Becky and then back to her.

“There is no Asitwas,” he said. There was a general gasp of incomprehension in the diner, and Catherine was aware of Eddy and the waitress shaking their heads dolefully.

“What’s this old guy talking about?” the man from the window booth called out, seeming to be talking to the diner staff as though Bert was their kid. 

“The place is still just Arkham,” Bert went on. “They tried an experiment years ago to go back living as before, but it was shut down in only a few weeks. Some local politicians wanted the story to get out so they could use it for their own gain, but it’s never been the place you all thought you were going.”

“This is crazy,” Howie said. “How could that even be possible?” Catherine could feel the waver in his voice, and she knew he believed Bert though he didn’t want to.

“Local laws were passed around here, telling us we had to remain quiet about it. There are severe punishments — some of them very unpleasant for even speaking about it. Local businesses did well out of the transit of people trying to get there.” Bert was shaking his head in sorrow as he related this.

“It isn’t possible,” Howie said again, the strain in his voice becoming more noticeable. “What about all the people who went to Asitwas already — I’ve never heard of anyone coming back home to say anything like what you’re telling us?”

“Have you ever heard of anyone coming back at all?” Bert asked. A cold shiver ran down Catherine’s back as she suddenly thought of all those people dead.

“What happened to them all?” This was the scared voice of Becky now.

“Nothing too bad,” Bert said quickly, obviously feeling their fear or hearing it in their voices. “They are not allowed to leave once they get there. As you know, there is no internet there — none that can get out unfiltered or edited at least — so they just live as they did before they came here.”

Howie’s head dropped into his hands, and now Catherine felt sorry for him instead of angry. She was distracted though, and there was something hard edged in her gut that pushed to get out. She looked to Eddy and the waitress.

“Do you know how dangerous it is for people to come here?” she asked them. Eddy shifted uneasily, and the waitress looked to him like he was the one supposed to answer — he was the boss here after all. “We were almost killed plenty of times, and you’re telling me we went through all of that for nothing?”

“We didn’t make the laws lady,” Eddy rebuffed her. “We don’t like it any more than you do, but we have to live here you know!”

“How many people do you think haven’t been as lucky as us?” Catherine went on. “How many have been killed by the wild savages who live in the rural areas people have to come through to get to Asitwas?” Bert looked to the ground ashamed.

“We couldn’t do anything,” Eddy pleaded. He was looking around the room now, hoping for someone to look upon him sympathetically. 

“We’ve all been through hell to get this far, and now you tell us we risked everything and left everything behind for nothing!” This was the man at the window again. He was trying to sound tough and angry, but his voice faltered at the last. Catherine felt weak and she slumped back into her seat. 

General murmuring, sadness and anger spread around the diner. It seemed everyone here save Bert and the staff were in the same boat and had the same frustrations and disappointments to deal with. No doubt every diner or bar in town or within fifty miles of Asitwas was the same.

“We’re all in the same boat,” Catherine said out loud as some idea came seeking to grip hold inside her brain.

“What?” Becky asked. Howie too looked up at her. There was an energy between them now, they could all feel it, but it was emanating from Catherine. 

“What is it?” Howie asked.

“Look at all these people,” she said, glancing around the diner. “There’s more too, lots more in other places.” Catherine was nodding eagerly at her own words, like she was thinking out loud but hadn’t come to the point yet. 

“What about them?” Howie asked.

“We all want the same thing,” Catherine said, as the idea slotted home. She turned and looked into Howie’s eyes and grabbed his arms joyfully. “We all want the same thing.” For a second, he only stared back at her, but then she saw the dawning of the idea come over his face.

“What are you saying?” Becky asked, though Catherine could tell she was understanding it already too. 

“She’s saying,” Howie said, looking in her eyes for permission to go on. Catherine nodded. “She’s saying if there is no Asitwas, we should make it real ourselves.”  Catherine grinned and nodded ever more vigorously.

“How?” Becky asked, but she was enthusiastic, willing, ready to get on board with any idea to make this happen.

“We need to go north,” Catherine said. “Leave the country, cross the border and set up there. The population already exists. Between us I’m sure we’ll have all the skills we need to start a town and it can grow from there. It doesn’t have to be many to begin with!” Catherine had never been so excited about an idea in her life.

“Are you being serious?” the woman from two tables away asked. Catherine looked up and saw that she now had the entire focus of the room on her again. They were all waiting for her answer.

“It won’t be easy,” Catherine said, “but I’m sure we can do it. Even if it’s only the people in this diner to begin with, we can make it happen, I know we can.”

“All we want is freedom,” Howie added to the room. “We can all get by with less if we have that. Everything else will follow, and before you know it, we can have a town where all of us can be ourselves and be free!” He sounded excited, and Catherine wondered, smiling, if this was his official announcement to run for mayor of their new town. Whatever it was, it worked. The people in the diner were excited about the idea, and the place was suddenly buzzing with ideas as everyone talked to their neighbor at the same time. Catherine wrapped her arms around him, and he hugged her back tightly.

“We can do this,” she whispered to him.

“We sure can,” he answered. Over his shoulder Catherine met Becky’s eyes and they were smiling happily. They were going to do this, she’d never been more sure of anything in her life.  
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Epilogue
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The heat shimmer in the road ahead always made it look as though someone was there walking along the road. No matter how fast the motorcycle went, though, it never came close to catching this mirage. Brandt couldn’t help but think each time that this was Howell. It had been close to a year since Brandt had let him slip between his fingers, and each day brought new incredulity to this fact. True, Howell had come very close to death that day Brandt ran the pickup off the road, but to that point it had only been luck that allowed him to evade detection for so long. How was it possible for that luck to be still working for him?

Well, perhaps it had finally run out. Maybe, at the end of this road, Brandt and Howell would come face to face once more. This would be the last time.

After that, Brandt’s quiet life in the woods was going to stay on hold for a little while longer. As he’d learned of the falseness of the Asitwas, he’d also learned how complicit Senator Swain had been in the whole affair. It had been nothing more than a political stunt to get himself closer to top seat of the government. Well, Brant had taken personal offense at this deception, and he was determined to make sure Swain would never get that top job. A well-protected member of the government – that sounded like something more fitting to a man of Brandt’s rare talents. Much more fitting. 

But that was for later. There was one more ‘memory murder’ to go first. Brandt eyed the long road north ahead of him and smiled. The motorcycle roared in the still air as the heat shimmer waited patiently ahead. 
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The End
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