
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    THE POPULACE 
 
    A Novel 
 
    Aaron M. Patterson 
 
   


  
 

 CONTENTS 
 
    Chapter 1 – The First of August 
 
    Chapter 2 – Enter the System 
 
    Chapter 3 – From There 
 
    Chapter 4 – Sad Wings 
 
    Chapter 5 – Almost Two Decades 
 
    Chapter 6 – The Choices We Make 
 
    Chapter 7 – Sooner than Later 
 
    Chapter 8 – Like Rifts of Charcoal 
 
    Chapter 9 – Human 
 
    Chapter 10 – Common Interest 
 
    Chapter 11 – Reassemble 
 
    Chapter 12 – Roadblocks and Moon Rocks 
 
    Chapter 13 – Somewhere in the Plains 
 
    Chapter 14 – The Food is Out There 
 
    Chapter 15 – Some Awakening 
 
    Chapter 16 – Me and Gene 
 
    Chapter 17 – Minus the Populace 
 
    Chapter 18 – Equals Nobody 
 
    Chapter 19 – The Road 
 
    Chapter 20 – Motor Odor 
 
    Chapter 21 – BBQ 
 
    Chapter 22 – Developments 
 
    Chapter 23 – All of Us 
 
    Chapter 24 – Sororicide 
 
    Chapter 25 – From Here 
 
    Chapter 26 – The Mouth 
 
    Chapter 27 – Pauline 
 
    Chapter 28 – Found 
 
    Chapter 29 – Wish I Were Here 
 
    Chapter 30 – Idle Minds 
 
    Chapter 31 – The New Place 
 
    Chapter 32 – Gene Lives! 
 
    Chapter 33 – Home Sweet Somewhere 
 
    Chapter 34 – Immediately 
 
    Chapter 35 – A Cup of J 
 
    Chapter 36 – Fidelity 
 
    Chapter 37 – Good Morning Winter 
 
    Chapter 38 – The Other One 
 
    Chapter 39 – Upon the Shadows of These Forests 
 
    Chapter 40 – I Am Remarkable 
 
    Chapter 41 – The Hurts’ 
 
    Chapter 42 – Nice Guys Finish Dead 
 
    Chapter 43 – The End of Ignorance 
 
    Chapter 44 – And So On 
 
    Chapter 45 – Number Seven 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    The First of August 
 
      
 
    I’m alone.  I’m so very alone.  Lonely?  Not really.  But all in my world, in the physical here and now, is just me in my sympathetic chair.  It’s been like this for twenty hard years.  It certainly says something about this thing called humanity, the one after everything struck, that I can commit five murders and instantly be pardoned from it.  No, this isn’t the same humanity from before.  And humans, well, I just don’t know them anymore.  And yet, I am still one of them. 
 
    I’m alone because my very nature won’t allow me to be near anybody else.  Not a single soul.  It’s this thing in us all, this urge, and it does not discriminate.  It does not judge.  It just goes and we have no control over it.  The Ire, as it’s called, has ruined humanity.  That’s an understatement.  The Ire took the earth’s population from 8.3 billion people down to 2.5 billion very literally overnight.  By the end of 2030, five months after it hit, I think we were down to 700 million.  The numbers are hard to understand, yes, but they’re accurate and extremely unnerving.  Little by little, the numbers shrunk emphatically.  And now, here it is, the year 2050, and I believe Mother Earth is mother to probably 5 million children.  How is that for population control? 
 
    I’m currently in my cabin in the Minnesota Number-5 Development.  Sounds cozy, but rest assured it’s not.  Granted, I’ve made a decent life for myself here in the last nineteen years.  You have to make best with what you have when you’re promised absolutely nothing.  Ever.  And when the corroding vortex of self-loathing comes creeping around every few hours, you’re required to swat it away like a fly.  I hate the vortex. 
 
    No, this isn’t luxury.  It’s necessity.  It is the only way humanity can survive in this age, the age of involuntary murder.  Survival of a species requires individual survival of its members.  Yes, I was one who opted to stay alive, to try to understand why we suddenly became ravenous around others and to try to fix it.  Tall order, even for me. 
 
    And there aren’t many out there like me; there hardly was since the beginning.  Who wants to remain in a world where close-quarters contact with another individual will always end in either’s death, or sometimes the death of both?  Who wants to remain in a world where there is neither a reason nor a punishment for murder?  These are two questions I ask myself too many times a day and I still haven’t found answers to them.  But one question keeps me going—how can I keep our species around? 
 
    I, Wallace Auker, am forty-two years old.  I’m large on the side of stocky muscle.  Six-foot-three, two-fifty.  It’s not bragging information, but rather an indicator as to why I am still here.  Some called it nature’s age-old mode of survival of the fittest, weeding out the weakest so only the strong in the herd remained—the thinning of the herd.  A cannibalistic food chain was another common remark.  But overall, it was none of those things.  It was, and is, a fluke and nothing more. 
 
    That day, August 1st, 2030, is excruciatingly tattooed on my brain.  If they ever made lasers to remove such a tattoo I would strongly ask for said treatment.  I was a college student, twenty-two, at St. Cloud State University in St. Cloud, Minnesota, only a handful of miles south of here.  It was 9:10 Central Time.  I was heading from one building to the next between classes.  I wore a red T-shirt with the words DOXEN written in black Cooper font on the front.  To this day I can’t remember what Doxen was, but I really don’t care. 
 
    As I walked to the next building I saw a fight break out between a young man and a young woman in the yard.  As I looked on, I saw the fight escalate.  And then more.  I gawked harder to see the looks in their eyes.  I had seen anger several times before that incident, but each time it was infused with a noticeable trace of sympathy.  That was removed from their eyes.  This was unabashed rage, as though each had killed the others’ entire families. 
 
    The fight grew heavier.  Noises began circling around me, noises similar to what I was hearing down in the yard from the man and woman.  I turned to see down the breezeway two young men starting to go at each other.  But these weren’t normal fist fights.  These were the do-anything, break-everything, do-not-stop-until-he-is-dead bloodbath types of fights.  Literal assaults on one another. 
 
    As more struggles began igniting all around me, the worst thing of all occurred.  I began to feel weighed down, entirely buried in a blissless blanket of complete fury.  I turned slightly to my right, still very cognizant of everything, to see Professor Hufton, the stereotypical burlap-suit-wearing older English professor with a big white beard, staring me down with the same rage in his eyes.  And then where there once was a white beard was a red beard.  The entire image of Professor Hufton was red in many different shades.  I just needed to kill him.  The whole universe would become better at that very moment if I killed the old man.  The world would thank me.  It absolutely had to happen.  He needed to die and I needed to make it so. 
 
    We ran at each other at great speed, my speed much greater than his of course due to age.  I took him down to the ground and immediately kicked him as hard as I could in his left side.  I shouted something very incoherent over and over, like a war cry.  As he struggled to stand to strike me back, I took his head and drove it into the concrete below us.  He looked stunned and began screaming, also angrily and incoherently.  So I drove his head into the concrete again.  He still struggled so I did it again.  Then again and again and then again until I heard a crushing sound and saw the dark liquid seeping from the back of his head.  His eyes remained open as he died before me.  The weight was gone like a flash.  Then went the redness everywhere.  Now the only red I could see was the red blood pooling behind his head.  And that feeling of weightlessness quickly shifted to guilt and fear over what I had just done. 
 
    I was going to jail.  No doubt about it.  I sat on my butt beside Professor Hufton’s body and cried.  It was all I could do.  I had killed a man who had just taught me how to write haikus the previous semester.  I could make no sense of it.  So I waited until the campus police found me, likely through the surveillance cameras at every corner, and hauled me away. 
 
    Instead, what I got was the sound of total chaos showering my ears.  I stood from the body and looked to see what could only be described as a weaponless war being waged by everybody at SCSU.  And just as I was starting to feel the panic of something terrible happening, I got that same rage sensation again. 
 
    The scream of a young girl, probably eighteen years old and very frail, alerted me this time.  She was running at me.  I, in turn, ran at her and tackled her to the ground and laid blow after blow with my fists on her face.  Violent strikes, each with their own government.  The world needed me to kill her with my fists.  It was my duty.  And so I did.  And she, too, was red.  And after she was dead, her normal hue came back. 
 
    Once again, I stood to assess what I had done.  Now the panic had crashed down on me like a hundred nuclear bombs.  Two murders in two minutes.  I was a dead man.  Although people were dying all around me at the hands, yes hands and not guns or knives, of other people, I was singling myself out as the one committing such atrocities.  My only option was to hide.  Otherwise, I could get tempted to kill yet again.  Why was I killing? 
 
    I ran into Stearns Hall, the nine-story residential dormitory building nearest to my location.  Upon entering I saw more bloody fights occurring down the hall and over to my left.  The rage began building inside me.  I felt it.  I needed to kill something.  But I couldn’t see who needed to die.  A few seconds passed and the urge was gone.  I could think again.  I needed to isolate myself and fast.  An auxiliary stairwell was just to my right.  I ran like a cheetah up those stairs to the roof.  I found a pipe and barred the door shut.  I now resided all alone atop the tall structure. 
 
    As I looked down, the horrific scene continued in the yard and other places around campus, though it gradually dwindled, for there were less people to kill.  It gave me time to think.  The cell in my pocket began buzzing.  I removed it to see a state of emergency alert on the screen.  Even though I remember every word to this day, I still cannot recall what they were trying to do. 
 
    Emergency A-4-GPWWT-55-2 Greater St. Cloud Area.  1 August, 2030.  09:20 CDT.  All residents are ordered to remain in their homes.  No citizen is allowed outside of their home at this time.  A toxin has been released.  This toxin is providing neurological inconsistencies on humans, allowing for horrendous acts upon others.  No further details at this time.  Again, all residents are ordered to remain in their homes.  Those seen outside will be detained or shot on-site. 
 
    Toxin?  There was no toxin.  Of course, we didn’t find this out until later.  But still, there was no reason to say that unless it was simply a deterrent.  Little did the authorities know that at that very moment, in houses across the planet, men were killing their wives and children, women were killing their husbands and children, children were killing their parents, etc. 
 
    I didn’t need some emergency alert to tell me something bad was happening.  Well, much worse than bad.  The worst thing in the history of the world was happening.  It was, without contest from anybody who lived through it, the unconditional definition of Armageddon.  So there, on the roof of Stearns Hall, I laid on my back, the blood of an old man and a frail girl caking my flesh and clothes, living through the great Armageddon.  The magnitude of what I had done, let alone what I had seen, sent me into a deep slumber. 
 
    I awoke to the siren of a tornado.  Thinking I was waking from a nightmare, I went for my clock on the dresser.  But I was still on the roof.  No nightmare.  Everything came back like bricks.  And it was night, much of the city of St. Cloud blacked out for some reason. 
 
    Dad.  I needed to call my dad.  He was recently a widower, again, as my step mother had died that January and he was a wreck.  I dialed his number with nothing.  No dial-tone.  I tried again and again with no luck.  It was obvious every mode of communication was either tied up or unavailable, likely because the folks running the cell traffic were in their offices or tower stations killing each other.  Again, Armageddon. 
 
    It was around this time I began fearing for my life more than I feared for the lives of those I could possibly kill.  I guess I was astute, quick to pick up on the situation.  I knew if somebody were to come near me, I would have it out with them to the death.  I simply didn’t want to allow that to happen again, nor did I want to die.  I wanted, needed to know what was going on with me and all others. 
 
    Luckily, I had in my satchel a bag of barbecue potato chips, a Twinkie, gum, and a bottle of seltzer water.  I could live on that for a few days if need be. 
 
    The next morning I awoke to the tune of a megaphone blasting the sound of a man’s growling deep voice.  It approached Stearns Hall.  I stood to see a man walking along the road with the megaphone in one hand and a rifle in the other. 
 
    “Do not come near me,” he calmly ordered, the rifle sticking straight out as he circled while walking.  “I am an official with the Stearns County Human Services.  As you are aware by now, nobody, including myself, is to be approached under any circumstance.  The result will be the death of you or another person.  If you can hear me, stay where you are away from all people until more information can be provided.  I repeat, do not come near me.  Do not approach other people.” 
 
    He went on in semi-repeat fashion as he walked down the street away from campus.  Clearly, the man knew the situation and wanted to try and help, regardless of the assault rifle he toted.  It was some relief, yes, but the tone of his voice and the overall silence of St. Cloud that morning slowly bred more anxiety.  That was my take on it, at least. 
 
    It was around noon when what could have been construed as a parade on any other day turned into my saving grace.  A series of men and women, widely scattered for everybody’s protection, walked down that same street throwing bags at anybody who was in view.  I saw a middle-aged man in the window of the tower across from Stearns hall waving his hands.  He got a bag.  Another man, this one far in the corner of another building a good distance from me, also waved and received his bag.  Then they saw me.  I didn’t even really need to raise my hands while they threw white plastic bags with black bow ties at the tops at me.  In them were crackers, apples, first-aid ointment, little packets of peanut butter, and a bottle of water.  By the end of the ‘parade’ I’d been tossed eight bags, more than enough nourishment to keep me alive. 
 
    But rather than drink all that water, that delicious water in the hot August sun, I used two bottles to thoroughly rinse my naked body of grime and, more importantly, blood from my two victims, the task aided by the use of a used bar of soap I happened to have in my bag.  Though a tad thirsty, I was superficially clean of the mess I had become for a little while. 
 
    Five more days went on like this.  More bags thrown my way, more people doing everything they could to keep me around.  After the fourth day, I began to wonder, very irrationally due to heat, fear, and loneliness, if these people were simply there for me.  I did, after all, see the guy in the building across from me jump from his window down to the street five stories below the previous day.  We were dwindling.  By we, I mean all people, not just the residents of St. Cloud.  That was my supposition, that it was global.  Otherwise, we would be seeing, hearing, and feeling helicopters and fighter jets in the skies above our heads. 
 
    Luckily, cell batteries had come a long way and I still had nearly a full charge on the fifth day.  I could read information on the internet.  Unluckily, all interpersonal contact, such as voice and text, remained unavailable.  My dad was dead.  I just knew it.  As were my sister, aunts, friends back in Bemidji, everybody I ever knew my entire life.  I had no reason to believe any of them survived.  It was not hard to hide from the grief.  I focused on survival, and it served, probably unintentionally, as the perfect deterrent. 
 
    Bit by bit, the situation was both being understood and controlled.  I still ponder how the people working at these news sites were alive and communicating to get this out there.  For that matter, how did the world still have electricity?  Power plants are a collaborative effort.  Without people helping people, we should have had no power.  I gradually came to terms with the idea that luxuries would quickly become a thing of the past. 
 
    Five days after it all began, around midday on the sixth of August, a much larger series of people walked the street.  Again separated by great distances, they appeared far more militant in nature.  They called out in similar fashion to the man four days earlier. 
 
    “Evacuation of all living persons will begin at Seventeen Hundred hours today.  We have marked and detailed all survivors on this street and the surrounding eight streets.  You are ordered to remain at a distance of one-hundred yards from any other human, which includes us in uniform.  Violators will be shot if seen any closer.  If you choose to survive longer, this will be your only option.” 
 
    I had no glamorous allusions of the Army saving the day, that our nightmare was over.  Quite the contrary.  I knew it was the beginning of a very long, very arduous road.  This was largely a result of my frequent views at news feeds on my cell.  I knew what was happening, and it was going to be untainted sorrow. 
 
    My supplies narrowing, I had no intention on staying.  I took the military man’s advice and took myself, albeit very carefully, to the street below.  It took an hour to get everybody evenly lined up.  But then we marched.  We marched through the evening, the night, the morning, stopping each time somebody needed a break or the few times we heard shots—yes, they were being killed if they stepped out of line.  No other time in the span of humanity was such an atrocity directly aimed at keeping everybody else alive. 
 
    I was slightly near countless other folks, but I was also alone.  No words to speak, no friends to drink with.  But I churned on.  I had to get to this goal, to be there when we found out what the hell this was.  Part morbid curiosity and part intent on helping, I had to be a part of it.  For this, I walked the entire twenty-nine hours from St. Cloud to Maszerk, a tiny community twenty miles to the south. 
 
    We were stopped and told to listen at the speakers spread far apart in order for all of us to hear.  And listen we did. 
 
    “This is your home.  Over the bend is a series of small barracks to house you temporarily.  The barracks, which are actually very small huts, have been designated suitable due to their distances from each other.  We will assign each of you one hut and guide you through this speaker to the one assigned to you.  We will retrieve your name, profile, brief history, and possible contact data from those once close to you.  You will then remain in your huts until better housing can be provided.  Supplies will be placed near your hut each morning.  Your wastes, as in your piss and your shit, will go in the working latrines in each hut, as Maszerk’s sewage system still works, fortunately.  In each hut is a cell with charging plates and a spare battery.  You are strongly encouraged to keep informed of the situation through your cells.  If and when communication comes back online, you can try to contact people from your past.  It, as well, is encouraged.  We are still on the grid here, so electricity is abundant.  The huts are not air conditioned, however.  But under no circumstance are you to leave your huts.  Open a window if you need air.  Cameras are being erected around Maszerk to ensure we don’t have people trying to wonder off.  If you are seen, you will be terminated.” 
 
    Spelled out.  I was terrified.  What the hell were we doing being willingly caged up like dinner meat?  This was the first moment I started understanding suicide as a viable option.  It truly was.  Either keep going around these blind turns where fun is likely to never exist again or end myself.  I was not and am not religious.  I have no moral misgivings about suicide, so it would be a clean break.  And yet, it never really came to the forefront of my mind like it did the others who were successful at it. 
 
    This was the first week following the Ire.  Murder, loss, regret, hopelessness, and finally visions of a banal future for all human inhabitants of the planet.  And even then, the first of August seemed like a millennia ago. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Enter the System 
 
      
 
    While I am alone right now, I can’t say my life is precisely terrible.  I garden, I watch old late 2020’s television repeats, I laugh, and I have some friends.  Indeed friends, but more on that later.  This cabin provides a world for me as I provide a life for it.  We’re intertwined, pupated organisms feeding from one another.  It was not always this way. 
 
    Life in the huts, or shit rows as we commonly called them, was abysmal the short time after the Ire began.  We all awaited the arrival of these now-mythical cabins they kept mentioning without any detail.  The short-smart callout programs on all our cells provided us to reach those local to us, more specifically people within a mile.  They would install callout names and brief bios on the cells so we knew to whom we spoke.  And it was almost instantaneous when we began reaching out. 
 
    I believe it was the twenty-eighth of August.  I’d found a routine in the hut, most of which was to keep my sanity.  Sleep, eat, light workout, sleep, think, sleep, eat, and sleep.  Sunup to sundown, it worked for three weeks.  That night I heard the noticeable sound of my cell dinging in horribly off-key chimes.  It was a first.  I looked at the screen.  Babblerook came across the screen.  I saw the brief description, but maintained it was a joke.  J Babblerook, White Male from St. Cloud, 23 Years Old.  Yes, it had to be a joke, so I ignored it.  I saw another one pop up immediately after it.  HayJo was the word coming across the screen.  Certainly another fake name.  But I caved.  I touched it to reveal the rest.  Haydon Jones, White Male from Duluth, Minnesota, 31 Years Old.  This was my first friend following the Ire. 
 
    I accepted the short-smart call by pushing the button and placing it in front of me.  On the screen was a tall yet dreadfully thin man possibly removed straight from a big farm, his straw hat and overalls as coarse as any burlap bag.  “Is this Haydon?” I asked, my northern voice wobbly from not speaking to a soul in about a month.  And I’m sure Haydon had noticed my badly-stained white tank-top shirt as my only top—nobody had done any laundry in the same amount of time, meaning we smelled. 
 
    “This is Haydon,” he replied.  Northern country guy to the T.  “I saw your callout.  Wall?  What the fuck is that?” 
 
    “Short for my name.  Wallace.  Wallace Auker.”  He could have easily looked at my bio to get that information.  Certainly, he wasn’t one of Minnesota’s Mensa members. 
 
    “Stupid fucking name.  Willis, you said?” 
 
    The first person to say a word to me in a month and it had to be possibly one of the stupidest people left on earth.  “Wallace, you idiot.” 
 
    “You’re callin’ me an idiot, Willis?  Well that can get you killed.” 
 
    “Walk over to my hut and see what happens,” I said.  I was teasing of course, as it would bring on the Ire.  By now everybody knew that.  Or I thought they did. 
 
    “I’ll walk over and cut your throat, Willis.  I promise.  I don’t like no guys calling me stupid.” 
 
    “I welcome it, Haydon.” 
 
    This went on for probably an hour.  Back and forth bottomless threats with neither of us having any intention on seeing them through.  It honestly became fun after a while.  The curse words being heaved around, the pent-up rage we’d all come to know due to isolation and regret, it was all being released.  It was for this reason that I think Haydon, stupid and backwards as anything, was much smarter than me.  He set it up.  He wanted the relay of insults.  Why?  For companionship.  Just to talk.  Sad in some circles, but highly necessary to both of us.  Brilliant. 
 
    Something was started from it.  I would have never anticipated it.  We became friends over the next two weeks.  The insults and threats gracefully morphed into casual conversations about our pasts, our fears, and what we will do when the Ire is over—we both knew it would likely never be over in our lifetimes, but the game had to continue. 
 
    “Your wife, Donna was it?” I asked him one morning during another long conversation. 
 
    “Nah, it’s Diane.  Diane, Wallace.  We’ve been over this dozens of times.  Do you listen?” 
 
    We both chuckled. 
 
    “Then Diane.  You still haven’t heard from her?” 
 
    “She’s not in our range, Wallace.  I told you that.  If she’s alive, she will be in another collection of huts somewhere.  The day of the Ire we—“ 
 
    “I know, I know.  She was at the bank settling a land grant dispute in the next town.” 
 
    “No, you don’t listen.  She was at a bank in Minneapolis settling a student loan dispute.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to know more, Haydon?  You always end the story there.” 
 
    I looked on at the screen as my new friend lowered his head and began to weep. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I told him. 
 
    “Minneapolis, Wallace.  Minneapolis.  Downtown at a big bank.  Millions of people all over the place.  She called me about a half hour before everyone went crazy.  ‘I shouldn’t be long’ she said.  ‘We’ll have a nice dinner tonight.  Love you, baby’.  That was it.  Lord knows what happened thirty minutes later.” 
 
    “She could have gotten out, Haydon.  We never know.  And I’ve been reading some news feeds lately about the possibility of a percentage.” 
 
    “That shit?  Wake up, Wallace.  How could anybody know there’s a small percentage of people who aren’t affected by the Ire?  Whoever they come in contact with is almost destined to be somebody with the Ire.  Then they would die and the statistics get ruined.” 
 
    “News said possibly .5% of the population is immune.  That’s something.” 
 
    “And the odds that she was suddenly surrounded by hundreds if not thousands of .5% people are next to nothing.  And it’s certainly nothing to hang my hat on, Wallace.  No, I hold onto no hope that I’ll see her again.  Hell, I may see nobody again.” 
 
    Like lightning, the sorrow I’d repressed for a month and a half struck me and took me over.  Haydon’s last statement made me realize I, too, would forever be alone.  I would never see my dad again, my sister, my aunts, or my friends back in Bemidji.  I cried along with Haydon, the cell still held in my hand.  It lasted many minutes.  But we had, in some way, each other to cry on, or near. 
 
    Although it was not exactly direct human contact, the cells worked to keep us sane.  Others tried to contact me from the nearby huts, but I pretty much ignored them all.  I had something good with Haydon and I didn’t want to muddy that up with too many friends.  As it was, I never had many friends before the Ire, which was probably why it was easier for me to survive in solitude than most other people.  He would have made a good lover if I were gay. 
 
    Haydon and I kept a nearly-direct line of contact over the next few months.  It was the last week of December, cold and very snowy, when progress finally began to be made on the whole cabin promise.  We were told by our cells to step outside our huts for an announcement.  Why it couldn’t be announced over our cells is beyond me. 
 
    “People of the Maszerk huts,” a man said over the speakers.  “My name is Jean-Terry Moreau.  I have been appointed the Statesman of this development, which is the Minnesota Number-5 development.  From that you may deduce that there are four before you and countless after you in Minnesota and you would be quite right.  Minnesota has thirteen developments for survivors.  Every state in the United States has developments, and the numbers vary due to population.  But this is Minnesota Number-5.  It is my duty above all else to inform you that you are not being detained.  We, myself included, are being contained.  The populace has been stricken with an unknown condition that makes us ravenous killers in the presence of other human beings.  We are not allowed to be in the presence of others.  This you know.  What you may not be aware of, however, is that this condition is likely to continue for years, decades, possibly until that last man on the planet is killed.  It is our sworn duty, not just mine but yours as well, to certify that such a fact never sees the light of day.  Containment at this day and time is our best hope to continue our species.” 
 
    I kind of knew that already.  He continued. 
 
    “We have spent the last three months creating livable abodes for you, the choosing survivors.  You have heard many mutterings of cabins since August.  That day is here.  Shortly, you will be walked to your assigned cabins.  This is different from the huts you reside in today.  While you were forbidden to remove yourself from the huts, each cabin has a large fenced-in yard for you.  You are very strongly urged to use this land for agricultural purposes, the seeds and instructions provided inside each cabin.  This is our effort to maintain your way of life as closely as possible to the way it was before we were afflicted with the Ire.  Televisions, some from before 2020, are in each cabin for entertainment purposes.  We will air repeats of shows similar to what you’ve probably been seeing in recent months with potentially newer over-the-air programming in the future.  Due to the overuse of electricity, mainly in the form of charging your cells in recent months, electricity will be curfewed from twelve midnight until 8 o’clock each morning.  This will not include heating in winter months, as gas heat will be provided.  Each lot has a well to a known aquifer beneath the land.  While this water source should be reliable, it may sometimes not work, at which time you will contact us.” 
 
    Us?  Who is us?  Was this some new dictatorship taking us over?  As if the Statesman were reading my thoughts, he explained. 
 
    “There is now one government, one world entity.  Currency is immediately devalued to nothing.  There is but one agenda, and it is to see our species survive whatever has taken us over.  Since the heavy lifting of research involving the Ire has been in Bern, Switzerland, it has been decided to make Bern ground zero for the new Centralized Authority.  The CA, if you will.  All mandates, litigations, edicts, whatever now come directly from Bern.  There is no ruling person in the CA.  Only people like me, possibly people like you, helping to keep us alive.” 
 
    The Statesman took a breath, long-winded after the speech that changed everything. 
 
    “We will start with the resident of Hut-1 over to the left.  If your name is Veronica Taper, shout at your loudest for confirmation.” 
 
    She was too far for me to hear, but apparently the Statesman heard it. 
 
    “Thank you.  Please follow the lights to your right to be directed to your cabin.  As for the rest of you, remain in place until your name is called.  This could take a while, so please be patient.” 
 
    And it did take a while.  About four hours later they called my name.  It sounded glorious.  Something was actually getting done in this ugly mess we were experiencing.  Even in a new world void of luxuries, the sound of my name being called was truly a monumental luxury. 
 
    The time had come for me to stroll into my new home, an exciting feeling amongst so much abhorrence following the Ire.  It had only been five months, but it had already felt like a decade without anything solid in the form of progression happening. 
 
    I stood before it after being directed there by beams of light from a crane on the road.  It was small.  However, not too small.  The walls were wooden and brown, hence the title of ‘cabin’.  If I had to guess without knowing the dimensions, I would say the cabin was probably about one-thousand square feet.  Again, not as small as we all thought.  And probably four times the size of the wretched huts we’d called home for four months. 
 
    The roof slanted from the front down to the back with solar panels on top.  It had a small covered porch on the front.  A red brick chimney jutted out of its right side.  And the yard on the lot, front, back, and sides, it seemed larger than the yard at my dad’s house in Bemidji.  Most clearly, these people were attempting to give us better lives than we all deserved after what all of us had done—it was rather apparent that most if not all of us who had survived had done so through the death of another. 
 
    I entered the cabin.  The first room was a modest living room with standard amenities—a nice sofa, a reclining chair, a coffee table, and a TV above the mantle of the real fireplace.  To the right was a single table for two people, although I would be the only one using it.  Behind that was the kitchen, its sink, refrigerator, counters, cabinets, and stove all somewhat small but incredibly nice.  Between the living room and the kitchen was the hallway leading to a sweeping bedroom in the back, the size of which I’d never known in my life.  The bathroom, complete with shower, toilet, sink, and washing machine, was off to the right in the bedroom. 
 
    “Huh?” I said aloud.  This was thoroughly unexpected.  It wasn’t a shabbily thrown-together place to sleep at night, much like the huts were.  This was a home, true to form.  The Centralized Authority, whatever it was really, honestly wanted us to live instead of just stay alive.  Perhaps the legendary quip was right all along—you can catch more flies with honey than with vinegar, the flies in this case being our continued existence. 
 
    I had power, water, sewage, food, entertainment, and comfort.  It was a half-a-year dream come true.  Even so, it was a mere fraction of the lives we had before the Ire.  Before the Ire.  Redundant, I know.  But that was life divided.  Imagine a triangle pointing upward.  Everything before the Ire was traveled up.  On the first of August, 2030, we crossed that apex and went down.  Way down.  We had a long way to go to level out, as the Ire was only five months old.  And this new society, one without currency, war, possibly religion, and human contact, it was the standard definition of ‘new’.  Indeed, we were all infants to it.  Growing up again was just getting started. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    From There 
 
      
 
    If I had a routine in the hut, what followed that year in the cabin was a certified exhibition of tedium and repetition.  And I loved it.  Well, relative to the situation the previous year, I did not have it bad.  It was my home, my place.  I would say I longed for human contact, but I honestly got used to my many, many chats with Haydon over the cell.  I found myself forgetting that he wasn’t actually in the same room as me on occasion as we talked.  Complacency buoyed me above the ocean of depression. 
 
    Oh yes, there was depression, and all people felt it.  Each day we would receive a report over our cells called the Succinct Figures Chart.  We were given very accurate numbers of the people that day in our development, in all the developments in Minnesota, and somewhat less accurate numbers of people left in the United States—what was once the United States, as borders were quite irrelevant anymore—and then the world.  We knew the next day if one of our fellow Fivers offed themselves or if they left the confines of their cabins to seek out others and killed or got killed.  I would say in that first year a good 70% of the Fivers we lost were due to suicide.  Reason dictated that the same was likely in every development in every land.  Humans, no matter how different, are still alike in so many ways. 
 
    My routine saw me through the day.  In the cold months before we were able to grow food, I would start the day with some coffee on the stove.  We still had access to basic foods such as pork, chicken, beef, and dairy, as there remained many brave ones out there on the land farming daily.  As such, I liked my eggs.  Scrambled with cheese. 
 
    Following breakfast I would head out to the end of my walk, the front of my property, to retrieve my food for that day.  In all honesty, I believe the CA overfed us the first year in our cabins.  Nevertheless, it was pleasant to have.  I would try to workout, often just performing a few pushups or jumping jacks and a run around the house, and then jump in the shower for a long four-minute cleansing. 
 
    I would watch some television, maybe nap, then go to the table.  It was at the table where the conversations began.  With Haydon I would talk, often one continuous conversation lasting into dinner and beyond.  Oh, I would cook dinner.  I’m not such a fan of dinner, but it was part of the routine.  Then TV while talking to Haydon, more talking, to bed with the cell in-hand, and then sleep.  Mundane, of course, but what else was I to do? 
 
    April brought about the planting of crops in my narrow lot behind the cabin.  But that was nothing special, just hoeing and sewing.  Special was my growing relationship with Haydon.  Purely platonic, yes, but we were rapidly becoming more than brothers.  We knew everything about each other by summer.  It was far and away unlike any friendship I’d ever had in my twenty-three years.  And our conversations grew too, some lighter and some much, much darker.  I can recall one late-night chat in June during a violent thunderstorm, one which would have normally contained a tornado siren before the Ire. 
 
    “I feel it,” Haydon said.  “This jerk, this itch in my legs, I know it’s there.” 
 
    “Well,” I returned, “maybe a call to the Number-5 clinic?  That should help.” 
 
    “Nah, Wallace.  Not like that.” 
 
    “Why not?  I read just last week about a woman in an Illinois development that was talked through a gall bladder removal surgery.  I mean, come on, Haydon.  We can’t see doctors anymore.  They have to show us these things anymore.” 
 
    “A different jerk,” he said. 
 
    “The other leg?”  I just wasn’t getting it. 
 
    “You shit, listen!  It’s metaphysical, almost paraphysical.” 
 
    Again, Haydon was very smart. 
 
    “This thing, Wallace, it’s something of a clue.  Like there is something out there about to happen.  Could be good, could be worse than the first of August.  I don’t know.  But I do know I felt the same jerk a week before the Ire.  I chocked it up to stress that week, jimmy legs.  But it was a sign.” 
 
    “You know, what happened to us the first of August was very mental, not supernatural or anything.  Perhaps it was your brain preparing for the Ire.” 
 
    “The fuck it was!” he returned.  “If my brain were going to prepare itself for the ten or so murders I committed those three days, it would have done something more than a goddamn leg jerk, Wallace.” 
 
    “I thought you said you murdered eight people.” 
 
    “Hard to keep count went I don’t remember everything.  But that’s neither here nor there.  The thing is, the jerk is happening again.  It’s very subtle, very almost not there.  I’ve not told you because I thought you wouldn’t believe me.” 
 
    “Well that’s a dumb notion, Haydon.  We’re both way past disbelief in each other.  I believe you.” 
 
    “Good.  Because, my friend, I think it’s coming.  I don’t know what ‘it’ is, but I know it’s on its way.” 
 
    “Are you afraid?” 
 
    “I am afraid, Wallace.  I am fucking terrified.  But I’m hiding it well.” 
 
    “You only talk to me.  Why hide it?  You saw me cry when I told you about my mother.” 
 
    “Different,” he calmly stated.  “That was the past.  This is the future.  I have a fear of things to come.  Always have.” 
 
    The conversation drew on well into the night past the blackout time of midnight.  We were now officially inseparable. 
 
    The end of May brought about more information regarding my friend.  It was about six in the morning when I heard the cell dinging. 
 
    “Haydon, it’s early,” I answered. 
 
    “What did I say when we first met, Wall?” 
 
    “I don’t know, something like hi?” 
 
    “No, you bastard.  I said a gem can be found in an ocean of shit.” 
 
    I honestly have no recollection of Haydon saying such words.  If anything, he thought he said it so his approaching revelation would have relevance.  I pretended anyway. 
 
    “Right, yes.  What of it?” 
 
    Haydon breathed deeply.  He wore no shirt.  This told me something was happening, as he always wore a shirt. 
 
    “I can’t believe it, Wallace.” 
 
    “Spit it out.” 
 
    “It’s...just unbelievable.” 
 
    “Haydon!” 
 
    “Diane called me.” 
 
    Stunned, the both of us. 
 
    “You’re kidding,” I said. 
 
    “Not even a little, Wallace.  My wife is alive.  She called me around one this morning once she found my information.  We talked up until a few minutes ago.  Like I said, I am in disbelief.” 
 
    “That is tremendous news!” I said, a more truthful statement never said by these lips.  “Of all the bad things that have happened, it’s incredible to hear such a good thing.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. 
 
    “So, how did she survive?” 
 
    He recalled the story.  It was as vivid as being there.  Apparently, Diane was on the first floor of the Crown Bank building downtown when the Ire struck.  She had gone to the ladies’ room and was in there alone when a commotion in the bank lobby began.  Frightened by the certainty that it was a bank robbery, she remained in the toilet stall.  Many minutes went by when one of the men in the bank entered the restroom to attempt to clean the blood from his body.  She felt the Ire and tried to break free of the stall.  The man did the same thing, scratching and pulling at the door.  The saving grace was that the stall door extended all the way to the floor and almost to the ceiling with concrete walls to its sides.  Also, the door had suddenly jammed. 
 
    After a while both parties became exhausted, with the man leaving the restroom in his Ired state.  Diane was left in a panicked pyre of confusion, as this was brand new and terrifying.  She remained in the stall until she heard nothing outside. 
 
    She left the stall to be greeted by a massacre in the bank lobby.  Vomit and tears ensued, but she was still alive.  She collected a bottle of water and a gun from the dead security guard and headed back into the stall in the restroom, a place where she now felt safe.  She waited there until the next day when she heard the same thing I’d heard in St. Cloud.  A man on a megaphone walked the street to give information and bags of food.  Like the rest of us, she paid close attention to her cell and was now privy to the situation. 
 
    Eventually, Diane was part of a crew that left downtown Minneapolis for a new development along the Mississippi River a few miles south of the city.  During this time she was repeatedly trying to contact Haydon to see if he still lived.  But Haydon had lost his cell the day of the Ire, thus he was unreachable.  Once the cabins were erected and accountability became increasingly visible, she found his name and information on the Succinct Figures Chart and immediately called him. 
 
    So I was happy for my friend.  Not jealous that I wasn’t receiving a call from my dad, who I knew was dead, or from my old friends, who likely were dead or simply would be unreachable hence forth.  I wasn’t angry that I did not feel the same jubilation as Haydon from a past voice reaching out to him.  No, I was just happy.  Happy that this man, meaning so much to me in such a short time, was rewarded greatly while swimming through the cesspool of maleficence. 
 
    Of course, the glee of the matter was limited.  The capping factor was the probability that he would never actually get to see his wife again.  He would never know her touch again, which, as a person who has never maintained a steady relationship, is a foreign concept to me.  Nevertheless, it hindered what would have otherwise been a glorious reunion. 
 
    Haydon made me befriend Diane through my cell and for the next many months we had countless multi-tier calls between the three of us.  I let them have their time alone, naturally, like a husband and wife should have.  And based on what Haydon told me, they didn’t waste it through banal chit-chat. 
 
    While by October I hadn’t become as close to Diane as Haydon had desired, she was still a friend.  She would occasionally call me up and tell me about something negative or nice Haydon said the previous day and I would guide her through my novella of advice.  Haydon would do the same.  In fact, I was quickly becoming their marriage counselor.  I wasn’t bothered by it.  Flattered, if anything. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Sad Wings 
 
      
 
    We’d been told about it for months.  It was the news.  Then finally, on October 15th, 2031, most of us got it in our daily packages at the front of our walks.  And it changed everything. 
 
    It was not some medicine making us able to tolerate others.  The Ire still ruled the world.  No, it was a device, an electronic necklace, that did one thing, but it did it well.  The necklace detected nearby human heartbeats-how it discerned between human and all other animal heartbeats remains a mystery.  But it worked.  The purpose?  To allow safe distance in-person conversation. 
 
    Enough research had been done on the Ire in the year-plus since its start for scientists in Bern to know rather accurate proximities for Ire initiation.  And it was almost always the same across the board.  This was the letter that came with the necklace. 
 
      
 
    Dear Opting Survivor: 
 
    As you are very aware, our species is not the same as it was in July, 2030.  No longer can we converse in each others’ presence.  No longer can we have intimate contact with another person.  This affliction, the Ire to most but officially labeled Unidentified Sudden Human Proximity Mania Syndrome (SPMS for short), has changed every aspect of our daily lives.  The earth’s population is now a fraction of what it was before SPMS.  But you have chosen to survive, to preserve the humanity this earth has left. 
 
      
 
    The necklace in this container is a digital proximity monitor, an instrument to allow, safely, the semi-distant in-person interaction with another person while not instigating SPMS.  Research has shown that the Ire symptoms begin within thirty feet of another’s presence, though it is within fifteen feet when action must be taken, i.e. the death of the offending human.  All tests have shown this to not be the norm, but rather the absolute rule.  Beyond thirty feet is what is referred to as the Calm Zone.  For this, the necklace alerts, through flashing lights on its surface and a piercing whistle, if the Calm Zone is coming close to being violated.  The light action and whistle both increase in intensity the closer the other human heartbeat reaches. 
 
      
 
    Your heartbeat requires syncopation with the necklace to rule out invalid heartbeat readings.  Instructions for syncopation are wrapped around the necklace upon opening the box.   
 
      
 
    This is not a gift from the newly-formed Centralized Authority.  This is a tool to allow some form of interaction with humans from a safe distance, thereby deterring the urge to commit suicide.  We implore you to wear this necklace at all times, inside or outside of your respective cabins.  It can be charged within an hour on your charging plates nightly.  An extra battery is provided in the box, and more batteries can be acquired through permission.  Also, just like with your cells, if a malfunction occurs you should contact your development Statesman to have another issued to you.  There is a surplus of both necklaces and cells in Bern for re-issue purposes. 
 
      
 
    This is just one of many objectives the Centralized Authority is attempting to further maintain humanity. 
 
      
 
    The births of new babies across the globe is almost non-existent due to the Ire of the mother once the child is exposed from the birth canal and ultimately terminates the child.  A program is being designed to remotely inseminate participating women.  Upon time for birth, the woman will be in a mechanized facility, sedated as she gives birth, and the child removed by machines controlled by distant humans.  The details, such as birthing locations, candidacy, and semen collection, are currently being developed in Bern.  More information will come later.  This is our only chance of seeing any new humans under the Ire. 
 
      
 
    No drug created in the past fifteen months has shown any signs that curb the Ire, according to tests.  However, a small few have delayed reaction time by minutes upon introduction of another person, and these drugs are being strongly focused on during testing of willing participants.  We are confident that with time we will synthesize a drug to keep the Ire 
 
     away long enough to produce interaction. 
 
      
 
    We are producing several self-hospitalization instructionaires of more ailments in order to keep you alive and healthy longer.  In addition, we are adding more pain medications in the weekly medicine batches you receive at your walks.  Antibiotics, though in short supply, are also being increased in your batches.  And while we do not condone it, we have been asked by countless people to provide cigarettes weekly.  It has been discussed and we have decided that until the world supply of already-created cigarettes has been exhausted, which is assumed to be around ten years, we can provide cigarettes weekly by the carton to those who request them. 
 
      
 
    We are tallying the numbers of remaining children on earth, although the number is most unfortunately small.  If you are a child under the age of fourteen, we know and are working to better give you child-specific instructions and learning lessons.  We realize this has been incredibly difficult for you.  Know that we are here. 
 
      
 
    To all our fellow opting survivors, we ask that you have patience in the years to come.  Perhaps the Ire will be gone tomorrow.  But the likelihood is that the Ire will be with us for a very long time, and it is everything we can do to now allow it to remove us from this great planet.  Religion has all but been forgotten since last year, but understand we are here for your every need in one way or another. 
 
      
 
    Your Loving Senior Statesman, 
 
    Johan Urwyler, CA Appointed 
 
      
 
    Some letter.  Nothing bad, as the bad stuff we already knew thanks to constant news feeds.  Frankly, it was an exciting time.  I instantly threw on my necklace, syncopated it, and noticed no heartbeats.  Ultimately, this little device kept so much of us alive throughout the years.  I truly doubt the CA knew how very effective it would end up being. 
 
    So it opened us up.  Haydon and I immediately set up a meeting.  The road in front of our cabins was distant enough that we could traverse it, but with the necklaces we could ensure we weren’t coming into contact with other people. 
 
    It was early afternoon.  Haydon lived seven cabins east on the road.  With nobody else on the road at the time, I set forth away from my cabin for the first time since my arrival there in December.  And then there he was.  Smaller in person than he was on the cell screen, but that was expected.  We talked roughly fifty feet from each other void of some electronic device.  This was the way it was always meant to be. 
 
    “Haydon?” I shouted. 
 
    “Wall?  You fucker!” 
 
    That happened every day throughout October and the first part of November, rain, cold, and snow be damned.  It was easily the highlight of both our days.  We eventually grew to become accustomed to yelling at each other so much that when we did chat over the cell it would start out in shouts by accident.  We certainly knew how to amuse each other. 
 
    The middle of November brought about a mild change.  Upon our daily meeting, Haydon told me about Diane. 
 
    “She’s coming here!” he shouted.  “Here, Wallace!  To actually see me!” 
 
    “How did she get that kind of permission?  And how is she getting here?” 
 
    “Special transport trains for just this purpose, Wall!  The CA approved it!  Goddamn it, I’m so happy!” 
 
    And he was.  It was scheduled for the middle of December.  His elation was not hidden starting the day he told me.  Every word was Diane this, Diane that.  I’m quite sure her absence had reignited his love for her, and that is one of the rarest and most unanticipated side effects of the Ire.  I find it beautiful to this day. 
 
    “One week,” Haydon said over the cell as I lay in my bed.  “She’ll be here one week from tomorrow, Wall.  I know I can’t touch her, but I don’t care as long as I get to see her.  Can you tell I’m excited?” 
 
    “Obviously,” I returned. 
 
    “It’s my only—“ 
 
    He was interrupted by a violent vibration followed shortly by the noticeable sound of a nearby explosion.  I heard it and felt it just the same.  I leapt out of bed, head-to-toe nude, to the window to see an orange light growing over the horizon possibly a mile away. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I said to Haydon over the cell. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine.  And Wallace, put on some clothes.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    I donned only some tight shorts and a thin jacket and went to the front of the walk.  Luckily, it was an abnormally warm night for November in Minnesota.  It was there, at the front of the walk where I typically received my daily supplies, where I saw people actually running toward me from the direction of the blast.  And then another blast struck, this one closer than the last.  About thirty seconds later came another.  The cabin about ten down from mine was the target and it was destroyed.  The cabin eight down from mine was promptly detonated.  This was unquestionably an attack on us for some unknown reason. 
 
    I had fallen to the ground from the motion of the blasts.  My cell lost contact with Haydon.  I tried to call but got no response.  My necklace then began whistling.  The people running at me were too far in the distance.  It didn’t make sense.  I turned and saw what I feared—someone was not only in my yard, but also in my cabin.  They had to die.  The Ire, gone well over a year, had returned.  I needed to remove this person from existence. 
 
    With the same unintelligible screams as I rang out at St. Cloud State, I ran at the person, a man who plainly looked red.  I jumped on him, bit deep into his throat, shoved my fingers deep into his eye sockets, and began punching him.  He was dead in the matter of twenty seconds.  That’s when the redness escaped my vision and I saw a man larger than me, perfectly dead.  Blood wateringly poured from the gaping hole in his neck.  I felt good, for I had fulfilled my duty.  But regret soon set in.  I knew what I had done. 
 
    As I instantly stewed in my own sorrow, another blast took charge of the atmosphere, this one occurring at the cabin across the road from mine.  The power of the explosion knocked me back a few feet, enough to bang my head against the front door of my own cabin.  It badly stunned me.  I was losing consciousness.  But it looked like my cabin was next, so I didn’t care. 
 
    But I remained awake, fighting the impulse to fall asleep.  In truth, I needed to keep going in order to find Haydon, to see if he was well.  He was all that mattered to me anymore. 
 
    As I stood, pieces of debris, such as foam from furniture, wood siding from the house, and many papers, began to rain down on my property.  A roof shingle attached to a small board landed atop my head, sending me back down.  Then, before I could get a grasp on the situation around me, I felt it again.  Not a blast, but the Ire. 
 
    A woman, very heavy and short, almost blindly leapt at me, trapping me briefly to the ground.  She called out madly as she placed strike upon strike on my face with her fists.  I returned her power by pushing her off and instantly kicking her in the head as she was sprawled on my front walk.  There was no worse person in the world, so she needed to be extinguished.  I would be pleasantly rewarded by society if I removed her, which is what I did.  With one furious stomp to her head, powerful enough to send parts of her brain through her nose and mouth, my job was done.  Relief!  And as redness evaporated from my eyes, so did the relief, violently replaced by sadness. 
 
    Why were these people coming to my house when they knew what it would do?  The road, people!  Stay on the road!  It’s a safe distance from the cabins.  Everybody knows that. 
 
    My inner-monologue pleas made no difference, as yet another person, this one a very young man, possibly sixteen, ran at me in a blistering Ired state.  I dodged him before turning to throw him hard to the walk below.  Like the large woman, I stomped on his head repeatedly.  It was devastatingly important that I kill him, for he represented all evil on earth.  And once the deed was done, I knelt over his body, my red view leaving, and just watched the blood drain from his crushed skull. 
 
    Meanwhile, debris still fell around me, some of it on me.  I wanted to run inside my cabin, to ensure nobody else came near and avoid another murder, let alone the potential death of myself.  Still, I couldn’t stay still.  Not when Haydon wouldn’t answer back.  With about as much reluctance possible, I took to the road and very slowly began walking in the direction of Haydon’s cabin. 
 
    Another explosion occurred past my cabin, apparently sparing mine.  It shook me mildly, but I was already bracing for it.  Whoever charged these detonations against the cabins did it methodically, and their reasons were still unknown at this time.  I didn’t care anymore.  I had to find Haydon. 
 
    I was fortunate enough to be graced by the presence of no people on the road toward Haydon’s cabin.  My necklace remained silent and still.  It did so even as I approached Haydon’s cabin.  It was not good. 
 
    The entire cabin was ablaze, or at least what was left of it.  I quickly ran inside to search for him.  Well, I found him.  He was dead, lying on the bed in his bedroom with flames around or on his charred body.  It was my only chance to do it.  I had to touch him.  Void of the Ired sensation, I put my hand on his head and said, “Goodnight, friend.”  The fire rapidly crawled up my hand onto my arm.  My hand stayed on his head for many seconds, damn the fire.  At least I could say I wasn’t without human contact of the single greatest person I’d ever known.  It didn’t seem to bother me that he was dead at the moment.  And I didn’t notice the sheet of paper that floated right into the pocket of my jacket. 
 
    Well, such a sentiment would never sustain the tortures of time in the human brain.  Grief nearly paralyzed me once I left the site of the burning cabin, my entire right arm burnt to a literal crisp.  I bandaged my arm, took the appropriate antibiotics and pain relievers, and remained in my bed for two weeks.  I think it was two weeks, can’t remember exactly.  Nevertheless, that was me grieving. 
 
    Haydon was dead one week before seeing his wife.  In fact, Diane came looking for me upon hearing of her husband’s death.  I didn’t want to see her.  She tried calling me on my cell several times, but I ignored her.  It was too painful.  She could not bring him back.  She gave up and probably went back to her development.  I truly did not care about her anymore, and that was the monster in me, or what I had become.  It was cold, callous, and utterly petty of me, but I did not care.  I hurt.  For some reason I blamed her.  She had no part in it, but I needed someone to blame for Haydon’s death.  If I’d just waited until the middle of December, I would have had the aim of my own personal ire, not the Ire. 
 
    It was an actual video report we all received on our cells.  No man in a tie at a desk, but instead just an aging guy in a black sweater in a badly lit room with a paper in his hand. 
 
    “Opting Survivors of Minnesota Number-5 development.  We have endured a tragedy here.  There have been no answers in the three weeks since it happened.  But I am pleased to inform you that after a thorough investigation, we have uncovered all relevant information.  This was a plot by two people, Anne Glaustner and Rachael Muth, two residents of our development.  They were detained yesterday and are being held in side-by-side cells at the moment.  We are fiercely asking these women questions about their reasons behind killing so many people.  Whereas the Ire kills as a parasite latched onto a host, this was another brand of murder, one of sheer bloodlust and malice.  They are to be punished if found guilty.  And since we no longer have proper courts, we will have to make this a judgment call, likely without all the facts in the case.  We will be updating you through text as we know more information.  Thank you, opting survivors.” 
 
    And we had our guilty ones.  Surprisingly, it really made no difference to me.  Haydon was dead and detaining the people involved was not going to change that.  This is when the depression I’d been repressing came on at full-force.  For the first time since the Ire struck, I was filled with nothing but sadness, and it lasted a very, very long time. 
 
    Ultimately, the women’s plot was fully discovered and described publically to our development.  Anne Glaustner and Rachael Muth were actually two lovers in Avon before the Ire.  They were relics of rebellion, despising all things government and organized.  Regardless of the Centralized Authority’s more-than-noble intentions, it was an entity with power, and the women saw this power and construed it for tyranny.  They ignored the truthful messages of the CA and formed an agenda to provide a form of anarchy in our development, the news of which would then circle around the globe and spark similar discontent in many, if not all, developments. 
 
    With no real judicial system hanging around anymore, the CA attempted a trial very quickly.  The trial was done away from our eyes, our eyes away from theirs.  The cameras would come on once judgment was ruled.  They were found guilty four weeks after the incident.  This entire time, they were held in large concrete cells, side-by-side, meaning they felt the Ire over two weeks.  They were left unwatched by cameras for fifteen days, and when the cameras came on we were greeted with quite the shock. 
 
    Anne, the one in the left cell, lay twitching and jolting on the cold ground of her cell, blood splattered on the wall and pooling under her.  Rachael, in her cell on the right, was dead.  Her body was badly bloated, meaning she had been dead many days.  Her cell walls, as well, were caked with her own blood.  The many close-up zooms of their bodies told the story of how terrible the Ire truly was. 
 
    If in the presence of a person but without the means to kill them, the brain does not shut off.  It continues to go until the body can act no more.  Whether it’s from the heart unable to work anymore upon endless hours of overexcitement, blood loss from attempts to break through the walls, or dehydration—a more likely scenario, as self-preservation is completely neglected in the midst of the Ire—death will come shortly.  Based on the lack of skin on her fingers and her teeth badly cracked, many missing, Rachael’s Ire did not stop until she was dead. 
 
    This was eye-opening for the Centralized Authority.  Sure, there were details always surfacing about how prisons and jails contained much of the same situations, as people remained incarcerated near others and the Ire presented the same situations.  However, they had assumed nature would take its course in such places where nobody cared about its residents.  But now, after publishing these images of two women tortured by a disease afflicting everybody, the CA realized image meant something in the long run.  They issued a series of apologies through textnet, the new data-only message delivery system that saved on electric resources—shortly, nearly every news story would have only words, hardly a picture, let alone a video. 
 
    The drama of Anne and Rachael died down once the new year hit.  Whereas two years prior I was drinking away with a few fair-weather friends at a pub, I did not celebrate.  How could I?  My only friend was no more, killed senselessly.  I hurt. 
 
    I kept the jacket I wore to find his body in the back of my bedroom closet.  It was charred, the black cloth now gray and cotton inside badly exposed.  It smelled of both burnt wood and flesh, the flesh portion of my own hand when I didn’t care I was being fried.  I don’t know why I kept it.  Perhaps I wanted to hang onto that innocence from before Anne and Rachael.  I killed two people while wearing that jacket. 
 
    Looking at it, I noticed something in the pocket.  I reached in and pulled out the slightly charred and otherwise ripped sheet of white paper.  There was but one phrase written in somebody’s mundane print, unfinished and glaring at me: ...on the sad wings of destiny...  Nothing else.  Who knows who wrote it, when they wrote it, what it meant, or what else was on the sheet?  Maybe a journal, maybe a new novel somebody tried to write, maybe even a train-of-thought dictation.  No matter, because I liked it.  Hell, I needed it.  It felt as though the author were speaking directly to me at the most perfect moment.  I folded it eight times over and shoved it back in the jacket I never intended to wear again.  I then hung the jacket up in my closet. 
 
    I found a pleasant surprise that New Year’s Day, and I would cherish that phrase.  For I lived every day going forward, not backwards, on the sad wings of destiny brought at my feet by the goddamn Ire.  Finally, grief had fully caught up to me.  Life was not the same after that. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Almost Two Decades 
 
      
 
    Things at Minnesota Number-5 development changed drastically all while staying exactly the same over the next few years.  More cabins popped up, most of them to replace the cabins felled by the two angry women.  Yet the cabins were exactly like all others.  We would be promised new, exciting advances in potential SPMS-management drugs.  One came along, but it was not tried on the population, only mentioned over and over.  The birthing initiative was lit, but there were no takers from our development; rumor had it that the total number for volunteering birthers in North America totaled under one hundred women. 
 
    Furthering the stagnancy was the fact that not only was frustration beginning to build from us opting survivors, but we were also growing damningly bored.  Stories would often come along through textnet of random murders from a distance, i.e. with guns, all over the world.  This was to break the monotony, and also to feel something real away from the crippling jaws of the Ire itself.  To take a life and mean it, to control the hour, somehow meant the Ire was at least mildly conquered. 
 
    I can’t say I would disagree with it either.  The sensation we feel when Ired is undoubtedly the worst feeling possible.  I had killed five people and I remember each one fantastically, and devastatingly.  I remember how the person I aimed to destroy appeared red in sight and aura, that each was the epitome of the devil.  My blood boiled, unable to cool down until the evil devil was removed from its life.  All people, or 99% of the world’s population, felt this Ire according to many of the statistics.  So yes, to make a kill that was void of the affliction haunting us all made some gain control.  I don’t think I could do it myself, but I do understand. 
 
    What I did not understand was the wailing and the beckoning of my sudden bout with loneliness.  My life had always been about me—my world, my day, my night.  As I mentioned before, it never made me upset to be alone.  I was comfortable there.  Then Haydon came along.  Then he was taken from me and the rest changed like a knife barely puncturing my jugular, allowing me to live but in pain with the threat that any move I make could end me. 
 
    I wanted it to be like it was before Haydon.  I didn’t want friends.  I didn’t want to lose a friend again, I should say.  Dozens and dozens of people in my development reached out to me in the year and then some following Haydon’s death.  My cell would often not stop ringing with people wanting to be my friend.  Not one did I accept.  Not a single call.  I knew, simply knew, that losing another person so close to me would feel epically worse than not letting another person in.  And in this age, when we were still mightily ignorant as to what the Ire actually was, death within the year was something of a 75% chance based on statistics. 
 
    All said, I did not want to be alone.  I wanted to allow a friend, two friends, a train of friends to come to me, remotely of course, and call me somebody they cared for.  I desperately needed it.  It was right in front of me to take, and still I refused it.  It confused me.  I believe it was summer in 2032 when I sat down in front of the window with a pile of pills, all delivered by the CA of course, in my hand ready to end it.  I couldn’t take the pills.  The thought of my own death honestly scared me more than my own thoughts of isolation and loneliness. 
 
    I was an exception.  That same day in the development we lost three people from suicide, part of a summer where our numbers went from 312 to 285 due to suicide.  The CA attempted to put out a suicide prevention program strictly to keep the numbers up, but it was extremely half-assed and, I would contend, not heavily supported in Bern.  Good intentions aside, less numbers meant less resources to expend.  Even the Centralized Authority, the overarching everything of all remaining people with a proven record of benevolence, easily fell victim to obvious and unavoidable logistics. 
 
    No, causing my own demise was not for me.  That same thing from before persisted, the one indescribable thing telling me to see this thing through.  Oddly, it should have become harder with the passing of the years, as complacency, boredom, loneliness, and hopelessness often ruled our lives.  Things did not grow more difficult.  Quite the opposite. 
 
    I mentioned I had routines at the beginning of the cabin placement.  It took a few years following the misery of losing Haydon, but the routine again surfaced sometime in the middle of 2034.  I always lived in the moment, never truly thinking of the next thing other than my crops.  And my crops, my farming, I was great at it.  I grew delicious tomatoes, juicy potatoes, delectable corn, fine onions, and a variety of other small staples that all came out very nicely.  Except eggplant.  The eggplant seeds provided by the CA must have been deficient or something. 
 
    Before long, ten years had gone by.  Ten years since the Ire crushed humanity almost to a pulp.  I was alive and very well in these pulpy remains of humanity, no real health issues, and growing wiser and stronger.  Not that I needed strength really, but the wisdom was most welcome.  Why?  It let me see things, new things, brighter things.  It opened my mind.  Whereas at twenty-two I knew little of social norms, the thought process, and self-purpose, by thirty-two I understood people, understood thoughts, understood existence, and most of all I understood myself.  I wasn’t lost.  Not by any means. 
 
    It wasn’t by accident, however.  I found wisdom the hard way.  Not through religion—of which it was practically dead at this point—and not through introspection.  I read.  I read a lot.  The television in my cabin was turned on less and less with each year.  I found every informational data disk I could and had the CA ship me all of them.  I would slide every disk into my slate, upload it, and move on to the next one.  By 2040 the entire floor of my closet was covered in disks I kept in case the slate broke and I needed to re-upload. 
 
    I was afflicted with influenza three times in the ten years since the Ire, each quickly stricken down by the medicine provided by the CA.  In fact, nearly every disease was taken care of after the Ire.  The flu was rare, but it happened based on residual viral loads in the body.  Strep throat, too, was practically non-existent.  And perhaps miraculously, but more than likely necessarily, people infected with HIV were pretty much cured thanks to a drug that just happened to spring up following the invitation to the cabins.  The same was for AIDS patients.  Cancer, though, still killed, as patients had no way to seek the right brand of medical treatment. 
 
    If not for the fact that we inherently killed each other at first sight, our society would have been deemed the most envied in the history of civilization.  We didn’t have wars; we couldn’t have wars.  It would not work.  The only real violence, again, came from those needing the ‘controlled kill’ to feel again, and that was spotty at best. 
 
    Finally, in 2041, we began hearing the name of the legendary drug the CA had been designing to allow us brief windows of interaction.  Flegtide, as it were, came known to the opting surviving public as the possible fix.  It would not be released to us until it was thoroughly tested, meaning it was years away.  The test subjects, too, needed to be found.  Most were former prisoners who had survived the Ire’s first hours and were forced to take the drugs. 
 
    The tests were made public as well, some with video going beyond textnet on our slates.  Initial tests were utter failures.  The first stated it all.  Two men, both convicted murderers—although at this point everybody was a murderer—were injected with 30mg of Flegtide and ten minutes later shoved into a room with each other.  We saw the Ire hesitate in their bodies, mainly through their eyes, which literally turned red as they filled with blood.  The Ire held off for seventy-eight seconds as the men stood before each other three feet apart.  Then the expected happened, a fight so vicious that Roman gladiators would wince. 
 
    Upon his victory, the living man continued to stomp in the head of his victim.  Even after the brain was turned to mush on the floor, he did not stop, providing us with a gargled, muffled roar that sounded anything but human.  He even kicked the man’s body as he fell butt-first to the floor holding his head.  Then his cheeks were greeted with an endless rush of blood from his eyes.  The screams turned from angry to painful.  His eyeballs slid from their sockets, dangling there on his face amongst a waterfall of blood.  This gruesome scene lasted five agonizing minutes before either his heart exploded or he’d lost too much blood and died. 
 
    Clearly, Flegtide wasn’t the answer, or at least not this first version.  Imagine such a thing being released to the public, people dying in their cabins in droves.  It truly almost happened, as some people at the top of the CA insisted it not be tested. 
 
    Geneticists were certain, however, that Flegtide would eventually work without killing the host.  More tests were done, all failures regardless of dosage and minor tweaks, until at last, in the Spring of 2044, a test was performed in Bern, shown live to the world like all the others in the discourse of full transparency, when the two subjects did not kill each other.  Furthermore, the subjects, two volunteers as opposed to two prisoners, did not suffer the immediate violent side effects of Flegtide.  They remained in a room with each other five feet apart for eight minutes.  The men were both instructed to turn around and leave the other person if any sign of the Ire became prevalent.  Whereas the rest of us would not have had the cognizance to recognize this, Flegtide interrupted the Ire’s normal passage through the nervous system to the brain, allowing the subject to truly think before being devoured by the affliction. 
 
    While not a cure, Flegtide was seen as a breakthrough on every level.  The two men, Johan Deanschneider from an Austrian development and Christopher Hass from a development near Hamburg, were monitored very closely following the test.  In the meantime, this latest version of Flegtide was placed into bottles while awaiting the CA’s final call to ship it directly to our cabins.  What followed was and still is up for debate. 
 
    Johan and Christopher were given no more doses of the drug.  Instead, they were given machines with instructions on how to use them as they were publically watched from their cabins.  They were told to detail their symptoms, if any, over the next six months.  Christopher complained of minor headaches that eventually grew more powerful, but not overwhelming.  Johan, though, instantly became bogged down by severe migraine headaches, all while eating very healthy, avoiding alcohol—yes, we still had alcohol, thankfully—and taking normal, pre-Ire medicine for upkeep. 
 
    It was only after three months when Johan began slurring badly.  He would also go off on tangents, similar to the actions of an autistic person.  He was given basic math tests each week and failed each one subsequently worse than the last.  He would speak in German, and the translation came out as ‘Mine this is, to the year, to the year, mine, I break mine, you year, this break’.  By the start of the fourth month he was hardly able to hold a pencil in his hand.  He looked at it as a foreign invader and snapped it. 
 
    While Johan faded into a mindless husk, Christopher Hass remained relatively untouched by the after-effects of Flegtide.  His blood pressure raised slightly and the headaches continued, but nothing got worse.  There was obviously something different about him that made him able to stand Flegtide.  But finding that something was next to impossible without more tests. 
 
    It was decided in October 2044 to do the unthinkable and take Johan, now drooling, unable to control his wastes, and barely able to breathe on his own, to what they called a ‘sympathy chair’ in Bern to have him euthanized through lethal injection.  The only other option was to let him suffer possibly for years until they could find a cure or at least a way to keep his brain from decreasing functionality even more.  Their choice, although barbaric to some, was the right one. 
 
    The relevance of all this is that after nearly fifteen years of isolation, myself and all others choosing to keep going had some grain of hope for the future.  The Centralized Authority knew we needed that small hope.  Morale, for once, was not completely shot to hell.  And with the birthing initiative a rousing debacle—the planet had only welcomed a recorded 945 new children since the Ire began—it was now the only chance of the species’ survival. 
 
    And still, after hope finally came calling with a faint whisper, I refused to allow another person in.  Over and over, I received requests for conversations through both my cell and textnet, some from around the world but most from my development.  After the successful Flegtide announcement I received a much heavier volume of requests, in fact.  But no.  I didn’t want them.  I didn’t need another Haydon taken from me. 
 
    One person in particular, somebody calling themselves del Gregory, was most persistent.  He sent one request a week from 2042 to 2044, then two or three a week following the Flegtide announcement.  His information was brief: Gene del Gregory, White Male from St. Cloud, Minnesota, 40 Years Old.  Hello fellow survivor.  I hope to be acquainted to you soon. 
 
    Simple and direct, no oddities detected.  Nonetheless, I ignored him.  For all I knew he was a boring idiot and I knew, just knew, that he would never have anything on my dear Haydon.  Nobody would. 
 
    I think it may have been complacency, the expectations of expecting nothing, that made me carry on through the years without depression.  True, I was sad that I didn’t have anybody, but when you know almost as a fact that you’ll never be in the presence of another person your mind protects itself through other avenues.  My routines, of course, helped, but so did my memories.  I would often remember life before the Ire.  I liked those memories, and I felt comfortable in them.  I was complacent, satisfied. 
 
    But time, as it seems, brought about changes of the mental kind.  A mentality change, if you will.  Involuntary, to be sure.  Flegtide could actually work.  If it gained better traction, possibly allowing us to truly interact for more than a few minutes, we would be able to have relationships of all kinds again.  If that were the case, being alone from the start could hurt.  It would be a fresh start, but it could also be a lonely start.  With each passing day, I feared more and more I would fall into that pit of loneliness, this while I had been unreservedly alone for nearly two decades. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The Choices We Make 
 
      
 
    In January, 2048, at the wise age of forty, I broke out of my silent chains.  I asked Haydon’s ghost, if I had believed in such a thing, to forgive me.  I answered one of Gene’s now-daily requests.  I called him on the new cell shipped to me the previous week, this one shinier, cleaner, bigger, and longer-lasting than all others. 
 
    “Is this Gene?” I asked. 
 
    I expected a jerk asking me why I’m just now getting back with him.  He was going to grill me with rules on why I should have responded back to him years ago.  And what I got was no answer.  I tried three times the first day with nothing.  Three the next, then four the next, five or maybe six the following days.  This went on for about a week.  Indeed I was right.  The man was punishing me after too many years of nothingness.  I probably deserved it. 
 
    Then came the beginning of the second week.  A simple request through the cell again brought about the man.  He was very large, likely 300 pounds, with a full gray beard, no hair on his head, and eyes that had been beaten by society, sunken in and dark.  He was real.  And even in his ragged appearance, he presented me with a smile.  I liked it. 
 
    “So you’re the Wall?” he said. 
 
    “Yes.  I am he.”  I tried to smile but I was simply too embarrassed, and quite nervous. 
 
    “Hey, Wallace.  Sorry for my lack of response, I had a big issue with my cell and I’ve been waiting over a week for the CA to ship me a new one.  I see based on the marker on the screen that you got the new one also.” 
 
    “I did.  Nice and big.” 
 
    “Excellent!” 
 
    His voice was deep, tender, authentic, true to hear.  Something overly real about it that I will never honestly understand.  I liked it.  I explained why I never got back with him as best I could without sounding too much like an asshole.  He completely understood, telling me he’d encountered such a thing by most others in the development, initially only mildly able to befriend one other person here and a nice lady in Oklahoma. 
 
    As for me, this changed everything.  Not his voice, but the person himself.  Gene was nothing like Haydon.  While Haydon came across as brash, stubborn, incredibly confident, and charismatic, Gene was kind, soft-spoken, a listener, and somewhat unsure of himself in a refreshing way.  Haydon showed his concern through coarse words, but Gene simply said it in actual words.  The mere fact that he understood why I had kept to myself for six years told me a lot about him already.  But there was more. 
 
    Gene was only two years my senior, so we already had that in common.  Our looks, on the other hand, were night and day.  I was the normal, mid-weight forty-year-old with a bit of a ponch, black beard scruff if I decided not shave, and a nice but thinning head of hair.  Gene was large with a big silver beard, short, completely bald, and hands the size of catcher’s mitts.  Starkly unalike in appearance, but we quickly discovered our many similarities. 
 
    He was from the most northern part of Minnesota, the Nation’s Ice Box, as it was often called.  He was married to a man named Jack with a brand new baby boy when the Ire struck.  He never heard from Jack, meaning he likely died.  The sadness Gene experienced was apparently legendary.  Being large and formidable, he allowed the Ire to overtake him in the months following.  The rage consuming him, he used the Ire to kill all people he saw, knowing exactly what he did as he did it.  He said it was a release.  He killed around fifty people in two months by his own admission.  Truly, his Ire was second to none. 
 
    But like me, Gene wanted to live, to see what happened next and maybe to help.  He owed it to his family.  His two attempts at suicide in 2041 were grossly misguided and feeble, meaning he didn’t want to do it.  So when he found himself alive with others, he decided to take the CA up on the cabin offer. 
 
    While killing fifty people served as therapy, he always knew it was not the right thing to do.  So upon landing his cabin, he tried endlessly to befriend as many people as he could.  He needed to make up for the deaths of his victims, and also to appease the spirits of his late husband and son.  His atonement worked.  He had somewhere in the order of twenty-five friends he chatted with regularly from many different developments.  Gene used his astonishing likeability to procure such over-the-cell relationships.  Came naturally. 
 
    Even after years of gathering friends through digital communication, Gene remained sad.  He wanted Jack back, much in the same way I wanted Haydon back, but for completely different reasons.  And after sending me requests without anything in return, his curiosity grew about me.  He insisted I would crumble one day and answer, and he was right.  His intelligence was remarkably similar to that of Haydon.  But Gene had patience, a trait completely lost on Haydon. 
 
    I don’t know what I had been running from for six years.  I enjoyed every word of every conversation with Gene.  It was as though Haydon were still there, his soul entered into unity with the body of Gene.  As our friendship blossomed, he focused more attention on me and less on the others, which in the long run I do feel slightly apologetic for, but we had a connection unlike the others.  We had been talking for nine months and it felt like a lifetime. 
 
    “Thunderstorm coming,” I told him one April night in ’49.  “Pressure’s fallen.  Big one.  Look at your screen.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” he said.  He looked at the makeshift radar the CA pieced together a few years earlier to give us a better outlook on weather.  “Must be bad, Wallace.  The colors are green.” 
 
    “I love thunderstorms.”  And I did.  They were the best.  Not anymore, but at the time I felt peaceful during a violent clash of weather. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” he said.  “Under what circumstances would you finally crack down and ingest a Flegtide pill?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Gene.  The pills are brand new, and I still don’t trust the injection kind.  You know this.” 
 
    “But every test is more positive than the last.  Hell, the test two weeks ago showed those three women stand beside each other for thirteen minutes, and none of them suffered from Eyefall.” 
 
    The term coined by a survivor in an Arizona development had long stuck as the event the first victim of Flegtide suffered when his eyes dangled painfully from their sockets.  In the psyche of most, Eyefall was more terrifying than the Ire itself. 
 
    “Headaches and body aches, Gene.  They all still got them.  One had bad migraines.  I just don’t know if it’s worth it.” 
 
    “Yet, Wallace.  It may not be worth it yet.  But I’m thinking in five years, if not sooner, we could see Flegtide almost eradicate the Ire altogether.  Pipe dreams?  Maybe.  But at least I’m dreaming.” 
 
    “Why this sudden line of questioning?” I asked.  “We’ve mostly veered away from the subject of the Ire.” 
 
    “There’s a reason, Wallace.  It’s a big one.  But not right now.  I want to watch the storm.”  He stopped the call and went outside I assume. 
 
    I didn’t argue with my friend.  I followed in Gene’s metaphorical footsteps and sat on a chair on my front porch to watch the storm, its prevailing lightning and growing bellows of thunder and wildly soothing pockets of wind all slowly working its way from the west at night. 
 
    As I watched the storm I pondered to myself what exactly it would take to get Flegtide in my system.  Rumor said they would start sending us bottles with ten pills in them the coming week.  With the hope of conversing with somebody would also come an entire catalogue of new problems.  The largest would be people being neglectful of the Ire and not paying attention while using Flegtide.  A new wave of deadly assaults was approaching.  I could feel it, not unlike what Haydon felt before his death.  Another issue I saw coming was the idea that since Flegtide would be a commodity, it could become the new currency of the world, and things would revert back to a less-than-peaceful society. 
 
    It was a mystery how many others out there in the surviving world considered the negative outcomes of the release of Flegtide.  Many could see it and all would be mild, or few could see it and we might end up with a wretched new world void of much organization.  Time would tell. 
 
    What would I do?  What happened if I decided to shove the new drug down my throat for whatever reason, I became ill, and life went from tolerable to sheer agony?  That was a feverish risk, and for that I always knew the answer.  Until it was proven to be perfectly harmless in any other way, I would not take Flegtide, no matter how hard Gene pushed for it. 
 
    Some time went on as Gene and I grew closer.  It was frightening how closely it resembled my relationship with Haydon.  Nevertheless, I treated it differently and cherished it more, for I knew at any moment it could be gone.  But I sensed Gene was hiding something, or maybe just too afraid to speak about something.  Silence was broken a few months later in July, 2048. 
 
    “Ok,” I told Gene over the cell.  “We’ve been dancing around this, my friend.  You are holding something back.  Tell me.” 
 
    “There’s nothing, Wallace.” 
 
    “There’s something.  I know it in your voice.  It’s getting increasingly trembly.  Now tell me.” 
 
    Gene huffed and sighed, implying something far more serious than I had imagined.  “This shouldn’t concern you.” 
 
    “But it does.  You reached out to me thousands of times and I finally accepted.  You’d better tell me, Gene.” 
 
    “As you wish.”  Another sigh.  “My sister lived down south when everybody was taken down by the Ire.  She was my twin.  Looked exactly like me, only with tits.  We were inseparable, Wallace.” 
 
    “And you miss her,” I surmised. 
 
    “This is why I didn’t want to tell you.” 
 
    “No, Gene, I completely understand.  Nothing to hide from.” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand, Wallace.” 
 
    “But I do.” 
 
    “My sister is alive!” 
 
    Such a revelation should have been met with a chorus of cheers.  But Gene’s tone deemed it otherwise, a plea for sympathy and more understanding than I was ready for. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Her name is Pauline.  She lives in a development in Oklahoma.” 
 
    “You mean, the lady in Oklahoma—“ 
 
    “Her,” he finished. 
 
    “Again, Gene, I need to know why this is something you can’t tell me.” 
 
    “We’ve grown close, you and I.  Am I wrong?” 
 
    “You’re not wrong, Gene.” 
 
    “Of all the friends I could have made number one, you are the one I chose.  I can confide in you, but I can also hurt you, which I never want to do.” 
 
    “Still, Gene, what is the big deal?” 
 
    “We’ve grown very close, Wallace.  Maybe too close, if approaching events are any indication.” 
 
    “Clarity,” I demanded. 
 
    “I am leaving Minnesota Number-5 development for Oklahoma soon.” 
 
    I was stunned, but not speechless.  “You’re kidding.  Gene?” 
 
    “There is no joke, Wallace.” 
 
    “What the hell are you thinking?  This sort of asinine logic will get you nowhere, Gene!  Why?  What reason would you have to go see her?  And what makes you think if you do find her that you’ll be able to keep the Ire in and not kill her?  Tell me!”  Clearly, I was foreseeing history repeat itself.  I would lose Haydon all over again, hence my unappreciated wrath. 
 
    “If you’ll calm down, I will tell you.” 
 
    I was somehow able to muster a calmer demeanor, although I still fumed inside.  “Okay.  Wow me, Gene.” 
 
    “I need to know you’re still my friend and you will try to understand me.” 
 
    “Yes and yes, Gene.  Now please, details.” 
 
    “I found her five years ago through the Succinct Figures Chart.  It was total chance that I found her name.  You know how the chart makes it impossible to search by name.  But I found her.  Pauline del Gregory, once in a lifetime name.  It had to be her.  I reached out and we’ve been talking ever since.  I kept it from you, Wallace, because I know the girl.  Christ, we’re practically the same person.  And the twin thing, sometimes I can feel her hurt.” 
 
    “I’m listening.”  And I was listening.  I was both intrigued and terrified. 
 
    “She’s not been well since the Ire, Wallace.  She has killed, but most of all she has wanted to die.  She’s tried suicide five times, once with a knife to her throat that left her mangled.  I saw the scars over the cell and I wanted to cry.  Truth is, I felt her ache as it happened back in 2037.  I thought she had been long dead so I played it off as grief or residual pain.” 
 
    This was a completely new side of the man.  Until now he’d been dead-set on hearing my stories, understanding my way, making me laugh.  But now Gene was showing me the tragic side of his life, a side he liked to cover with a warm blanket. 
 
    “Pauline is a great person, Wallace.  She’s great, but she’s lost.  And now she is absolutely sure Flegtide will work and is determined to take the drug once it’s released.  It’s why I asked you about the drug not long ago, if you would be willing to take it or not.  I was gauging your thoughts to see if I worried too much.  But the truth, Wallace, is that I don’t trust the drug even a little.  I’ve screamed in my pleas with Pauline not to do it over and over.  She isn’t listening.  She will take it and she will die.  And I can’t have her die on me.  Not again.  Losing her twice would be worse than myself dying.  Much worse.” 
 
    I was humbled by the man’s candor and humility as he began to cry over the cell.  No question remained as to whether or not he trusted me enough to say such private things.  And this was a passionate admission. 
 
    “Gene,” I said, “I get your situation.  I’m still you’re friend, and friends understand each other.  If you have to go, then go.  We have cells to communicate.  And I can even help you with the maps I have here on my slate.  You won’t be able to use the slate when traveling.”  I hated the idea of losing him.  I hid it well, I think. 
 
    “Help?” Gene said. 
 
    “Yes, help.” 
 
    “Then here is the second part of this whole thing.  Wallace, I need you to travel with me.” 
 
    The idea was absurd.  Sensibility was wholly lost on it.  It was miles beyond ridiculous to think I could accompany the man hundreds of miles south.  We wouldn’t even be able to see each other without killing each other.  There was no way this would happen. 
 
    “I will do it,” I said.  I don’t know why I said it, what made me say it, or what unearthly being crawled up my ass to make me agree to such a futile endeavor almost certain to end in even more tragedy. 
 
    Gene began crying very heavily.  “I truly did pick a good friend in you, Wallace Auker.  You’re unconditional and I need that badly.” 
 
    I wanted to accept his rewarding praises while turning down the request to go with him to Oklahoma.  It was the wise thing to do.  So I acted stupid instead. 
 
    “Anything you need, Gene, I’m there.  We will go in the coming months, after the weather cools some.  It will give us time to create a plan and think of all obstacles.” 
 
    It was apparent Gene wanted the journey to be sooner.  He was overly kind, though.  He accepted the timeframe and the plan was on.  The only thing left for me to do was find where I’d left my brain. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Sooner than Later 
 
      
 
    Another incredibly violent thunderstorm barreled through the development a few days later.  The radar showed definite signs of tornadoes in the area.  I believe later reports told of people seeing big funnels around.  And indeed, when I went outside following the storm, trees had fallen all over my cabin’s property.  It was a quick cleanup. 
 
    Moreover, it was possibly a sign of things changing quickly.  I think the storms were ramping up the atmosphere for something big, and something immediate.  Like Haydon and his legs, I could feel the air mutating before me. 
 
    Gene and I discussed at great length and detail our coming trip.  It was to be tricky, to say the least.  The odds were far from on our side.  Furthermore, I still didn’t want to go. 
 
    “Batteries,” I said.  “We need to order extra batteries for our packs.” 
 
    “I have three already,” Gene said.  “Each one can last a week if we talk and hardly use the screens.” 
 
    “I only have two, Gene.  I need more.  The CA can get them shipped here by next week.” 
 
    “Damn it, Wallace.  Why didn’t you order them once you decided to go with me?” 
 
    “There’s a lot to think of.  Slipped my mind.”  Hearing Gene get agitated at my lack of foresight was somewhat unnerving, adding to my doubt about everything.  “Food.  We’ll need to ration it.” 
 
    “I’ve thought of that.  Our bags can carry probably thirty meat cans each, and one can might last a day.” 
 
    Meat cans.  Disgusting.  For me, at least.  Some people loved the slimy sausage-esque meat bi-products because they had a bit of a twinge to them.  I, on the other hand, found them offensive to the tongue. 
 
    “You can have all the meat cans you want, Gene.  I can live on crackers and veggie gel.” 
 
    “As long as we’re prepared,” Gene said.  “Water.  Camelbacks?” 
 
    “Camelbacks, yes.  And I’m sure we can find more water along the way without problem.” 
 
    “Medicine too, Wallace.  We should have enough for first aid.” 
 
    “Of course.  Now, we need to discuss strategy.” 
 
    “What strategy?  We leave here, head south, watch out for people, and find my sister.” 
 
    “Not what I meant.  Gene, we’ll need to always maintain a distance.  I’d like to stay in view of you, but we can’t get close.  That’s going to prove to be very difficult and you know it.” 
 
    “Constant contact,” Gene said.  “We’ll lose sight of each other a lot, but we’ll describe landmarks to know we’re still going in the right direction.  Sun rises in the east, sets in the west.  Not much movement at night.” 
 
    “What happens when we come into contact with other people?” I asked. 
 
    “What happens?  We avoid it if we can, Wallace.  Our necklaces should do the trick.” 
 
    “Then again, our proximity to each other may throw that off.  I may feel you approach but it’s actually another person out there in the land.” 
 
    “Listen, Wallace.  You’re overthinking it.  We will not walk long in the dark.  In the daylight we should be able to see other people.  We stick to roads when we can, fields other times.  Fortunately, I don’t think there’s many mountains between Minnesota and Oklahoma.” 
 
    The plan was coming together.  Even so, it frightened me tremendously.  So many unknowns could spring up on us, the things we could never prepare for.  Reason said that I would never see my cabin again after taking off on a quest for something that cannot be.  I would miss my cabin, as it had graciously become my beloved home and in some ways a new family member.  For this, I hedged.  Over the next few days when Gene would talk more about the trip, I would remain stoic if not completely quiet.  I was going back and forth in my mind. 
 
    Seven days had gone by since we devised the plan.  It seemed all things were in place.  So it was time to wait.  We still had to pick a date. 
 
    “Gene,” I said, getting his attention. 
 
    The man appeared disheveled and frankly lost over something. 
 
    “Gene, pay attention.  I think I have narrowed down a week at the end of September.” 
 
    But Gene wouldn’t look at me, let alone reply.  He stared at the floor of his cabin. 
 
    “Gene!” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” he whispered. 
 
    “Tomorrow?  What?  I can’t handle cryptic Gene.  I need here-and-now obvious Gene.” 
 
    “Look at the news report released thirty minutes ago.  Go ahead, Wallace.” 
 
    I turned on my slate.  Holding the cell in one hand, I read the report Gene was mentioning. 
 
    As of this day, 15 August, 2049, the Centralized Authority has deemed it socially apt to release Flegtide v34 in 50mg capsules to the surviving public.  Every test on every race, sex, mentality, age, mental awareness, background, and body structure has been performed in the decade and a half since Flegtide was first announced.  We are more than pleased to issue this drug, which could change our world as we have woefully grown to know it in the last twenty years.  Careful guidelines outlined within the shipments should be heeded with great attention.  Also, surveillance of each meeting following the use of Flegtide is highly encouraged in the event of the drug being ineffective.  The shipments will begin tomorrow, 16 August, and you should receive them on or around the 22nd of the month.  Thank you and good luck to all you opting survivors. 
 
    “Yeah?” I said.  “We all knew it was coming, Gene.  What does this change?” 
 
    “I spoke to Pauline.  Again, Wallace, she’s dead-set on taking Flegtide, and I don’t want her to go near it.  I know it will kill her one way or another.” 
 
    I knew where this conversation was leading.  I hated it.  “That is what you meant by tomorrow.” 
 
    “It is and I’m sorry, Wallace.  I’m so sorry.  If we wait any longer we won’t be able to reach her.” 
 
    “And what happens when we get there, Gene?  Have you thought of that?” 
 
    “Yes.  I’m going to intercept the shipment to her walk.  I have the address of her cabin.” 
 
    “And I’m guessing you’re not telling her of your visit there, right?” 
 
    “Of course not, Wallace.  She would know what I was doing and would stop it.  She can’t know.  Pauline can never know.” 
 
    “Very well, my friend.  But please enlighten me.  She will get another shipment in the next week when she realizes her initial one is missing.  Do you plan on staying in Oklahoma the rest of your life and stopping every shipment?” 
 
    Gene went silent again.  I realized I’d struck an unfortunate chord. 
 
    “Really, Gene?  That will be your life?  Living in a development you’re not authorized to be in the rest of your life to ensure your sister never takes Flegtide?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know what I’ll do after the first shipment.  It’s all a blur after the original intent.  All I know is I can’t let her have that first batch.” 
 
    He was my friend.  I would do anything for him.  But now, after so much concession, I was beginning to question if he was worth it.  Once more, Gene was nothing like Haydon, insomuch that I would not have questioned my friendship with Haydon like I did with Gene.  That said, I agreed.  I took the stupid route as opposed to the smart route and agreed to leave for Oklahoma the next morning at five o’clock. 
 
    It was time to pack and to pack quickly.  I would take with me three changes of clothes—mostly shorts and T-shirts because I did plan on coming back to Minnesota when all was said and done-an armful of veggie paste, about eight sleeves of saltine crackers, a box of dry oatmeal packets, and a large bottle of thirty-year-old whiskey.  On the outside of the pack was a sturdy poncho that doubled as a tent with the use of the mega-collapsible poles, a camelback with its tube extending over my shoulder for water, a light blanket, and the little essentials box with batteries, ointment, gauze, and pain medicine inside.  I felt as though I was going back to Camp Nibi forty years earlier. 
 
    In the satchel around my shoulder to my waist was my cell, my slate, and only three spare batteries for each.  This was going to be a problem, as I didn’t have time to order more batteries.  I hoped that somehow along the way I would miraculously find spare batteries.  It wasn’t likely, so I needed to conserve. 
 
    I didn’t sleep but a few winks that night.  Gene left me alone, partially out of respect so I could sleep, partially out of guilt for coercing me to take flight perilously on such short notice.  I occasionally fumed in my bed over Gene’s rash decision, often mixing that with understanding over his situation.  He loved his sister, so why should I stop that?  But was I being too nice?  A friend tells his friend what he doesn’t need as well as what he does need. 
 
    Another issue I lost sleep over that night was the idea of the Centralized Authority and what they would do once they discovered Gene and I had left the development.  They were a benevolent organization, yes, but they needed to keep tabs on folks.  Especially now, as Flegtide would soon be everywhere and people would likely abuse it and many would die as a result.  Would they care?  Would they send vehicles to force us back to Minnesota?  I didn’t know.  But like the Ire altogether, I had to know.  It was around two in the morning, just a few hours removed from our trip.  I called up Jean-Terry Moreau, the Statesman. 
 
    In the eighteen years since he was appointed by the CA as our development’s Statesman, he was hardly ever seen.  With the world now conducting itself void of the idea of money, hard jobs won no financial restitution, and the Statesman’s job was very hard.  He was very astute, very organized, and highly efficient.  But he was extremely private, which told us in the development that he didn’t seek credit or honor.  I’d never spoken to him before. 
 
    “Who is this?” he answered, still mostly asleep. 
 
    “Hello, Statesman.  This is Wallace Auker of Cabin 50 in the Minnesota Number-5 development.” 
 
    “Fuck, it’s two in the goddamn morning, Auker!  This can wait.” 
 
    “I need to ask something of you now, Statesman!  Please listen.” 
 
    “You have one goddamn minute.”  Turns out he kept to himself because his personality was like a jar of acid.  I did not enjoy talking to him. 
 
    “I know we are not prisoners here in the development.  But are we allowed to leave whenever we want?” 
 
    It got his attention, as the Statesman, looking fifty years older than he did when he sent us off to our cabins, sat up from his bed and turned on the light on his nightstand.  “So you want to leave.” 
 
    “I’m not saying that, just asking about the rules and if they’re official or not.” 
 
    “If you want to leave then leave, Auker.  Nobody will stop you.  I think it’s crazy, especially a week removed from Flegtide.” 
 
    “So I won’t be hunted and brought back here if not killed?” 
 
    “Oh you’ll be killed, but by the Ire, not the CA.  According to the information on you, you’ve been here since the cabins were first made.  You should know by now that this is a free world.” 
 
    “I just have to be sure my leaving isn’t followed by a manhunt, Statesman.” 
 
    “Oh, so you are leaving?  May I ask why?”  He was suddenly more polite, less coarse. 
 
    “Just a thing I have to do,” I answered.  “None of your concern if this is a free world.” 
 
    “None of my concern whatsoever.  Realize that since you are notifying us of your leaving, we will monitor your cabin over the next few months.  If we see you aren’t back, we will use the cabin as a reissue and you will lose your developmentship.”  His proper phrasing told me that he’d gone through this more than once before.  It was so official.  “Furthermore, if you call for our assistance away from the development you will be ignored.  If by chance you arrive back at Minnesota Number-5 development, you can attempt to apply for developmentship again and your acceptance will be based on your reasons for leaving, your health, and whether we deem you responsible enough to return.  If all this is understood, state your name and cabin outfit.” 
 
    I could tell he was recording this.  It was official.  I grumbled.  “Wallace George Auker, Cabin 50 of the Minnesota Number-5 development.” 
 
    “Good luck, Mr. Auker.  I hope you don’t die.”  The last part was quite unofficial.  And just plain rude. 
 
    I got the answer I sought, though it was peppered with a good bit of animosity.  It was obvious Jean-Terry did not want to lose another body.  More bodies in his development meant more resources coming to it from Bern.  I would act the same if I were in his shoes.  Still, we’d never talked in eighteen years, so it was not personal on the part of either party. 
 
    I slept maybe an hour, not very well either.  My body ached, perhaps psychosomatically from the stress of the coming journey.  I wasn’t ready to go.  I still didn’t want to go by any means.  But I finally had a friend, after a decade and a half of swearing another one off.  I needed to follow through on my judgment, which at this point seemed skewed and disjointed at best.  But I would go.  I would leave the development the next day. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Like Rifts of Charcoal 
 
      
 
    Five o’clock.  The buzzer from my cell screamed loudly, though I was already awake.  The destiny toward my doom would not let me sleep much.  I say destiny because it truly felt like I would shortly be walking into everything other than good.  But I walk the walk, so my exit from the development was a guarantee. 
 
    I had already mapped out our development and the location of Gene’s cabin, number 89, to the west on my road.  I walked the road, no other soul occupying its space.  I’d instructed Gene to flash his front light when he saw me approaching so I would know it’s his place.  He did just that.  We were probably a little over one hundred feet from each other.  Even so, I could feel just a mild twinge of Ire building in me as he left his cabin and walked toward the road. 
 
    “Gene,” I said over the cell.  “You look gorgeous my friend, but I have to back off a little.” 
 
    “Oh, you feel it too?” 
 
    “I do.  Been a while.”  But it felt like it had never gone away.  “Just like we mapped.  You head out into the woods first and I’ll stay behind for now and try to keep you in my view.” 
 
    As Gene took for the woods, I looked around.  I knew we were free to go, but I still got the sensation of the authority watching us.  At any moment the flood lights would rain down on us and we would hear the distinct echo of attack dogs nearing.  It was my imagination of course, but the sensation was still there. 
 
    It was only about half a mile through the woods when we decided to traverse the land distantly side-by-side as opposed to one following the other.  By moving in a line, the one in the front stops without informing the one behind him and thereby creating a potentially devastating outcome.  Side-by-side somewhat diminished such a great risk. 
 
    We’d walked a few miles when the sun began to show itself through the dewy summer trees.  A chill lay in the air so prevalent and cozy that it made me want to put my head against a rock and sleep heavily.  No chance, as we had a mission.  In some parallel universe, this is the moment I instantly fell in love with nature. 
 
    As it turned out, maintaining constant eyesight with each other proved to be a herculean task.  There were so many obstacles preventing continual supervision of the other person.  I would call out to Gene on the cell repeatedly to ensure he was seeing the same thing.  Such a feat was all the more stymied when the locations we described were trees, trees, a little field, and trees.  A road, sometimes paved and sometimes dirt or gravel, would come into view or across our paths.  Those helped some.  Signs, on the other hand, helped tremendously. 
 
    “Do you see it?” Gene asked me over the cell.  “Should be to your right over that little berm.  Look.  It’s green and says Fireside Court.” 
 
    “I had to dodge the lake, goddamn it.  I don’t see it yet.” 
 
    “I’ll wait right here until you see it, or until I see you.” 
 
    We’d failed to remember Minnesota as the Land of a Thousand Lakes.  Big lakes which we would have to flank on both sides.  It threw us off.  Some lakes took us something of an hour out of our way. 
 
    It was up to me to keep track of our progression.  Every so often I would yell stop, pull out my paper map and also the GPS mapping track on my slate—satellites still worked for us following the Ire—and gauge our location and next landmark of a destination, i.e. a town or structure on the road. 
 
    We had to maintain a straight distance according to my map.  That meant not diverting to the roads, as this would add hundreds of miles to our walk.  As it stood, from our development to the one Gene’s sister resided in, Oklahoma Number-12 development near Elk City, was about 750 miles as the crow flies.  Roads, while more walkable, were often out of the way.  Still, we would need to find roads when we needed to cross a river or large creek; we would otherwise be getting wet. 
 
    And the wet.  Oh yes, it began in earnest almost from the start.  Around noon that first day of walking a raucous thunderstorm came plowing across the landscape.  Rain as heavy as I’ve ever seen; winds that could topple an elephant; lightning brighter than the sun; thunder louder than the loudest speakers on earth.  And it lasted two hours.  We’d found a campground with shelters in the woods, keeping slightly dry from the wrath of Mother Nature. 
 
    This would not be a one-and-done situation.  More than half of our trip was spent in rain, almost always in the form of thunderstorms.  So be it, we both said.  It was already going to be a wildly dangerous journey, so a little rain to increase the challenge didn’t really affect us. 
 
    So we’d marched about 18 miles when we reached the remnants of a town called Kimball.  We found the little high school there and entered, abandoned and very badly dilapidated, quite fitting for the way the world was now.  With power completely removed from all areas not labeled CA developments, the school was darker than dark.  We had only the lights of our solar lights and the occasional flash of lightning to guide us. 
 
    I settled in on a dusty couch in the teacher’s lounge.  The room carried quite the foul stench, akin to badly rotten potatoes and wet dog.  I pushed open the window, its badly rusted hinges making the task harder than usual.  The breeze from the storm was refreshing and indeed stench-lessening. 
 
    “Did you find a section?” I asked Gene over the cell. 
 
    “Yep,” he said.  “It has to be the gym because I’m lying on a wrestling mat.  Dine?” 
 
    “Dine.” 
 
    I squeezed on a tube of veggie paste.  I had only eaten a handful of crackers all day, so I was incredibly hungry.  However, I hardly recognized my hunger thanks to my exhaustion.  I would have found a way to shower if I thought for any reason the showers in the high school were functional.  They weren’t, naturally.  Besides, we had already decided to bathe in a small river or lake the next day. 
 
    “Thoughts, Gene?” 
 
    “Hold on.”  He swallowed what he was dining on, some strange meat-looking food, and looked back at the screen on his cell.  “Thoughts on what?” 
 
    “The day, the beginning of this thing you’re dragging me on.” 
 
    “Wallace, I didn’t drag you here.  You didn’t have to come.” 
 
    Apparently, Gene was aptly forgetting the many times he nearly cried trying to convince me to stick with the plan amongst the many conversations we had when I expressed my doubts.  So convenient. 
 
    “I did have to come, Gene.  You begged.  But let’s not go there, shall we?  What are your thoughts?” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be honest.  As we walked I expected it to be harder.  I thought the tension of leaving my cabin would make me regret things easier.  I thought the thought of my sister wouldn’t compare to the fear of the unknown ahead.  I was wrong.  It’s been easy and her thought carries me along.” 
 
    I knew better.  While the first day was void of much trouble or obstacles in our way, I realized we had many weeks of this ahead.  Reason demanded we would have far worse days, days where nothing went right, danger approached, we got lost, we lost our connections, or any unfortunate combination of the lot.  But I needed to ensure he was not discouraged by my negativity of the reality.  He was, after all, my only friend. 
 
    “A breeze, Gene.  Hopefully it all goes like this in the many miles to come.” 
 
    “I found something for you, Wallace.  Look outside the lounge door.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Just look.  You’ll need it.” 
 
    My cell in hand, I got up from the couch and went to the door.  I opened it and found three rolls of toilet paper, coarse and thin, sitting casually before me for the taking.  “You found some?” 
 
    “I did.  Ladies room here in this gym.  I guess not all places were so thoroughly pillaged.” 
 
    Toilet paper had been in high demand since the Ire.  There was an ample world supply in 2030.  That all but dried up by 2042, thus we needed more.  Enter the Waste Build Initiative, a CA plan to continue our use of toilet paper.  Each development eventually had functioning sewage systems to each cabin, well maintained and certainly sturdier than most sewage systems pre-Ire.  Upon realizing our paper supplies were thinning, the people in Bern found a way to recycle used toilet tissue.  Not sure how they did it, but what we got was a separate canister for tissue, not for the waste itself.  It was flushed to a factory in the development apart from the sewage, somehow cleaned, somehow kept in-tact, and somehow recycled for new rolls.  Thin, rough, and flimsy, this toilet paper was no comparison to the good old days of Charmin and White Cloud.  But it worked.  Throwing the used paper into another hole was a very small price to pay for having an everlasting supply of the good stuff. 
 
    But every once in a while, a roll from the past would sneak into our existence.  Most places out in the world had been picked clean of the commodity, so when Gene found a windfall of toilet paper in the ladies room, all things suddenly felt good and comfortable.  At least for a brief window of time, and at least for my ass. 
 
    I was done chatting with Gene for the night.  I needed sleep.  So what came next was expected—I couldn’t sleep.  The flashes of lightning from the damn storm that wouldn’t die flailed through the windows of the school, illuminating the walls for brief spats on the teacher’s lounge. 
 
    I discovered I had not been the only person in the room since the Ire.  In fact, somebody had made it something of a home for a while.  The sight this evening, though, was a terrifying one.  On the walls written in black charcoal were countless phrases by somebody named Olaf, presumably a man with little of his mind left.  Ire strays, becomes me was perhaps the softest of the phrases, which he’d written probably twenty times, each in different fonts and sizes.  There were others that grew darker: I am death becoz I kill; I am the husbind of the hellhounds; My sky is the blood that porrs; See these hands and know hait; My grave is the sole of all those hu know me.  The worst one, and the biggest of all on the big, otherwise blank wall, was Olaf drinks from you hu reeds this. 
 
    I can’t be sure if he enjoyed shorthand or if he was simply a bad speller, but Olaf had issues.  We all had issues at the beginning of the Ire, so it was completely excusable.  Creepy, nonetheless. 
 
    So my first night spent away from my cabin in nearly a decade was an orgy of violent light crashes shining on the morbid statements and continuing doubts about why I had agreed to it at all.  And I slept like a goddamn baby. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Human 
 
      
 
    What better way to greet the morning than with a cracker embraced by the green-gray glow of veggie gel and rain splattering against the walls of a gloomy abandoned school?  It was what it was and I made no complaints about it.  I had a job to do. 
 
    I met up, from a distance down the hall, with Gene on the ground floor of the school.  The acoustics were right.  I could finally talk to the man.  Loudly. 
 
    “Have you eaten?” I roared. 
 
    “Two meat cans!” he ear-piercingly shot back.  “I may have to shit first though!  Do you think the toilets here work?” 
 
    “No way in hell they work!  Outdoors, like I just did!” 
 
    It was a riveting and disgusting conversation.  Basic, yes, but more importantly it was needed.  Banality worked in our favor during these times of too many questions.  We didn’t have to truly think during mundane conversation about everyday things.  The diversion worked, making the road to Oklahoma just a little easier.  Quietly, we both knew a very rough road lay ahead of us. 
 
    I’d mapped out our next path from Kimball.  Looked like Cosmos, some thirty miles away, would be a good stopping point.  Wait, thirty miles?  Could we make that?  We would try.  Gene enjoyed the idea—anything to get us to Oklahoma quicker. 
 
    We would take fields and woods the entire way there.  With such flat land, it was easy to remain within eye-view for the most part.  We saw no automobile, no lights, no people, and no signs apart from the black sign reading Minnesota Number-8 Development, Montevideo, 70 Miles.  We must have been trudging on at lightning pace because we reached Cosmos before the sunset. 
 
    “What do you say?” I asked Gene.  “Want to find a school again or hit up one of these houses?” 
 
    It was a small town, nothing special at all.  Cool name, though.  Very modest ranch and Cape Cod houses lined the few streets of the town. 
 
    “That one there,” Gene said, pointing to the one-story tan brick house with brown trim.  Ultra-modest.  Perfect. 
 
    We’d forgotten something.  It was a small house.  Too damn small.  As I approached, my head began to hurt and I felt uneasy.  The sensation of rage was starting to build.  I caught it.  I caught that Ire before it could consume me!  I quickly ran in the other direction and pulled my cell up to my face. 
 
    “What the fuck were we thinking?” I asked Gene. 
 
    He was hunched over on the filthy floor of the tan brick house with his arms over his head, much like a mentally ill child would do when agitated.” 
 
    “Gene?” 
 
    He swayed back and forth. 
 
    “Answer me, Gene.  I’m far away now.” 
 
    “I wanted to kill you!” he shouted, his face still buried in the grungy carpet.  “You were going to die, Wallace!  I had to end you.  I felt it!” 
 
    “Calm down.  I stopped it.” 
 
    Although we reacted differently, we were feeling the same thing.  One peculiar aspect of the Ire that we often overlooked was the dreadful sense of hopelessness, plus the agonizing knife-jab of incompleteness.  When the Ire came close yet failed, it took the human down for a while. 
 
    “Please answer me, Gene.” 
 
    “One day,” he said.  He was weeping.  “I need a day to recover, Wallace.  I’m sorry.  We came too close and I’m destroyed now.  Please, let us stay apart for two nights.  When I’m ready I’ll contact you, not you contact me.  Bye.” 
 
    Apparently, the Ire hurt Gene worse than it did me.  Its effects were studied all these years and it had become known that some people were more susceptible to the Ire than others, although to what degree remained unknown.  The general proximity remained the same, but sometimes it fluctuated.  Overall, the Ire was a finicky bitch and often just wanted to toy with us, or at least it seemed that way much of the time. 
 
    I remained in a little green house a few blocks away that night.  I honored Gene’s wishes and avoided chatting with him.  He would lose it if he saw my face, perhaps residual Ire pains creeping in to hurt his brain once more.  I wasn’t bothered by not talking with him, but I was bothered by his reaction.  He was overwhelmed, as though he couldn’t control himself at all.  Everybody loses all control as some point with the Ire, but there is a window.  Gene’s window was tiny and it was frightening.  It made me wonder if we should adjust our tactics as we ventured forth in the coming days. 
 
    The night was lonely.  Once more, a thunderstorm readied itself to come down on us.  I liked it—the storm, not the loneliness.  My second night away from my home in the development and I was already missing my way of life back there.  Everyday and commonplace it may have been, but it was comfortable and easy.  This, though, this was hard. 
 
    I was exhausted from the very long march to Cosmos.  The time had come to take it easy in the house.  But first reality had a surprise in store for me.  My story to this point had been of my own doings with the Ire—the four people I had killed, my acceptance of the CA, my curiosity to live.  What had completely been lost on me was what occurred outside of me, my cozy existence with the Ire.  What lay inside the house opened my eyes.  I couldn’t unsee it. 
 
    On the sofa in the house was a skeleton in man’s clothes.  It sat upright, the jaw fallen to the ground.  On the cushion beside the skeleton was a shotgun.  Behind the skeleton on the wall was a big black stain.  The need to deduce was brief.  Suicide, presumably at the beginning of the Ire.  I was mortified beyond belief, not seeing anything like this before.  I dry heaved briefly. 
 
    I would not spend the night in that room, so I headed back deeper in the house.  The rest came.  A small skeleton, likely one of a child, lay in a dirty child’s bed.  No gunshot signs.  The right arm was badly twisted, mangled, obviously broken.  In the skull was a gaping hole the size of a slice of bread.  This kid was a victim of the Ire, and probably what prompted the person in the living room to end it all.  In the far back room was another skeleton, this one of a larger person.  It told the same story, beaten to death by the one with the gunshot wound. 
 
    It hurt.  The pain came from knowing around the planet on that day in 2030 this scene was repeating itself over and over and over.  It was extremely common, only it was now, nineteen years later, when I was finally seeing it.  Death took the world.  I was alive.  I was fortunate, somehow.  I killed, of course, to remain alive.  But I was in the great minority. 
 
    Reality pummeled me with sadness, so much so that I had to leave the house.  I walked over to the next house and it was almost the same situation, a skeleton slumped over the kitchen table with a pistol in its boney hands and four small skeletons in the back.  I could not stay.  There was no telling what demons the other houses in the neighborhood held, so I opted not to lie down in a house.  Instead, I found a gas station down the street.  No bodies inside, no sign of death.  I made a bed from a comforter I found in the back and fell asleep. 
 
    Seeing the bones of once-living people gave me nightmares.  Ugly ones.  I leapt from my sleeping spot on several occasions, keeping me awake long spells.  Not even the smell in the gas station, akin to dust mixed with sewage and B.O., could compete with my own mind as the winner of the keeping me uncomfortable game. 
 
    I roamed the town of Cosmos the next day, every once in a while checking my cell to see if Gene had called.  The town had to contain something special in it, be it food, cell batteries, toilet paper, whatever.  The gas station I temporarily called home was picked dry.  The supermarket, Big Tre’s Premium Grocers, was just the same.  I found a line of very small doctor’s offices.  After searching all five buildings, I came out with a half-roll of the good stuff.  Better than nothing. 
 
    I found one unopened can of brown beans in a storage closet in a drug store.  That was it.  Cosmos had no commodities left.  I could certainly attempt to search more houses, but I could not stand the thought of seeing all the tragedy that likely crept around each one.  I went back to the gas station. 
 
    The day and start of the night had been remarkably rain-free.  Not even a cloud in the sky.  It was refreshing.  What remained stagnant was the absence of Gene’s voice and his face on my cell’s screen.  I began to ponder the idea that he would not have the fortitude to make it all the way to Oklahoma.  An instance like this was sure to happen again.  Would the next words out of his mouth be ‘You can go home, I’m not going any further’?  The answer came around midnight.  It woke me up. 
 
    “Hey,” Gene said.  “Are you awake?” 
 
    “I am now.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you tried calling me today.  I had the cell off.  Couldn’t take it.  You understand, right?” 
 
    “I understand you completely lost it, Gene.  I was able to turn around.  Why was it so hard on you?”  All the while I knew it just simply was harder on him.  Still, I was angry at him, unreasonably so. 
 
    “Wallace, I can’t believe you.  What do you expect me to do?  I’m human.  Humans get the Ire.  Do you not remember the story of me killing all those people?  The Ire became a part of me in those few short days.  It never left.  It’s stayed and makes it harder for me to ignore it.  You killed five people.  Big fucking deal.  Fuck you, Wallace.  Fuck you and your fucking Ire-ignoring shitty attitude.  Go to hell, asshole.” 
 
    Well I was not going to Oklahoma now.  He could eat those words, I didn’t care.  A friend doesn’t speak like that to a friend.  It just doesn’t happen.  He drew a line in the sand and crossed it himself, meaning it was done. 
 
    That lasted an hour, of course.  Gene called me back; I was a minute away from calling him anyway. 
 
    “Wallace,” he solemnly said.  “Listen—“ 
 
    “No, it’s alright, Gene.  I get it.  I do.” 
 
    “But I’m really sorry.  Let me apologize.” 
 
    “You don’t need to.” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    The exchange lasted another five minutes.  It somehow settled down and we began talking again. 
 
    “When the Ire comes, I want to die,” Gene said.  “I want my life to end because no good comes of it.  That’s how I felt yesterday.” 
 
    “You don’t need to explain yourself, Gene.  I know there are those who can walk away from the first signs of the Ire and those who fall into it head-first.” 
 
    “I’m the latter, of course.  Anyway, please don’t hate me.  I need you to get me to Oklahoma.” 
 
    Gene was plenty capable of reaching Oklahoma on his own.  The man was sturdy, healthy, powerful, and able.  It was his brain that needed me to help him reach his sister.  His brain occupied a space away from his able body, and I got the feeling it was getting lonely, much like mine was at the gas station.  It made sense. 
 
    We formed the plan.  We would take flight the next morning.  Our next target was a town called Redwood Falls.  Another thirty miles or so.  It was still within the boundaries of Minnesota, very much within them in fact, so our progress was not happening very fast.  And even after waking the next morning, walking all the way to Redwood Falls, sleeping in what was an old factory, and waking the following morning to leave, we realized how slow this was going to be.  A new tactic was needed. 
 
    A soothing facet of our slow walking was that we had not come across anything in the way of other people.  It was completely baron.  The trip was easy because of it.  We knew it was luck, however, and that we would not stay lucky.  In many ways, we anticipated the worst with each step forward.  It had to be waiting around the corner.  Process of elimination deemed it to be that way.  We were on-guard, on the lookout for anything.  And we didn’t find it. 
 
    At Tracy, our next overnight stop, things got different.  Very different.  The game we’d played up until now was completely foreign compared to what came next. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Common Interest 
 
      
 
    We’d arrived at Tracy with a little light to spare, and indeed another seemingly endless thunderstorm.  The first large building we came upon was a Catholic church in the middle of town.  Lovely structure, still looked intact. 
 
    “Big enough?” Gene asked me. 
 
    “Looks it to me.” 
 
    He entered first and went to the far end in the sanctuary while I decided to take myself up to the top of one of the towers in the front.  Neither of us felt the presence of one another, so it was nice.  And naturally, the toilets contained no toilet paper. 
 
    Dinner was eaten and beds of our clothes were made, Gene’s on a pew and mine on a dusty chaise chair near the bells.  It was going to be an easy night.  The storm was actually peaceful in the amazingly nicely-kept church’s insides.  Either this place was left somehow untouched by the Ire or we had stumbled on a time machine.  I liked that last idea, but I was pragmatic. 
 
    I picked up the cell.  “Kind of nice, isn’t it, Gene?” 
 
    I got nothing.  Meanwhile, my cell screen kept flashing the name Blip Blip repeatedly.  Somebody was trying to contact me, and this was possibly corrupting my connection to Gene. 
 
    “Come through,” I stated.  Not even a picture on the screen.  “Gene.  Hello?  I said hello?” 
 
    Blip Blip again.  What?  I’d had many messages try to come through when chatting with Gene before back at the development and it never cut out.  However, the development had the appropriate towers, not overly reliant on the satellites we used on the road.  Blip Blip.  Whoever it was, they were making me upset.  This went on for nearly a half an hour. 
 
    “Wallace?” Gene’s voice finally came through. 
 
    “What the hell was that?  I’ve been trying to contact you for thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Something went wrong.  My screen kept saying Blip Blip.  Did yours, Wallace?” 
 
    “It did.” 
 
    Mystery solved.  Though weird, we knew the issue.  Another problem had gradually presented itself.  My first battery was dying and fast.  I only had two spares.  My options were to find another full battery or two, conserve battery life with less use, or to turn back for the development.  I hoped for the first option, although such a feat seemed next to impossible in our current circumstance. 
 
    I didn’t hear from Gene the rest of the night.  He was probably very tired and enjoying the peace of the church after such trauma a couple days earlier.  I know I was.  The storm raged on outside the bell tower’s broken windows, the gusts of cooling wind making the tower’s typical unbearable August heat a little more tolerable. 
 
    “Do you want to go outside first?” I asked Gene over the cell in the morning.  I heard nothing back.  “Gene?  Come on, guy.  We have to get moving.  Rain’s coming back.” 
 
    This was a dead silence, completely void of anything typical.  I worried.  I worried a lot.  I began to sweat.  As this went on for two hours, my worst fears were all popping into my head.  He had finally committed suicide.  He’d done it.  He could no longer take the Ire’s painful curse.  He ended himself. 
 
    “Gene!” I cried into the cell.  “Gene!  Gene del Gregory!” 
 
    Silence never hurt so much.  I was beginning to lose it myself, mildly dropping a tear from my eye on occasion.  Noon had come and there was still no sign of him.  I needed to go down to see him, to find his body lying in the grip of death that claimed so many of us in the past twenty years. 
 
    As I approached the sanctuary, something caught my nose.  It was dark at first, my eyes adjusting to the low light in the sanctuary, so I had reference as to the source of the smell.  But it was not good.  I inched closer, my body shaking from what I was about to find.  I had never before wanted to feel the Ire as badly as I did at this moment, for if I did it would mean Gene were still alive.  The Ire wasn’t there. 
 
    And there, on the red carpet before the stairs leading up to the lectern, was the body of a very large man.  Blood from his head turned the carpet to a much darker hue.  I wept as I looked down at Gene’s body.  I couldn’t see his face, as it was buried in the carpet itself.  I didn’t want to.  He was my friend, gone like Haydon so many years ago.  But I remembered what I had done then and Gene deserved the same.  I knelt down, reached out my hand, and patted the top of his blood-soaked head. 
 
    “Stupid man,” I sobbed.  “I loved you, Gene.  You were loved at the end.” 
 
    I stroked his head more.  It took about a minute to realize that his head felt more broken than it should have, as in his head was beaten.  I expected a bullet hole or a throat slash, typical suicide devices.  But no, his head was mashed to bits.  I had to look closer.  I attempted to move his head to the right to see his face.  It was badly beaten, unrecognizable.  Wake up, stupid Wallace!  This was not suicide!  He had been beaten. 
 
    The moment finally crashed into me with force.  The face looked unrecognizable because it was not the face of the same man.  His clothes, as well, were different.  With the flash of the truth popping in, I became stunned with fear, quickly jumping back onto my butt while slightly dizzied.  What I landed on was soft and cold.  I looked under me to see the image of another dead man on the floor, his head also crushed to a pulp.  I jumped from my spot and turned to see a woman in the floor a little distance from the men, her head literally flattened.  And turning again, behind the lectern, a man’s body sitting upright against the large wooden king-like chair, his brain exiting the right side of his head. 
 
    I then realized I’d been walking on one large, growing pool of blood.  It was a collective of red stuff.  None of the faces, or what was left of them, looked at all familiar.  Why would they?  I’d not seen faces away from cell screens in a long time.  I was sickened, and I knew Gene and Blip Blip were behind it.  I ran outside in a panicked daze and fell to my knees. 
 
    “Goddamn it, Gene!  What is that?”  It felt like Gene were my cat leaving me his kill as a gift. 
 
    I ran all around the abandoned little town of Tracy, never noticing the growing hunger in my body or the weakening of my muscles amidst such non-stop motion.  I needed to find the bastard.  My friend?  Not today, not like this.  Indeed, it seemed the heated conversation we had two nights prior had something behind it after all. 
 
    Night came around again.  No Gene, no person, nothing.  I slinked back up to the bell tower and looked at the screen on my cell with hardly a blink.  I think the battery ran out sometime shortly after I fell asleep.  It was dead when I awoke. 
 
    “Wallace!” I heard not digitally but loudly from a distance.  “Hey Wallace!” 
 
    I stood from my position and went to the tower’s window.  Gene stood at the bottom with his cell in his hand and a fresh change of clothes on his body.  He wore dark green sweats and no shoes.  I didn’t know what the hell I was going to do at this moment.  All I wanted to do was go back to St. Cloud.  I felt that was not going to happen though.  I knew myself better. 
 
    “Alright,” I said quietly. 
 
    “I can’t hear you, Wallace!” 
 
    “I said alright!” 
 
    I went back to the area of my bed and replaced the dead battery in my cell with a new one.  I turned it on and immediately got the call from Gene. 
 
    “Wallace, what happened to your cell?” 
 
    What happened?  He was asking me what happened?  The nerve.  “Battery, Gene.  I only have two left now.” 
 
    “We need to find a new one soon then.” 
 
    His nonchalant speech worried me deeply.  Did he remember anything of what occurred in the sanctuary?  Was he even there, literally or metaphorically?  Regardless, I should have been happy to see him after being certain I’d stroked his lifeless head only hours prior.  I was not happy.  I don’t know what I was, but the cocktail of emotions stirring through me did me in. 
 
    “Gene, I went to the sanctuary.” 
 
    Gene lowered his head.  I saw shame there. 
 
    “Tell me,” I said.  “Explain yourself.” 
 
    Still silent and despondent, it was apparent he knew what he’d done.  He was previously trying to mask it with his normal jovial personality, but it was a flimsy plastic disguise.  He sighed.  This is what happened. 
 
    It all started with Blip Blip, that person trying to reach us both.  As it turns out, Blip Blip was the code name for a very nearby group of people who had been conversing in close contact for weeks.  Their purpose was to be near each other when their shipments of Flegtide were sent.  Well, Flegtide came and this group was more than 100% certain it would work, that they would be able to talk again. 
 
    Blip Blip noticed us in the area and decided to gain our support.  I ignored it, but Gene did not.  Gene, the proponent of destroying Flegtide—this trip to Oklahoma was solely based on it—opted to intake the drug himself to see if, in the event that he was too late, his sister could withstand its effects. 
 
    It all occurred within the course of two hours.  The drug was dropped off near the rear of the church per Blip Blip’s details, as they were aware of the area.  Gene ingested one 50mg capsule of Flegtide simultaneously with four other people.  They decided to meet in the sanctuary of the church due to its relatively peaceful setting, possibly nothing to set off the Ire. 
 
    They each entered the sanctuary at the same time, 11:33pm.  While there existed a mild prick of the Ire sensation, it was almost complete quashed.  They conversed for nearly five minutes.  The woman in the group served as the moderator as well as the most excited amongst the five.  She chatted them up one at a time as the men, Gene included, talked to each other.  It was the first time in almost twenty years that these five people had spoken to another person face-to-face without the assistance of digital technology.  The red letter day of all days was this day. 
 
    Five minutes was bliss.  But it was only five minutes.  As the sixth minute began, so did the build of agitation in all five in the group, the worst of which being none other than Gene.  He described his feelings to me about the sixth, seventh, and eighth minutes. 
 
    “This urge, Wallace, it was spinal cord-severing in strength.  It didn’t matter that I was speaking with them only a minute earlier.  Their presence boiled my skin.  Their existence was lessening my world and the only way to get it back was to make them go away.  It wasn’t just the Ire, Wallace.  The Ire I’d known until then was a small scrape.  This was a goddamn amputation of both arms and legs by comparison.  This urge, it was unfairly amplified to an unknown degree.  It built and built and built, all while Flegtide worked in my brain to fight it.  I could see in their eyes the growing rage.  But mine trumped theirs.  I was everything and they were ants needing crushed.  It was only a matter of time until the drug wore off and I could finally remove them from their lives, like the world needed me to do.” 
 
    And that is precisely what happened.  Gene kicked, he punched, he took each down, snapped their limbs, bit a neck and a skull and some other parts.  He bashed one man’s head into the ground repeatedly.  The man died fast, but the drug’s effects made Gene not know he was dead, so Gene continued the beating.  The man’s head was pulverized beyond recognition as a human head.  He drove his big arms into the gut of the woman to the extent that they entered her abdomen.  He removed her intestines and some other organs and punched them, even taking a bite of her liver.  He performed roughly the same acts on the other two men in the room.  Nobody had a chance against Gene, as he was by far the strongest of them, and also the most susceptible to the Ire’s fiercest fury. 
 
    This was not the end of his story, however.  Gene’s next statement left me chilled.  This trip was unraveling into a nightmare. 
 
    “I took parts of the brain of one of those men, put it my mouth, chewed, and swallowed.  I ate his brain.  Just as I ate the liver or kidney of the lady.  And Wallace, I loved every second of it.  Not the taste, but the feeling.  I was strong.  I wanted more.  I wanted lots more.  I ran outside to see two men watching on.  I ran for them.  I was fast, Wallace.  I jumped on top of the first guy and killed him fast.  I know he was there with the group to observe, but I don’t care.  He needed to die.  I loved it.  I killed the other man too.  And with him, well, I took out his heart and had a bite of it.  I ran through Tracy all last night looking for more.  I wanted so much more.”  That was when Gene began to cry. 
 
    So he did not find another person to kill that night.  He searched many square miles for nothing.  All the while, he knew I was in the bell tower of the church.  That was a much deeper mystery.  At dawn he realized what he had done and needed to clean up.  He entered an old house and found some clean clothes.  He then went to a nearby creek, washed the buckets of blood from his body, hair, and nails, and donned his flashy new green sweats. 
 
    It was difficult to know where to start from here.  How do I speak to a guy who literally made the normal Ire seem like kindergarten?  Perhaps that is why I could not speak. 
 
    “Please say something to me, Wallace.” 
 
    I stared him down over the cell.  I was a hundred miles past furious.  He was just evil now. 
 
    “Please!  I still need you!” 
 
    I caved, but not in his favor.  “I heard your voice, Gene.” 
 
    “My voice?  What?” 
 
    “When you were describing what you did, I heard the tone in your voice.  It was the tone of pride.  Your voice told me you enjoyed what you did.  I see you crying there, yes, but I don’t think they’re real tears.  I believe you are ashamed not of what you did, but rather of how it made you feel.  Am I right?” 
 
    “Wallace.”  He became fully choked up.  “Wallace.”  It got worse.  He was now flooding the floor beneath him with tears.  “I was alive, Wallace.  I could feel my life.” 
 
    “No excuse.  Flegtide, no excuse.” 
 
    “I haven’t felt my life since I last saw Jack.  I miss him so much, Wallace.  He was everything to me.  We were together eight years and it was nothing short of an immaculate relationship.  He made me feel good about everything, most importantly about myself.  I haven’t felt anything close to that since the Ire.  Well, until last night.  It was as though Jack were there watching me.  Like he was smiling with pride in me.  I removed those things from the planet because he needed me to.  I did it for him, Wallace.  I love you, Jack.  I miss you, Jack.  Oh, Jack.” 
 
    This was the most sincere I’d ever seen Gene.  He truly mourned his husband, and it appeared all the years of repressing his mourning had caught up to him at once with a little help from the miracle drug Flegtide.  Moreover, it showed me how very unstable my friend was.  Gene could very easily do this again, meaning he just might be a liability to me.  But my whole trip was based on his wishes.  I could not abandon him, regardless of liability.  The precarious position he’d put me in was one for the ages. 
 
    “Will you say anything to me?” Gene asked me. 
 
    “Listen to me, Gene.  I don’t agree with what you did or—“ 
 
    “You shouldn’t agree and I want to forget it happened!  Do you hear?” 
 
    “I don’t agree with what you did or the reasons behind it, but I do see that you’re hurting.  I can’t escape that, and you certainly can’t escape it.  Gene, I’ll continue onto Oklahoma with you if you promise this won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Promise what won’t happen again?” 
 
    “Really?  You just killed six people and are happy about it.  You’re seeing your dead husband smiling at your murders.” 
 
    “Wallace, I promise I’ll try to avoid these situations, but I will not promise to avoid the image of Jack.  You can’t take that from me.  Damn you if you try to take that from me.” 
 
    Clearly, Gene’s mind wasn’t at full working capacity anymore.  The sudden gut-punch of grief did that.  Or, maybe more clinically, Flegtide had altered his brain functionality.  I knew I hated that drug for a reason. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Reassemble 
 
      
 
    It stood as a foregone conclusion now that Gene was not the friend I thought he was at the beginning.  Surely, had I known of what he could do, and how he would feel about it, I would never have agreed to help him reach Oklahoma.  Some things just aren’t worth it.  Two things kept me going.  The first, distance.  We were too far now to turn back.  Also, there was no telling if I was welcome back at my development.  Second, I really did want to see him help his sister.  He took the Flegtide for her, to see how it might affect her since genetics dictated that she may react similarly.  It was a teaching moment, not a moment of weakness.  Unfortunately, it may have opened the floodgates to something awful. 
 
    We stayed in Tracy another day and night to let the situation calm down between us.  We discussed at great length how we felt about each other and decided it was a rocky friendship anymore at best.  I couldn’t trust him, he wanted me to trust him, not in-between.  Still, I was going to get him to Oklahoma. 
 
    Timing, though, became a glaring issue.  We should have been inside Iowa by now.  We were instead stuck in the town of Tracy for three nights.  A new tactic was needed and fast.  We sat on the curb of the street in the morning many houses apart, but still within eye-sight of each other. 
 
    “What are you thinking about it?” Gene said to me. 
 
    “That we are complete idiots,” I returned. 
 
    And we were.  The answer was there before us, had been all along.  Answers, I should say.  Vehicles.  Fast travel.  Road travel.  If we played our cards right, we could use vehicles to drive to Oklahoma.  The roads were there, although many were grown over and somewhat on the pothole side. 
 
    Of course, countless unknowns existed when it came to vehicle travel.  We were unsure what cars would still run.  If so, fuel use and fueling locations could hinder all progress.  And what about roadblocks from rogue scavengers away from developments?  There was a thing known as a car-jacking, and it could happen.  And did we even know how to drive anymore?  The morning of the Ire in St. Cloud was my last time behind the wheel. 
 
    “Okay,” Gene told me.  “When I walked around Tracy yesterday—” 
 
    “During your psychotic rampage?” I interrupted. 
 
    “Yes, then.  I passed a police garage.  They may have cars in their locked up from two decades ago.” 
 
    “Then we’ll try there.  You lead the way, please.” 
 
    The tension was there, naturally.  It would be a very long time, if at all, until it was gone.  We didn’t banter like we used to.  If anything, it would save on my cell’s battery life.  Silver linings. 
 
    We walked maybe ten minutes before reaching the police garage in question.  Sure enough, a warehouse-like building stood to the right of the station.  I opened the side door to the image of twenty-one dust-blanketed cars.  Half were police cruisers, the Ford L-State variety like most other police departments in Minnesota in 2030.  The other half were brands and models like the Mazda Caniam convertible, Fiat R-class coupe, and BMW Y-Series. 
 
    “Paydirt,” Gene said after entering the garage as I was on the far side.  “Which one do you want?” 
 
    “Whichever works!” 
 
    That, as it turns out, was the biggest factor in finding our rides.  Also, where were the keys?  Most likely in the police station itself, but they could certainly be lost somehow.  I entered the station through the walkway at the end of the garage, each step ensuring I was not getting closer to Gene.  I found the box of keys in the receptionist’s desk at the front.  Few were labeled, most of which with the numbers of the cruisers in the garage.  The rest probably needed to be guessed at to find their rightful car ignitions. 
 
    I chose the BMW, a black thing that was brand new in 2030 more than likely.  It would be sturdy and reliable, but only if it ran.  It only took three key selections before I found the right one.  And as expected, the car wouldn’t start.  Not even almost turn over.  I was no mechanic, so I couldn’t fix it.  Nor could Gene.  This went on between us both with ten cars.  Finally, after losing a plethora of hope, one turned over.  The engine ran, although in a wildly sputtering manner. 
 
    “Which one is that?” Gene said to me over cell as he continued to try his luck on the other side of the garage. 
 
    “One of the cruisers.  White, two-door, ugly as shit.  Tires full of air.  Half a tank of gas too!” 
 
    Even more fortunate, the car was at the front of the garage, meaning I wouldn’t have to jam it through a collection of other cars to get it out.  And the thing ran with beautiful impunity.  I parked it before the garage and turned it off to wait for Gene’s success.  Such a thing would not come for another two hours.  But when he found a working vehicle, the Chevrolet Taos hatchback, we knew we were about ready to leave.  Bonus, the Taos had a full tank of gas in it. 
 
    He did have to ram a few other vehicles to get the Taos out in front of the garage, albeit about a hundred or so feet from mine.  This was no time to bring out the devil known as the Ire. 
 
    I talked to him through cell.  “Ok Gene, here’s the plan.  We need to try, and I say ‘try’ to stay on the roads.” 
 
    “What do you think, I don’t know where cars are supposed to go?  Come on, Wallace.” 
 
    “It’s been a while is all.  Anyway, we need to find a way to a road that was Interstate 29.  That takes us to Sioux City, Omaha, hop onto another interstate to get to Lincoln, whatever from there.  But the key is to find 29.  It’s southwest of Tracy.  Your car has a compass, right?” 
 
    “Yup,” Gene said.  “It says S right now.” 
 
    “Good, it’s working.  Try to keep it as SW as possible.  From Tracy we’ll be going on road 38 I believe.  I don’t know the town names or the road numbers from there, but I think we can wing it at that point.”  Pretty bad mistake on my part.  Hindsight.  “Does your car have a cell cradle?” 
 
    “It does.” 
 
    “Use it so we can talk through the system.  Also, it will charge your battery.  Big stroke of luck there.” 
 
    “I must say something, Wallace.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This is going to be fun.  We’ve had a rough few days, but this will be like our reward.” 
 
    “Maybe.”  It wasn’t going to be fun.  I honestly anticipated far more problems on the roads than walking.  Again, too many unknowns. 
 
    We found some gas cans in the garage and managed to syphon gasoline from many of the cars inside.  I hauled about thirty gallons in my trunk while Gene carried around twenty-eight, probably enough for each of us to reach Oklahoma.  And the taste, it was bad.  Also, we were unsure if twenty-year-old gasoline was good or bad on car engines.  The latter seemed more likely. 
 
    With that, we were gone.  My cruiser sped with gallant gumption at 25 miles per hour.  I lead, as I had a better sense as to our destination.  And still yet, I wasn’t completely sure where I was going.  The compass meant everything.  I could only hope it didn’t malfunction. 
 
    I made sure to keep Gene’s vehicle in view behind me, although on some of the curves I’d lost him briefly.  Only ten miles in and we came across our first thunderstorm on the road.  The rain pelted down on us with passion.  The top of my car was somewhat rusted from age and leaked a tad in the passenger seat.  No bother.  At least the leak wasn’t over my head. 
 
    Remarkably, the clocks in the dashes of both our cars worked with great accuracy.  Darkness was settling in at around the 9 o’clock hour.  Time to stop.  We chose simply to stay on the side of the road in the very off chance that another person could drive through the area. 
 
    Overall, it had been an eventful day.  According to the odometer, we had driven 140 miles from Tracy.  The town around us, mightily small, was called James.  Simple names for simple towns.  It was apparently on the outskirts of Sioux City, which is where we would meet up with Interstate 29. 
 
    I was surprised the drive went as well as it did.  We were in cars undriven for two decades, using brains that hadn’t driven in two decades, and we were unaware of the geography or possible military presence of any parts of this land.  We breezed by.  Once more, in the age of the Ire, I’ve always expected the other shoe to drop.  This yin had to have its yang.  For that, I did not sleep well.  Atop this notion was the one of Gene, the idea that I was truly growing to dislike him.  But why?  I loved the guy and understood him.  Sensibility wasn’t all there.  Nevertheless, trust in Gene was rapidly changing into antiquity. 
 
    “Wallace?” he suddenly said over the cell as I was in twilight between awake and slumber.  It was midnight. 
 
    “What is it, Gene?” 
 
    “What am I going to do when I get to Oklahoma?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “What am I going to do, me, when I, me, get to Oklahoma.” 
 
    “Are you serious with this, Gene?  We’ve been over this.  And we are getting to Oklahoma, not just you.  I haven’t stuck my fucking neck out there for nothing.” 
 
    “I’ve said it before and I’ll goddamn say it again.  You didn’t have to come with me.  I liked that you offered to come, but it was always your option.  You could be back at the development right now watching reruns of Cheers if you wanted to.” 
 
    “Cheers?  Huh?  I’ve seen that show once, Gene.  And what?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you used to watch, Wallace.  Hell, I don’t even know if I really know you that well.” 
 
    The stuff was finally coming out in the wash.  Gene’s doubts surfaced, and at the worst time.  I’d known him as a solid, steadfast man with a great sense of right and wrong.  Now, in the height of our flight from Minnesota—we were in Iowa now, as it was—he was showing me that he was more a man lacking confidence and direction.  Why did I befriend such a person?  I couldn’t answer my own question.  What was the point this late in the game? 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Gene spat back.  Original.  “I’m not myself.” 
 
    Well maybe it’s because you just found out you’re a willing cannibal!  I wish I could have said that.  It was the truth.  He was a cannibal and he liked it.  Flegtide, as it seemed, was turning into something much worse than what it was billed as.  And with a person like Gene, whose mind was already feverishly unstable, it was simply dynamite.  You’re eating people and absorbing their souls because you’ve lost yours. 
 
    “Gene, you need to stop thinking so much.” 
 
    “Of course I know that, Wallace.  Do you want to know how it was?” 
 
    “Eating people?  Fuck no!” 
 
    “Not that.  The five minutes I had with those people.  It was real.  I haven’t had that in a long time.” 
 
    “Does it matter, Gene?  You killed them after that five minutes.” 
 
    “It matters.  Though they’re dead, they were alive and talked to me in person.  The lady, that leader of the Blip Blip folks, she was so kind.  I didn’t see her as a threat for five minutes.  I said something like I enjoy speaking to you to her.  It was nice.  It felt peaceful.  I liked it.” 
 
    “Does it compare to the feeling you felt after that?” 
 
    “Well, what do you mean, Wallace?” 
 
    “The Ire took you over and you wanted to kill.  While Ired, you actively searched for more kills, not just killing because you ran into them.  That changed you.  You liked that.  You told me this, Gene!” 
 
    “Listen, I know you’re mad at me.” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “I’m trying to win back your trust, Wallace!  I should have never told you about killing those people.  You don’t understand.” 
 
    “I don’t, Gene.  Nor do I want to.  Let’s just get you to Oklahoma and reassess things after that.  Goodnight.” 
 
    And I goddamn meant goodnight.  He had found my last nerve and it took everything in me to not pack up and drive off that very moment.  I hated Gene del Gregory with immense fervor.  The wrath building in me sent me to sleep. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Roadblocks and Moon Rocks 
 
      
 
    We started early the next day, the sun barely up before we set off in our vehicles.  I’d not brought up the issue to Gene that my food supplies were truly wearing thin; I was hungry.  This problem, however, was a scratch compared to the overrunning display of despair occurring around the world at this time, as we would soon discover through news on our cells. 
 
    Recall my previous statement about the release of Flegtide to the public as potentially detrimental or positive.  Detrimental won, and then some.  Indeed, disciplined use of the drug detailed both in packets with the shipments and on the bottles themselves were almost completely thrown aside.  People just wanted to speak to people and deal with the consequences later.  Unfortunately, the consequences were brought on far too fast and far too often. 
 
    Development after development across the globe somewhat collapsed within two days of full-scale release of the drug.  Officials of any development, through polling of their opting survivors, had the option to deny Flegtide’s entry into the developments.  Not surprisingly, these developments, which were in the minority, were left untouched by the disaster.  The handful that somehow were affected by it but remained standing contained a resistance movement within their borders against the drug.  In summary, Flegtide bad, no Flegtide good.  On the fortunate side, these collapses appeared to be limited in time and severity, as we the surviving public had grown astute about not letting the world destroy itself yet again. 
 
    Well over half of the 4,000+ developments around the world were affected.  Chaos, twenty years after our official apocalypse, happened all over again.  Yet, on this day in late August, Gene and I had no idea of the madness happening around the globe.  We were focused on reaching Oklahoma and ending our own mania. 
 
    There are many ways to get lost—losing directions, choosing the wrong of two similar paths, weather, the list goes on.  We got lost on this day, and it was not for one of these reasons.  The real reason was completely unearthly, or at least it felt that way. 
 
    We left the town of James and made our way the very short drive to Sioux City.  It would be easy to follow the signs to I-29 South, our destination.  I led, of course.  But upon entering the city, we noticed all of the signs were either badly corroded or just missing, decades of neglect aiding the purpose.  I had only my compass to tell me the direction. 
 
    My understanding through glancing briefly at the map earlier was that Interstate 29 headed into Nebraska while in fact it stayed on the east side of the Mississippi River.  C’est la vie, as I just wasn’t aware of this.  So my mission was to get across the river in Sioux City as soon as possible.  The land was flat and all buildings in the city were badly dilapidated.  No landmarks.  And to make things worse, my compass began acting up, flying from NW to ESE to N, all over the place. 
 
    I found the river.  And as is with my luck most of the time, the bridge before me was out.  Gone.  Completely destroyed by weather.  I drove the car about a half-mile away to the next bridge and it, as well, was removed from existence.  This same frustrating story played out for the next eleven miles.  I lost count after probably the sixth broken bridge.  So I kept driving, Gene following shortly behind me. 
 
    Mile twelve brought about a true-to-life crossing of the river.  However, this was a railroad trestle, and a shoddy one at best. 
 
    “What is that?” Gene asked me from a further distance. 
 
    “Railroad bridge, Gene.  We have no choice.” 
 
    “Will it hold?” 
 
    Logic told me this bridge just may not hold.  We could very likely plunge fifty feet to our demise, with wood and steel rails fighting the water as the takers of our lives.  “It might.  We’re crossing anyway.”  My agitation at Gene had obviously not waned, causing me to bark my orders without much care of his feelings. 
 
    The pace was ultra-slow.  This was a very narrow rail bridge, our cars barely fitting on them with our wheels skirting the outsides of the rails at all times.  Every few seconds came another large bump.  We were jolted erratically, regardless of the slow speed.  If I hadn’t already bitten my nails to the quick, they would have received such a treatment at this moment.  But after a paralyzing and grueling twenty minutes, we were both across the jagged monstrosity.  I hesitate to say that after I’d crossed, I watched on and somewhat hoped Gene would fall victim to the bridge’s corrosion. 
 
    My compass continued to malfunction.  At one point I think I heard it chuckle in my direction, mocking me.  The skies were fully clouded over, a storm again approaching from seemingly all parts of the world.  I had absolutely no sense of direction now, and the road basically continued straight ahead after the bridge.  This was by no means an interstate highway, but rather a single-lane road with an over-abundance of greenery growing on it. 
 
    “Okay, Gene,” I said.  “Stop a minute if you need to clean out your pants.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he angrily responded. 
 
    “Then we venture on.  This road will take us somewhere.” 
 
    “But is it south, Wallace?  Oklahoma is south of here.” 
 
    “I know it is.  And yes, it’s south.”  A bold lie. 
 
    “I’ll follow.”  His short words told me he wasn’t all too pleased with me either.  He was stuck with me just as I was stuck with him. 
 
    We headed along that road for what seemed like a hundred miles.  Every turnoff was to a dirt or gravel road, most evidently off the beaten path and to nowhere.  Also, no signs.  The land was a mystery.  Twenty years of a land with no care, buildings with no upkeep, and roads with lawns on them created a barren environment seemingly never inhabited by humans.  The only population would have to be ghosts. 
 
    With nightfall on the doorstep, my decision to stop for the day wasn’t questioned by my traveling partner.  He, too, was exhausted and in need of a refresh. 
 
    “Do you see me?” he asked me, flashing his headlights about a quarter mile behind my parked car. 
 
    “Got you, Gene.  What’s your fuel level?” 
 
    “Just over three-quarters of a tank.  Long way to go before more needs added.  You?” 
 
    “Just under half a tank.  Maybe refill in the next two days or so.” 
 
    It was our first conversation in a while not overheated with the subtext of our derision toward each other.  Nice, but mostly meaningless.  I didn’t care.  I really did want to sleep.  The road was brutal and we were lost, the part of the conversation I was determined to keep from Gene.  If he knew, he would take the road into his own hands and flee without me.  While that would solve my irritation problem with him, I still needed him. 
 
    This facet was what I kept ignoring inside.  Gene pissed me off, broke my trust, and ruined his image to me, yet even after all these things I still wanted to have him around.  I couldn’t imagine life without Gene del Gregory in it.  Perhaps I’d put all my friend eggs into his basket and I did not want that basket to fall, for it took everything in me to accept his friendship.  In other words, it took too much time and energy to build what I had with him and I couldn’t lose it.  It would likely take much, much more than eating people for him to completely lose me. 
 
    My growling stomach should have been the thing to keep me awake that night.  I approached the starving level.  However, something else woke me in the darkness of the morning.  It was the very loud sound of rocks hitting my car.  Over and over, they were endless.  I panicked, thinking some stranger lurked nearby and the Ire would come along.  I put the driver’s seat upright and quickly scanned the area.  It was Gene far off in the distance.  I looked over at my cell to see I had turned it off, perhaps as a subconscious ‘up yours’ to Gene himself.  I opened the door and stepped out. 
 
    “What the hell is your problem, Gene?” I loudly bellowed, my non-morning person demeanor blazing through. 
 
    “Your cell is off, Wallace!  Turn that thing on, damn it!” 
 
    “Christ!” 
 
    I stepped back in the car, slammed the door, and switched the cell back on.  The image on the screen was a telling one.  Half of his face was blanketed in blood, some wet and some dried.  His white shirt was also awash in the red fluid of life.  His eyes wandered madly.  And he kept jolting or rubbing his nose, much like a coke addict. 
 
    “Oh no,” I said.  “Gene, what did you do?” 
 
    “I drove.”  He went silent. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I just drove, Wallace.  And I think I was being driven.  Pulled.  I felt something out there.  I swear, I swear, I fucking swear I smelled it too.  More of them.  People.  I was being enticed.” 
 
    “Wait.  Were you being called by someone like back in Tracy?” 
 
    He went quiet again. 
 
    “Gene!” 
 
    “Something’s wrong with me, Wallace.  I couldn’t control it.  It’s changing me.  I’m not the same guy.”  Quite an understatement.  “I killed tonight.” 
 
    The blood and his speech led me to that conclusion before his admission.  Still, it was more unnerving to know that he’d actively gone out searching for people to kill and, maybe, eat?  It was out of the blue, adding to the sedition. 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, how many, Gene?” 
 
    “I think three.  A chance it was four or five.” 
 
    I was friends with a psychotic serial killer.  I did not know how to deal with it.  I’d killed, would kill again in my life, yet being in his company was a torture session of fear and regret.  Furthermore, I now began to fear for my own life.  Thanks to Flegtide, he was getting these insurmountable urges to seek out living human bodies and kill and possibly devour them.  I was the closest to him in proximity.  What would stop that urge from being directed at me?  Again, I could not handle it. 
 
    But I was an idiot, determined to get Gene to Oklahoma.  I like to finish things.  I promised Gene.  Oh, I would certainly be done with him at that point.  I had never missed Haydon more in my life. 
 
    The rest of that night, I believe, I got just a handful of minutes of sleep.  I clutched my necklace and listened to it intently, certain that if it began to erupt in sound that Gene was on the approach.  Not that my own Ire wouldn’t wake me.  But with this man, I didn’t know what I could trust anymore. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Somewhere in the Plains 
 
      
 
    My normal human rage at Gene, now couple with fear, came with a heaping side-dish of neglect.  I neglected to plan, to think.  As a result, our drive the next day was done so without much of a thought process on my part.  I didn’t look at the map, I didn’t gauge gas or mileage, and I didn’t pay attention to my car’s broken compass.  As a result, sometime in the stormy afternoon I found myself in a place called Loup City.  I figured it was Kansas.  And I figured I was lost.  It was time to stop and find my thoughts, those fleeting figments. 
 
    I left my car with my cell in hand, the rain pelting down on me.  “Well, Gene, I don’t know where we are.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re even talking to me,” he replied. 
 
    I ignored it.  No patience for him today.  “I’m going to look at the map.  Loup City.  Ring a bell?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I got back in my car and unfolded the paper map of Kansas.  I looked for Loup City and found it nowhere.  This began to concern me.  It was my impression that we should be in Kansas by now.  So I looked in the Iowa map and found the same result.  Then there was the Nebraska map. 
 
    “Gene, we’re in Nebraska.  In the middle of fucking Nebraska!” 
 
    “You don’t say?” 
 
    “Goddamn it!” 
 
    It was myself who stood as the target of my rage now.  How could I forget to pay more attention to our travels?  It was unlike me in many ways, but then again this entire situation was completely different from any I’d been in over the past two decades.  The development now appeared to be a distant memory, and I wanted it back so badly. 
 
    I had to regroup.  I searched for nothing in particular in my car.  No answers would come as to what I would do now, although telling myself simply to head south would have sufficed.  Instead, I waffled on a decision. 
 
    “Oklahoma is probably just below us, Wallace,” Gene blurted out amongst my extended moment of silence.  “We could just drive.” 
 
    I should have listened to the crazy man.  Instead, I continued flaking on my own resolve.  I doubted everything at this point, most importantly myself.  I was not the steadfast beast of the past, the totem of solid confidence.  No, I was a mouse. 
 
    As I sulked and panicked, I heard a massive popping sound and immediately felt my car lower a little.  A few seconds later it happened again.  My front two tires were destroyed.  I instantly began scanning the streets before and around me with the eyes of an eagle. 
 
    “Gene!” I cried out. 
 
    All I could see on the screen was his face pointing down, as though he were trying to fight something in him.  That detail was all I needed.  Somebody was nearby.  Not close enough for my necklace, let alone my Ire, to detect it, but close enough to shoot out my tires and allow Gene’s newfound super-Ire to flounder his greatest instincts. 
 
    “Somebody is near,” Gene mumbled as his breathing intensified. 
 
    “Speak up,” I ordered. 
 
    “Somebody.  Near.” 
 
    Super-Ire made Gene lose control of much of his cognizance, apparently.  He could barely speak a thorough sentence. 
 
    “Are you going to get out of the car and find him, Gene?  Isn’t that what you do?”  His insanity could benefit my safety now.  I was trying to use it, although it still frightened me. 
 
    “Near.”  He was losing control. 
 
    “I shot out your tires,” a voice came over my cell. 
 
    I looked at the secondary window to see the image of a silhouetted man with the name Customer under it.  “What is this?” I asked, my confidence oddly returning. 
 
    “This is what will happen,” Customer said.  “You in the Ford cruiser, you will exit the car now, leave every possession you have in the car, and walk away.  If not, I will shoot you in the head and you will die.” 
 
    Not much for leaving something to the imagination, this Customer guy.  “Why?” 
 
    “Because you will die if you don’t.” 
 
    “But why are you wanting to kill me?” 
 
    “I don’t want to kill you.  I want to have your car.  There aren’t many working ones around anymore and yours runs.  So I am going to take your car.” 
 
    For a shadowy thief, this man was awfully polite and articulate.  Another pop and a third tire was destroyed.  He wasn’t messing around. 
 
    “I have a question,” I said. 
 
    “Get out of your car.” 
 
    “My question is this.  Do you know where any spare tires are?” 
 
    “Leave your car.  Now.” 
 
    “And even if you do, can you change them yourself?  Because this car won’t move unless you get three new tires.” 
 
    The fourth tire was finally assaulted.  He had good aim, but not much in the way of intelligence. 
 
    “Exit.  Your.  Car.” 
 
    I could only dance so long.  In all honesty, I was enjoying the denial of this thief’s request.  It didn’t matter that he had a rifle and good aim.  It broke the rage, tended to my fun side.  So I opened the car door and stepped out, the whole while expecting a bullet to come at my head.  Why wasn’t I more scared?  I still can’t answer that. 
 
    “The car is yours, mysterious man.”  I could see nothing from his silhouette through my cell.  He was most certainly in a nearby building, likely running from one to another to reach the other side of my car.  But I could hear things.  What I heard was the beep of a necklace. 
 
    “Walk in the other direction,” he ordered me. 
 
    “Sure!”  I began walking back with my cell in my hand.  “Say, what does your name mean?” 
 
    “I am the Customer.  That is all.  I buy goods.” 
 
    “From whom?” 
 
    “That is not your concern.  Leave and we shall never speak again.” 
 
    “Customer.  Seems funny.  Does that make me merchant since I essentially sold you my car for my life?”  I vamped intently.  “Hey Customer, what will you do with my car?” 
 
    “Just leave, person.  I still have you in my sight.” 
 
    “Why a gun anyway?  Do we not kill enough already with the Ire we’re cursed with?” 
 
    “Keep walking, person.” 
 
    Then I saw it.  He was taken down, hard, by my friend.  Customer’s cell was propped up on a table and I could see the entire attack.  Customer’s Ire attempted to fight back, but Gene simply overwhelmed him in both size and wrath.  In the matter of a minute Customer’s head was smashed beyond recognition of a human head.  Gene put pieces of Customer’s brain in his mouth, chewed, and swallowed. 
 
    I don’t enjoy saying that it pleased me to see it.  I had been no fan of Gene’s actions in super-Ire, but this rather saved my life.  The crazy gunman named Customer deserved it.  Take my ride?  I don’t think so. 
 
    I watched as Gene finished his deplorable yet necessary act.  Necessary to an extent, of course.  He then sat flat on his butt and cried.  He wept like a baby.  In many ways he was one again, at least for a brief spec of time following his involuntary actions.  He cried for about two minutes, blood caking his face and down his neck, before seeing the cell with my moving image in it. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he quietly sobbed.  “Wallace, I am so sorry.  I had to.  There was no control.” 
 
    I finally got it.  Gene wasn’t crazy.  He knew everything he did.  He craved it.  But it wasn’t his fault.  He was possessed by the Ire, its infant version now mutated into a vile creature hell-bent on the death of his fellow humans.  How could I hate that?  How could I not understand that he was at the mercy of his powerful genetics?  I finally got it. 
 
    “It’s okay, Gene,” I very gently and solemnly told him.  “Go on back to your car and we’ll figure something out.” 
 
    We headed back to our individual cars.  We would sit there for many hours, neither willing to speak about what had occurred or what our next move would be.  It was silent.  As night came upon us and I remained very hungry, I saw him looking at himself. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “This blood.  Wallace, I need to wash it off.  It’s not good to be bathed in other people’s blood.  I’m going to go find a pond or something.” 
 
    “Good idea.”  And it was.  I wanted a bath too. 
 
    I would wait until he returned before I got directions to the pond in question to go wash myself.  I had one small bar of soap, but I didn’t need more.  The pond water was ice cold and extraordinarily refreshing.  I felt good, smelled decent, and my nails were packed with dirt.  I could sleep well, despite the hunger building stronger by the minute. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    The Food is Out There 
 
      
 
    My dreams led me down a very bizarre road the night following Customer’s Folly, as I called it.  In the most prominent dream, I found a silver fountain that sprang what looked to be lime Kool-Aid.  I was not allowed to drink the green liquid per the orders of a hooded figure the size of a behemoth near the fountain.  However, Gene, who now had the backside of an armadillo, was allowed to drink from it all he wanted.  The fountain erupted into a cosmic explosion of blood, from which Gene drank large gulps.  “You’re not your own devil,” the hooded behemoth said to me in a deep voice.  “You are a swine.  This blood is not for you.”  Then the place turned into a jungle and I was a turtle on a swing.  That’s the only dream I really remember that night. 
 
    Waking up, I found out what made me have such vivid dreams.  The ache in my stomach strangled every other sensation the body should feel.  It overwhelmed me, and obviously I’d felt it in my sleep.  I could go for some of that blood.  I’m sure it’s rich and nutrient.  Enough. 
 
    “Gene,” I said.  “Gene, wake your ass up.” 
 
    I saw him rise from his seat and squint his eyes through his shaky cell.  “What?” 
 
    “Wake up.  We need to eat.” 
 
    “Eat your crackers and veggie paste.” 
 
    “Almost all scraps and drops now.”  I had not informed Gene that I kind of binged on crackers and paste one evening the previous week, ravaging my rations in the process.  I was embarrassed by it, to say the least.  But I did it, so I was paying the price now.  “We’re driving to the next place to see if there’s any food left.” 
 
    “Fine.”  Not a morning person, of course. 
 
    Although we were still in the town of Loup City, there could have been more Customers around.  Too risky.  And all of my tires were flat.  I didn’t care; I would destroy my car if it would get me to some food. 
 
    Slowly, we drove south, of course, a rather short distance before finding a place called Ravenna.  Small town, schools, churches, a hospital.  There had to be more than a simple crumb in this place.  We first found a church, which according to the sign was called Ou Lad o ourde urch.  With Gene left back in the car a block away, I searched the church to come up with absolutely nothing. 
 
    I could find no other church, at least in view.  So I found city hall.  In there, the story was quite different.  Deep in the back of the structure was a kitchen with an enormous refrigeration unit, chrome doors and all.  Naturally, the refrigeration room was warm after years without electricity.  Fortunately, the non-perishables remained on the shelf, hundreds of them in cans and jars.  It was a smorgasbord and I could not have been more delighted.  All of my troubles in past days with Gene meant nothing at this moment. 
 
    “Gene, we have food.  I’m going to eat.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” he said. 
 
    “I can take the food and go outside or something.” 
 
    “It’s fine.  Go ahead.” 
 
    The man wasn’t feeling good.  Or maybe, and this was probably the case, he was simply not hungry.  After all, he’d eaten Customer.  Disturbing, yes, but I was getting used to it in my own disturbing way. 
 
    I started off with a regular can of pork and beans.  Cracked it up thanks to the handle on its top, wiped the dust off of a nearby spoon, and ate the contents in what seemed like three scoops.  The taste of steak or ice cream in the past could never compare to this.  It was more delicious than the most delicious food on the planet.  Then I went to the navy beans.  They were better.  Beside them were two cans of lima beans, both eaten with fury and both with incredible taste.  At this point I could eat dirt and it would taste good.  I had to eat what I could.  There was no telling if such a special treat would lay before my eyes ever again.  Rationing would not happen, not this day. 
 
    When all was told, I ended up eating seven entire cans of food.  No matter, for there were well over a hundred cans remaining for me to take.  And take them I would.  Firstly, however, I needed to rest after such a meal.  I drank some of my water and passed out. 
 
    No dreams for the hour or so I was in slumber.  And I didn’t care if Gene went out on the prowl to find some people to kill and eat.  That was old hat.  I was basking in the purest definition of happiness, my tummy full and my worries almost wholly dead. 
 
    I found a large canvas bag in decent shape on a shelf near the cans of food and filled it with cans big, small, and in-between.  This would carry me for many, many days.  I would then instruct Gene to go inside the refrigerator and gather his own supply after me. 
 
    But upon emerging from city hall, I noticed a vacant spot in place of my car.  Only a wet puddle of oil rested where my cruiser had stood hours prior.  I dropped the bag of cans and immediately went for my cell. 
 
    “Gene, are you around?” 
 
    I received no answer.  I tried again. 
 
    “Gene.  Answer me.” 
 
    Great.  My worries returned with a vengeance.  In my possession was a grand surplus of food and in my stomach was a refreshing meal.  Yet I had no transportation anymore.  Funny how quickly I became accustomed to wheeled transportation after being without it for so long. 
 
    “Hey,” came his voice over the cell after about twenty minutes.  No picture. 
 
    “What the hell, Gene?  Do you have my car?” 
 
    “Hold on.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Again, he went silent.  His mystery at the moment was just annoying. 
 
    “Goddamn it!  What the hell is this, Gene?” 
 
    That was when I saw my car parked about a block away next to Kine’s Pharmacy, or what was once a pharmacy by that name.  And the car had four filled tires put on it. 
 
    “Happy birthday, buddy,” Gene said into the cell. 
 
    “You did that?” 
 
    “While you were in the church eating, yes.  I knew you would take your time so I stole your cruiser, found an old tire store, and put on the new ones.  I worked as a mechanic briefly in my youth so I knew how to do it.” 
 
    “But why?  It is not my birthday.” 
 
    “Wallace, I’ve put you through some serious shit lately.  That Flegtide changed me for the worse and I realize that.  Yet you’ve stuck with me.  You are truly a friend, and I’m glad I spent so long at the development trying to reach out to you.  I chose right.” 
 
    Wow.  Such an apology I could not have anticipated.  It was sincere and real, not forced or unbalanced.  This was the Gene I befriended in the development.  This was the Gene I gambled on.  I liked this Gene a lot. 
 
    “I’m speechless, Gene.” 
 
    “And I’m hungry, Wallace.  Do I get any of that food you have?” 
 
    I explained the situation to him in city hall.  He gathered up his own collection of cans and put them in his car.  His eating, however, was curbed to just a few nibbles.  I guess eating humans keeps one’s appetite down just a bit. 
 
    I decided not to rush after that.  In Ravenna we stayed for the night, both cars in view of each other on a street in the small town.  While about a week earlier we were under the umbrella of burden to make haste to Oklahoma, our adventure had somewhat made urgency a secondary issue.  We tried to enjoy the luxury of time. 
 
    “Wallace?” Gene rang as I was dozing off. 
 
    “What is it, Gene?” 
 
    “I’m sorry I have been a jerk to you.  I wish I had never taken Flegtide.” 
 
    “Hey, it’s a learning lesson.  I’m dealing with it.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard from Pauline since we left the development.  The day before, in fact.” 
 
    “Not even a text note?” 
 
    “Not even.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you told me, Gene?” 
 
    “Too much burden.  You’re risking your life and everything for me.  And there were a few days you wanted nothing to do with me.  I could tell.  I let you think that way and if you were going to bail, you would bail.  I wouldn’t stop you.” 
 
    “I thought of leaving.  Gene, you scared me.  But I soon saw it was beyond your control.  And for some reason, when you get these urges, you smell and seek out everybody except me.  It doesn’t make a lot of sense but you’re leaving me alone.” 
 
    “I haven’t even thought about that.  You’re right.  I mean, I’m completely aware when the urge hits.” 
 
    “Super-Ire,” I said. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Call it the super-Ire, Gene.” 
 
    “Nice.  When I get the super-Ire sensation, I always know you’re within a few hundred feet from me.  It’s like you’re off-limits, a taboo person.” 
 
    “I wonder what that is about.” 
 
    “I do too.” 
 
    Our exchange was well-needed.  It was pleasant and understanding.  We both relayed our respect for each other while it simply should not have been so after a week on the road.  Since the Ire struck in 2030, humanity required earth-shattering shifts in the fundamental ways we did everything.  Because of this, our population dwindled from bulging at the seams to a scant handful here and there.  Had dinosaurs still existed, we would be at the very bottom of the food chain.  Regardless, we were different humans now.  I killed, Gene killed and devoured, and we should have all been condemned to burn in hell for eternity by all former human standards.  Instead, we were cordial and excusing each other’s egregious maleficence.  We were different, yet just like all others on the planet.  Weird.  I’ll take it. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Some Awakening 
 
      
 
    I would never have expected it.  The universe would not be the same.  But it happened and I will never forget every little detail about it. 
 
    Yet again, a violent thunderstorm bulldozed the area of Ravenna at dawn.  I kept expecting to hear tornado sirens go off.  The clock on my car’s dash read 7:02 am.  The drip over the passenger seat was a steady little stream hitting the floor—I should have found a way to plug it by now.  Lightning danced all over.  Thunder bellowed with bone-rattling force almost on a constant basis, which was the catalyst for my rise from sleep. 
 
    Every few seconds or so the stream of water coming from the roof of the car would get thicker.  The roof, already corroded and weakened after years of neglect, was rapidly succumbing to the deluge.  But this was the least of my problems.  After picking up my cell with the intention on calling Gene, I felt the left side of my car get jolted heavily by something.  Then again.  The bricks on the wall on the building my car was parked beside had begun to slip from their mortared positions, a sign of the entire building ready to collapse.  And before I could start the engine on my car, the wall had already begun its descent down upon me. 
 
    “Help, Gene!” I managed to shout into the cell. 
 
    Bricks then began to pound the top of my car every second, then every half-second.  The side continued to get pummeled—it was a three-story building, after all.  It was coming down.  I began to panic.  The driver’s side door dented inward from the outside due to large collections of bricks banging against it at once. 
 
    I went to the passenger door and tried to break the window with my feet repeatedly.  It was very similar to a person in a drowning car attempting to break the window so they would not drown, only I would be drowning in bricks and instead of drowning I would be bludgeoned to death by them.  Kick after kick, the window, reinforced apparently, would not give.  However, physics broke it for me.  The roof was getting piled on by probably hundreds of bricks, causing the frame to warp and the window to bust. 
 
    I leapt for the open window, lacerations both shallow and very deep wrapping all parts of my body.  The rest of the wall began its fall on my car.  As my top half was out the window, I looked up to see my life ready to go thanks to decades of human disregard for buildings.  I tried my best to get through the window, but my pants got caught on a displaced piece of metal jutting from the passenger door.  The metal was then forced deep into my front right thigh.  I could not go. 
 
    I could see everything from my past go before my eyes, a retrospection of my not-so-wonderful life.  And like that, I was out of the car, almost as though a hand had grabbed my arm a mere second before the entire wall collapsed on my helpless self.  It was a blur as I lay on the ground many, many feet from the epicenter of the collapse.  The rain, too, blurred my vision.  I’d gone from the death trap of a car to relative safety in the matter of five seconds.  I was offered a miracle, yet I was still unable to appreciate it thanks to my dazed state.  I lost consciousness for a few minutes. 
 
    As I woke, I could see I rested under some green and white striped awning out of the rain that would not relent.  I looked to my left to see parts of my car under a mountain of red bricks.  I looked to my right to see Gene standing there with a scowl on his face as he looked down.  I looked back to my car. 
 
    Wait.  Huh?  Gene?  What?  I had to still be asleep.  I wiped the sleep and trauma from my eyes, almost so deep I could have gone blind.  I couldn’t look.  But I had to so I did.  Gene was there, sitting on a concrete stoop as he continued to look away from me.  Was I dreaming?  I slapped my own face.  Wake up, stupid! 
 
    “This isn’t a dream,” Gene very casually stated as he looked at nothing in particular to the right. 
 
    I stood very fast, afraid, but immediately fell right back down thanks to the enormous gash in my thigh all the way down to the bone, the wound bleeding profusely.  “My God, Gene!  Get away from me before I feel it!” 
 
    “If you were going to feel it, Wallace, it would have happened now.  Same for me.  I don’t feel it.  Do you feel it?” 
 
    “Well, I might soon!  Delayed reaction from the Flegtide in your system!  Leave!” 
 
    “Too late.  I’m already here.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I dragged you out of that fucking car, Wallace.  I took you by the arm seconds before the wall came down.  I broke the cardinal rule of touching.  I broke the rules and I won.  Wallace, things are different now.” 
 
    Then why did he look so sad?  Why did he sound heavily burdened?  He wanted nothing more than to talk to me in person, side-by-side.  He had his wish.  I would have pondered that much further if I hadn’t been so dumbstruck over the basic fact that neither he nor I were Ired at the moment.  I lost consciousness again. 
 
    Proof that this wasn’t a dream came about an hour later.  I woke up to the image of Gene’s round, beard-riddled face just inches from my own.  His breath smelled of some mixture of spoiled cabbage and dead squirrel, the first breath I’d smelled in two decades.  And he smiled. 
 
    “You’re ok now,” he told me, grinning brightly. 
 
    Again, I was afraid.  I backed up as far as I could go, which turned out to be about a foot to the wall behind me.  “So it did happen?” 
 
    “It did, my friend.  We are sans Ire, you and I.  Been this way for, oh, an hour and a half.  No drugs.  No drugs.”  He cried, but these were tears of joy.  The man was elated.  “You’re right here, Wallace.  I touched your arm.  I bandaged your leg.  I’m having a hard time believing it’s true.” 
 
    Hard times all around.  I was completely taken aback by the reality.  And my leg, although still in tremendous pain, was wrapped with a piece of ripped plaid fabric, just as Gene had said he’d done. 
 
    “What does this mean?” I asked Gene. 
 
    “It means we have something special, Wallace.  I don’t know what it is, but we aren’t killing each other and that means everything.” 
 
    The man could not have ever spoken a more honest sentence.  Our world of the past twenty years seemed to be a thing of the past, at least in this moment.  We could not have known whether or not this meant the Ire was over, Flegtide interference had something to do with it, Gene’s mental state triggered the imbalance, or any combination of the three.  Frankly, under the awning in Ravenna, we didn’t care. 
 
    Gene and I sat there a while.  We basked in the newness that was person-to-person communication without long-distance yelling.  The rain poured all around us, but we remained dry in both our physical and spiritual states.  Gene left my side for a moment and returned with a six-pack of beer.  They were warm, without labels, and likely a decade or so past their due dates.  Still, we drank them and they were delicious, not in taste but in the creation of what would be a nostalgic moment; it’s rare that I know when the current moment is going to end up in my nostalgia bank. 
 
    We chatted more than ever, more furiously than when I finally accepted his requests to become friends.  It was fresh, brand new, and we both were very aware of it.  True, we already knew each other, but it always seemed limited and with good reason.  No personal contact.  The Ire took that from us.  We had a lot of catching up to do and we did just that until nightfall, when more storms ripped through town.  Talking of everything died down as we had cried and laughed enough to deplete our tears. 
 
    “So now, here we are,” I said.  “What happens from here?” 
 
    “Well, I’m thinking of going on the search for another six-pack somewhere around,” Gene said.  “Any place you can think of?” 
 
    “I meant you and I, Gene.  This is a banner day.  Bigger than any other in my life.  It will be over soon and we have to know what we’ll do then.  Are we still going to Oklahoma for Pauline?” 
 
    “We just reconnected, Wallace.  We just broke the rules that Mother Nature set in motion two decades ago.  We are new people.  Goddamn right, I’m going to tell my sister.  We’ll leave in the morning.  One more thing.” 
 
    He reached his bag and pulled out my cell.  I took it and looked back at him. 
 
    “Wasn’t this thing pulverized in the rubble?” 
 
    “I found it under the bricks, along with the extra batteries.  I think it’s amusing and ironic because, well, we don’t need the cells to talk anymore.” 
 
    “You’re right.”  I could have said more, but my brain was pretty much toast at this point.  “It is nice.”  Such the talker, me. 
 
    “Your little cruiser there is destroyed, Wallace.  We’ll ride together to Oklahoma.  I already checked the map and it looks like we’re about 400 miles from the border of Oklahoma.  From there we’ll find Pauline’s development and our journey will be over.” 
 
    “I think it’s just beginning, Gene.” 
 
    He grinned.  “I do too.” 
 
    The kindness he shared in his eyes was almost overwhelming.  Things looked incredibly good.  If only we’d better anticipated the problems we would face now that we were no longer slaves to the Ire.  They were set to be Biblical in value, the problems. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Me and Gene 
 
      
 
    My leg wobbly from its aching, pus-filled wound, I stepped into Gene’s car.  It was cozy for the most part.  The leather bucket passenger seat reminded me of my recliner back at my cabin, with memory settings and enough give to make me feel just the way I wanted.  It already knew me.  Still, I maintained that lingering doubt that at any moment, without warning, the Ire would rejoin our brains and we would go for each other.  For this, comfort could not be fully realized. 
 
    Gene got in the driver’s seat and shut the door.  “Are we ready?” 
 
    “I believe we are.” 
 
    “Good.”  I do think Gene shared the same doubts as me, but he showed no signs of it. 
 
    We readied ourselves, buckling up and adjusting our seats.  That was when we heard and sort of felt an explosion.  We looked behind us to see my car, still off in the distance on the streets of Ravenna, up in flames. 
 
    “The gas can in the trunk,” I said.  “Guess the flames finally caught it.” 
 
    “Guess so,” Gene said.  “Good thing I already got the bag full of canned food out.” 
 
    “You’re too kind.” 
 
    He cradled the cell and we were off.  Within the first few minutes I could tell this would be a unique sensation.  I was being driven in a car with a living person beside me without even the slightest inclination to kill him.  This is the stuff of dreams. 
 
    The bright sunshine of the very warm late-August day was a refreshing change from endless buckets of water being poured on us.  We could easily see the ultra-flat landscape of the plains.  And even on this road, which was wildly untreated and in many places overgrown with bushes and trees, we could see what we were unable to see for years—nature.  Perhaps it was our newfound miracle that brought in such perspective.  Neither of us complained. 
 
    Silence percolated between us for about thirty minutes on the trip.  Apparently, neither of us wanted to be the first to break the ice.  Under the awning was one thing, but now, forced into close quarters with one another, the pressure was there to say something.  Granted, we still have countless things to discuss. 
 
    “Time,” I said. 
 
    “Time?” 
 
    “Yes, time.” 
 
    “Wallace, it’s about 9:30 in the morning.” 
 
    “No, not that.  I’m saying time is with us, Gene.  Timing, I should say.  The timing fits.” 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you say timing in the first place?” 
 
    “Nervous, I guess.” 
 
    “But timing,” Gene said, “definitely is on our side.  There’s a bond.  I don’t feel the slightest Ire around you.”  He’d already said those exact words a dozen times since yesterday, I believe.  “I can’t put it into words.” 
 
    “Neither can I.” 
 
    “That bond.” 
 
    Suddenly, I was feeling just a tad uncomfortable.  I knew his past, the fact that he had a husband.  I never thought twice about it.  But now that we were breaking Mother Nature’s rules, it could grow deeper. 
 
    “You do know I’m straight, right?”  I regretted saying the words before they exited my mouth. 
 
    “Wallace?” 
 
    “I’m straight, Gene.”  Damn it, I couldn’t stop. 
 
    “And I’m not.  And that’s all fine, Wallace.  What the hell is that all about?” 
 
    “Um, it just felt like—“ 
 
    “I was hitting on you?  Christ, Wallace.  I would not do that.  Not jeopardizing this thing I just got back yesterday.  Get over yourself, boy.” 
 
    He laughed hysterically, prompting me to do the same.  Ice broken, no more discomfort.  It was a necessary moment in time for us.  The air was clear. 
 
    We’d driven probably a hundred miles or so south when a call began to come through on my cell, not Gene’s.  I removed it from my pocket to investigate. 
 
    “Evans?” I said, reading the overly simple name on the screen. 
 
    “Who is Evans?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    Why not go deeper down the rabbit hole?  I answered the call.  “Hello?” 
 
    On the screen was possibly the most terrifying person I’ve ever seen.  He was likely 350 pounds, tall, an evil black goatee, a horrendous buzz cut on his balding head, and eyes that shot directly through my soul.  He wore a very thin black tank top, revealing just how gargantuan he was in the muscle department.  He did not speak for the longest time. 
 
    “I said hello?” 
 
    “You are Wallace Auker?” he said, his voice as deep and bloated with menace as his image. 
 
    “That’s me.”  I didn’t want to answer. 
 
    “An occasional development refugee comes this way.  Much more recently than usual thanks to Flegtide.  It is my job to greet them.  I am Evans.” 
 
    “Greet us, eh?  As in friendly?” 
 
    “Greet you as in kill you,” Evans corrected.  “I have seen your car, the gray Taos, on the road moving slowly.  I will find you and kill you.  This is a promise.” 
 
    “Why is everybody who finds me so damn polite and nice?”  I enjoyed sarcasm, even as a defense mechanism. 
 
    “Listen, I have your trail.  I know the geography of this area.  I will find you, allow the Ire to become me, and you will die.  That is how it’s been for so many years and that will not change.  Expect me soon.” 
 
    “Come find us,” Gene suddenly blurted out. 
 
    This, as it seemed, had a maniacally confusing effect on Evans.  Whereas before he was confidently grim, his face now was sternly puzzled.  “Did I hear another person?” 
 
    I had to think.  Did I want this to happen?  To spoil our news of Irelessness?  What the hell.  I angled the cell to show both of us, both smiling ear-to-ear. 
 
    “That is Gene,” I said.  “We don’t have the Ire.” 
 
    “Ah, I see now.  You are both part of the minority without it.” 
 
    “No,” Gene said.  “We still have the Ire, killed many people.  It just doesn’t affect us anymore.”  He was truly proud to make such a statement. 
 
    “Evans,” I said, “if you want our stuff why not use a rifle like the last guy and try to blow out our tires?” 
 
    “Hold on,” Evans angrily demanded.  “You’re not Ired.  How the fuck are you not Ired?” 
 
    “A miracle!” Gene mocked. 
 
    “Gotta be Flegtide.  Gotta be that.  Flegtide.”  He was obviously befuddled.  “Nevermind.  I’ll kill you.  And to your remark, Wallace, I will not use guns because there is no fun in it.  And now I have a challenge.  I will see you gentlemen shortly.”  He ended the call. 
 
    “What do we do?” I asked Gene. 
 
    “We get to know our new friend, Wallace.  This should be all kinds of fun.”  He wasn’t worried, unlike me.  Gene had regained all of his confidence and knew something I didn’t. 
 
    “You want us to fight him or something?  Because Gene, I’m lame.  My leg.” 
 
    “Enjoy the ride, Wallace.  We’re in great shape.  Trust me.” 
 
    Whatever he meant by trust was just a mystery.  He knew something more.  Nevertheless, his words actually did ease me.  I couldn’t be upset with anything, not after what happened the previous day.  I was sitting one foot from another human being.  Nice. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Minus the Populace 
 
      
 
    One full day of driving without hearing from that nuisance over the cell again.  Evans was nowhere to be found.  I think we’d scared him off or something.  Well good riddance.  He would have ruined our good time. 
 
    And it was a good time.  There was a card in the stereo of the car with thousands of songs, much of them from the ‘20s, the last decade music was made and published.  Most songs were of the Head-House variety, the most popular genre of music since the mid-teens.  Many songs whose lyrics we knew we sang together—neither of us could sing. 
 
    “Where are we now?” Gene asked. 
 
    “I’m not too sure.  I saw a sign a few miles back that said Osborne.  Let me look.” 
 
    Sure enough, we were somewhere near the town of Osborne, Kansas.  The town of Luray was nearby.  We were perfectly on track to reach Oklahoma.  As Gene said, just go south. 
 
    “Good evening,” came the voice and simultaneous picture of Evans. 
 
    “Why, hello,” Gene gleefully responded.  “I thought you’d forgotten about us.” 
 
    “You are my mark.  I never leave a mark alive.” 
 
    That’s when we saw the headlights behind us flash five times.  His signal was obvious, as Evans trailed us just as he said he would. 
 
    “Honestly, what do you want?” I kindly asked Evans. 
 
    “Your lives.  Nothing more.  You may have food in your car, other goodies, but I am fine on my own.  I need you dead.  The Ire has built this in me over the years.” 
 
    I looked over at Gene.  He didn’t appear right.  His head tilted down toward the steering wheel and his eyes were affixed straight forward.  He was feeling something.  And just as I was understanding his situation, I’d begun to feel a sensation not felt in over a week.  It was the Ire.  All puzzle pieces came together when Evans flashed his lights again, this time literally right behind us. 
 
    This was new territory.  I was feeling the Ire and it built with quick intensity.  All the while, I was sitting right beside another person.  I looked over at Gene and he was not red through my vision.  He might as well have been dead, for he was not the target of my Ire.  I looked back through the window and, of course, Evans’ image was completely red.  Unprecedented for sure, but interesting too. 
 
    Gene slammed the breaks, his cognizance in his super-Ire moment not lost.  We both emerged from the car and ran back at the Alfa-Romeo Holliday R-444 truck, also now stopped.  We growled and grunted uncontrollably. 
 
    Evans, a man with girth and such astounding muscle, removed himself from his truck, also with loud sounds exiting his mouth.  He jumped at Gene, but Gene was somehow stronger, able to withstand the leap while taking down the man himself.  I, as well, leapt on him and began to throw my overly-clinched fists at his enormous head.  Over and over, not a break.  The man had to die.  The world needed his death. 
 
    But that was where the normal burn and kill of the Ire turned in a profound way.  I likely would have been beaten to death by Evans, his body far more ample to destroy with bare hands than my own.  However, I looked over at Gene during the melee and something was triggered inside me.  It was deeper than I could have ever imagined something to be, so far down that the entire force of the world could not reach it.  It was something I’d never felt, not even from my siblings.  It was unabashed, irrefutable brotherhood. 
 
    Gene and I were one unit at this moment.  I could almost hear his thoughts and likely he mine.  We had only thought that this thing before us, the blood and bones-filled bag of shit, needed to be destroyed.  And we did just that.  We were faster, stronger, more aggressive, and most importantly, we were more focused on the destruction of Evans than he was of us.  Thirty seconds after the fight had ensued, Evans was dead, his head a mangled and leaking relic of what it used to be. 
 
    I leaned back and pondered the moment, the normal routine following an Ire kill.  Why did I do it?  Why did this man have to die?  The answers weren’t there, naturally.  But now, I got part-two of the new form of the Ire.  I knew what was about to happen.  Gene would eat the man.  Would I join in?  Would I have a choice?  We were, after all, one unit in this instance. 
 
    Don’t do it, Gene.  I will not be able to join you in the task.  I hoped he read my mind.  But alas, he didn’t.  He took a wet chunk of brain on the ground, brought it up to his mouth, and took a solid bite from it.  He no longer balked, just went in head-first.  In another turn, Gene looked at me as to say ‘Please dine with me’.  I don’t know, perhaps the fervent nature of brotherhood took me over, but I forced myself to affirm his silent request. 
 
    I reached down and grabbed a small portion of brain on the ground.  It was very warm, very wet, and very wrong in every possible way.  This brain only a minute earlier was used to think, to act, to work.  Now it was going to be my meal?  Stop, you fool!  You’re not this twisted! 
 
    Too late.  I put probably a teaspoon of the gray stuff in my mouth and began to chew.  I can’t honestly describe the taste.  Maybe a little metallic, something like wet cauliflower, and a hint of paprika.  And the texture neared that of overcooked pasta, perhaps some rubbery quality.  I don’t perfectly recall exact details because I’m quite certain I was unable to control myself at the moment.  If I had decided not to eat the man, I still would have eaten him. 
 
    My memory does not serve me all that well from here on.  I may have eaten more, I may have stopped.  I recall sitting on my butt with my legs stretched out fully before me as rain began bombarding my head.  I sat about ten feet from the area where Gene continued to feast on Evans’ ruined body.  I watched my best friend eating a human, the same human I’d helped eat.  It overwhelmed me.  I passed out. 
 
    My eyes opened on the blazing morning sun accompanied by the song of birds in a nearby row of trees.  I was in the backseat of Gene’s car with a jacket over me.  It smelled bad.  Horrid.  I looked down to see my clothes still covered in blood from the previous day, explaining that it did actually happen. 
 
    “You’re up,” Gene said from the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Gene?” 
 
    “Morning!” 
 
    “Gene, what happened last night?”  I knew what happened, I just wanted him to tell me a lie to give me some grain of doubt to grasp. 
 
    “Evans is done, Wallace.  Asshole didn’t know what we are.” 
 
    “What we are?  We’re people, just like he is.  Was.” 
 
    “He wanted to kill us for no reason.  We got the best of him with our new Ire.  It was glorious.” 
 
    And those were the words that sent me over the edge.  I knew I had ingested parts of human.  It was many, many hours ago.  Still, I had to purge.  I had to get as much out of me as possible.  I jumped up from the seat and out of the car for the creek off the side of the road.  I knelt down and attempted to shove my finger down my throat before realizing the emotions made it happen for me.  I vomited with passion.  My eyes remained closed, not ready to see brains or any other human body parts leave me.  I must have vomited half my weight. 
 
    Gene rushed over to my side.  “Are you okay, Wallace?” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, opting to puke a whole lot more out. 
 
    “Let it out.  Just it the stuff go.” 
 
    From my kneeling position I looked up at him, bits of vomit dangling from my mouth and my nose running like a badly mistreated faucet.  “You,” I whispered.  “You made me commit cannibalism.  Gene, why did you make me eat him?”  I was engorged with so much rage that I could not let it out, hence the general silence of my retort to the crazed man.  “I ate a person.” 
 
    “You were never forced to eat him, Wallace.” 
 
    “Bullshit!  I saw your eyes.  They beckoned.  I heard your brain.  It called for me, Gene.  It said ‘Do this with me’.  Tell me I’m wrong.” 
 
    “Wallace—” 
 
    “Tell me I’m wrong, Gene!”  I was destroyed.  The tears poured from me like a waterfall.  I suddenly missed the days when regret after killing was simply the regret of killing.  The regret of devouring a person hurt immeasurably worse. 
 
    “You performed without coercion,” Gene said.  “Wallace, I would not lie about that.  If I’d forced you then you know I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.  What I do is what I do, not what you do.  What you did was decide to join me in that act.  I was not responsible, Wallace.  You were.” 
 
    I began slurping the water like a dog at the bowl.  I had to get the taste of human out of my mouth.  I hoped all that vomiting had removed it from my system, but I realized too many hours had passed and it was now part of me, to my utter dismay.  I could vomit no more.  I could drink no more.  All I could do was wallow in my grief.  I sat on the bank of the creek and stared at the running water. 
 
    Gene sat beside me.  “Last night—” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it, Gene.” 
 
    “Last night was something new, something of a brand new world.  We shared it, Wallace.  And here we are, two feet from each other, no Ire in sight.  It’s all part of a bigger plan, I believe.  I’m not in love with you.  No, I’ll never get over losing Jack.  Never.  But our bond, it’s special.” 
 
    “Enough with the fucking bond,” I said in teeth-gnashed mumbles.  “We’re not connected.” 
 
    “We are, Wallace!  You can’t run anymore.  Last night was proof.” 
 
    “I said shut up about last night.” 
 
    “Why hide what happened?” 
 
    “Because, Gene, I did what no human was ever meant to do!  I took the body of a human, dead for a matter of seconds, and I ate it!  I fucking ate it, Gene!  I’m every brand of trash.  On a molecular level, I’m garbage.  On a galactic level, I’m garbage.  I will never un-eat that man!  Can’t you see that?” 
 
    It was now Gene’s turn to get emotional.  He stood and walked away to stand in the direction of all the plains before us, and away from me.  “We have something special.  The fact that we have no symptoms when we’re beside each other is more than enough proof.  Yet you are just so stubborn in believing it’s nothing.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, Gene!  I do believe there’s something there, but why does it have to involve eating humans?  That’s the part that gets me, that makes me think you just don’t have everything working right up there.  I don’t eat people!” 
 
    “It was a moment, okay?  I didn’t plan it, you certainly didn’t.  But it was there.  And it was between us, the bond once again.  You chose to eat because I ate as well.  Forget the past and all the things you were told is taboo from your mommy and daddy and teachers.  When the Ire came at us, we were doomed to change forever.  Consider this to be part of that change.  A metamorphosis of everything, if you will.  And try, just try, Wallace, to think of it as something good as opposed to something deplorable.” 
 
    “Demons would spit in my eye right now if they existed.  It’s that bad, Gene.  Nothing you can say will make me accept the feast of another person as a good thing.” 
 
    Once again, I’d had it with Gene.  I didn’t care at the moment that we broke Mother Nature’s rules.  He was evil, pure evil.  His words proved to me that he very much enjoyed hunting humans and eating them.  I walked away and into the woods.  I did not want to go back to Gene’s car, so I didn’t. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Equals Nobody 
 
      
 
    This place was so strange, these empty plains.  I would traverse a lush collection of trees and running water followed by fields of nothing across the hot August horizon.  Then more trees.  I found a little hill; probably more along the lines of a mound than anything, but still a mild break in topography.  But this place was strange because it seemed to accept my very fresh ambition of immediate isolation.  I was re-isolating myself in a sense, maybe mourning for the days of the development.  They seemed like so long ago, not just a week and a half ago. 
 
    This was my independence, my own life as my own person at last.  No rules, no leashes, only myself.  Why did it take me so long to find this?  It was making sense why I chose to remain without a friend for all these years.  I was preparing myself for this brand of life. 
 
    Where to start?  How about that barn structure with a badly broken windmill by it?  Sounds good.  The wood on the barn was more damaged and weathered than the body of that man I’d eaten the previous day.  No!  Got to stop thinking about that.  It’s too damn soon. 
 
    I entered the barn.  It smelled of mold and dirt, not animals like it once housed.  The farmhouse beside it had been long burned to embers.  From my view I could even see a very vivid aged skeleton in the pile, a sign that the people inside likely met the same fate as those houses back in Cosmos.  Though only a week and a half removed from that image, I could care less anymore.  I was jaded.  Eating humans will do that. 
 
    I made a bed in the exceedingly dry hay at the top part of the barn.  I honestly didn’t expect the loft area to hold, as everything about the barn was beyond a rotted state.  It held.  I reached in my pocket for my cell.  I’d not checked to see if Gene had tried to call since I abruptly left. 
 
    But my cell wasn’t there.  It was in Gene’s car.  Brilliant.  I thought of it as a positive thing, a fresh start to a fresh mind.  Thinking of Gene would only bury me deeper into misery.  Oh, I was still miserable.  I tried to hide it, to tuck it in, but it would not work.  Life with that man was a joke and a nightmare all at once.  If only the previous day was really a nightmare and not a gloriously terribly fact. 
 
    I was becoming a bit cold.  I was also growing hungry—all the food I’d eaten in recent days was gone thanks to my violent vomiting episode.  But nowhere, not anywhere I could ever think, was there food.  Starvation for Wallace Auker was imminent. 
 
    I lit a fire in the loft using matches I’d found in a crate on the ground floor of the barn.  The inside of the crate also contained a soft-core dirty magazine from 2004, a rusted pistol sans ammo or magazine, a very tiny spiral-bound notebook and pen well-preserved inside a plastic baggy, and a pig skull.  I took the notebook and pen.  It was something different for me. 
 
    I kept the fire maintained safely inside a large iron wok-looking thing.  As it raged, I opened the notebook and inspected its contents.  It was a diary of sorts by a boy.  My eyes were opened to both the story and the nearly unreadable, grammatically dreadful chicken scratch throughout the notebook. 
 
      
 
    My name Lawrence Piper an Im 13 year olds an from Black Wolf Kansas.  I hope sombody read this becaus Im scared.  People all started to killeachether all suddin for no reason an I feeled somthing to.  The day is Agust 1 and the years is 2030.  I cant find my dad.  I thank he mite have ben killed by all the stuff when it happend.  My mom is probly dead to.  My sisters our probly dead to I thank.  I dont no why people half to killeachether today an Im real scared.  I found this notebook in moms dressor an ran for the barn becaus I dindt want to git that feling again.  I hav food with me so I May eat it I hope it last awhile becaus I dont no how long I be up here in this barn. 
 
      
 
    Itis midnite now and Im cold an my house is onfire.  I thank one of my sister’s was in there an she is probly dead or she died urlier I dont no.  I run outof food alredy an Im hunrgy an I want some more food.  I herd of the radio of thangs like this all over the world rite now an nobaudy can explan why its hapening.  Im steel scared an I hope I dont feel that feling again when I did the morning. 
 
      
 
    Im hurngy steel an I want to find food I dont no where to look the next house is to miles way.  I ben up in this barn for a day an I thank the world has gon crazy becaus every one is dieing all over the radio sais thay are.  I can smell the smoke from my burned house an it smells bad.  I cryed lots last nite an I no why becaus I thank this is theend of the wordl.  I will try an go find food today an hope I dont git that feling again it dusnt feel good. 
 
      
 
    I thank its Agust the therd becaus I rember when I poot the date in this book a cupple days ago I dont no I coud jus go back an look I gess.  I found a cake in a house a cupple miles way today an it was stail but taste ok I thank.  I will go for moer food latr becaus I thank I need moar then cake.  Meat woud taste good to. 
 
      
 
    I lookd athe left over from my house an I find burnd body of my siser shes dead.  Im gone end my writng in this notebook becaus I thank the world is endin an there willbe nobaudy to wread it in the futore.  I will put itin the crate in this barn.  I am gon go to the lake an drown my self becaus I dont want live any mor.  I miss every one an they are not comng back good bye every one I hope too meet you all in the after here. 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but produce a tear, followed shortly by many more.  I could feel the kid’s fear in those words.  I felt the loneliness that he somehow knew he was going to endure.  The pain of every bad emotion mixed together into one lurid potion of his words gave me some perspective.  I was in pain, had been for twenty years.  However, like I did twenty years ago, I opted to survive.  I chose to live rather than ending myself.  It was a sentiment I’d somehow forgotten.  Little Lawrence Piper could not handle it.  Little Wallace Auker, on the other hand, could and did. 
 
    So what that I’d eaten some human bits?  Well, it really was a very big deal that I had eaten human bits, but that was the past, albeit only about a day old.  Nevertheless, damn me for letting it drive me the way it did, for my future was all that mattered.  I was alive this long for some reason.  I would have to continue longer, and I likely would need Gene to make it happen. 
 
    Gene.  That psycho.  Why did I need him?  He brought nothing but agony and dread to my life, or at least that’s what he did anymore.  It was a transition from a gleaming soul to a brooding devil in such a short period of time.  I let myself get emotionally abused by him in the past week.  I had to reexamine this somewhat outside the box.  Gene never actively tried to hurt me, and even when he did hurt me he still couldn’t understand it as a painful thing.  The same concept could be said of a cat that tends to bring dead animals to the door as gifts.  They are all about love, not the morbid acts of catching the gifts.  Gene saw in me the brotherhood that I somehow found while feeding on Evans.  While I would no longer eat another human, I had to rejoin that brotherhood, if only for the sake of my own humanity and sanity. 
 
    It had become quite obvious that I needed to remove myself from that barn, to go back to Gene and say I’d take him the rest of the way to Oklahoma.  After all, he was the only person I’d talked to in person in two decades and that just couldn’t be tossed aside.  Too important.  I would go find him in the morning, if I could. 
 
    But nature had dominion over me.  I tried to doze off under the humid stars I saw through the cracks in the roof of the barn.  An ember escaped the wok and onto the floor of the barn loft.  With so much moisture lately, it amazed me just how easily the floor caught fire.  Within a minute the fire had spread to three or four adjoining floorboards. 
 
    I watched the fire without any real urgency on my part to leave.  It didn’t bother me that this barn, a relic of a time forgotten by the Ire, would be burnt to a crisp in a few short moments.  And I had no intention on calling the barn home whatsoever.  I was in no immediate danger; if the flames came closer, I’d just climb out the window behind me using the ladder to the ground.  No biggie. 
 
    The flames very rapidly jumped up from the few boards and quickly engulfed the entire area of the loft.  Alright, no more time to watch.  I had to exit the barn.  As I turned around to the window, I saw the area before it had also become involved with fire.  The ladder leading to the inside of the barn suffered the same fate. 
 
    “Just go through it,” I growled. 
 
    I quickly lunged for the center ladder, landing on my stomach before it.  Flames danced across my clothes and a little on my arms.  I quickly began to descend the ladder only to see my shirt had been ripped halfway off, the victim of a stray nail jutting from the floorboard near the ladder.  I would later find the gaping wound in my stomach directly related to this nail. 
 
    Once at the bottom, I took a quick glance up to see the roof had become consumed in fire and spread at the rate of almost a foot every five seconds.  I immediately turned and ran out of the barn, leaving in the inferno the notebook from the little dead boy. 
 
    There was a direct parallel of this occurrence to that of little Lawrence Piper.  I could not remain in the barn, lest I become the wastes of nature.  Lawrence’s reason for leaving was exactly the same, as he would fall victim to the elements if he’d remained in the barn.  I pitied the boy, as his destination was his sure death while my current destination was possibly a good life. 
 
    I had to find that life, both physically, meaning right this minute or it would get away from me, and mentally.  I was finally realizing how grand of a mistake it was to run from Gene in the heat of my anger.  It had to change.  I headed south in the night.  I think it was south. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    The Road 
 
      
 
    I’d started my way back to find Gene in a positive, otherwise unburdened disposition.  After a few hours of walking, however, the truth of everything happening jumped atop my body and soul with the strength of twenty elephants, all pregnant and with spikes in their hooves.  I was doomed. 
 
    First, the hunger caught up to me.  After eating the brain of Evans, I sort of unconsciously sworn off all food forever.  The day and early part of the night in the barn delivered no signs of hunger, for my mind tricked itself into not feeling hungry.  But now, a little after midnight, it was breaking me.  I could feel my stomach beginning to eat at itself.  The acid boiled inside, and I imagined thousands of tiny organisms of unnamed characteristics roasting other parts of my bodies on skewers around a fire made from more organs and flesh.  The pain rose high enough for me to honestly think, if only briefly, that such a thing was happening. 
 
    Second, I’d not slept well in nearly two weeks.  A lack of sleep garnered me the permanent sensation of always being slightly high, but not in a good way.  Lethargy competed with energy due to urgency, and that furthered my advancement toward a full-on crash.  The two should never dance and they were doing just that. 
 
    Finally, grief again made itself present, a slap in the face because grief knew the other two monsters had suddenly appeared at the same time.  I grieved over everything again—my family, my life, Gene, Haydon, eating humans, and the crippling knowledge that no matter what I did I would likely have no future on this planet. 
 
    The three horsemen, as it were.  They tore me down on the spot as yet another thunderstorm broke through the clouds to find the top of my head.  I found myself next to a lonely group of trees on a creek bed and took perhaps the shoddiest refuge in the history of refuge.  The rain covered me almost instantly as wind-blown thunder seemed to dive right into my gut, let alone my ears.  Grief pushed me down to my knees with force.  Slumber took me by the jaw and held me upright so it could slap me several times with brute force.  And hunger attached hooks to my nipples, hanged me from a tree, threw heavy rocks at my bare balls, and stuck its fist deep up my ass. 
 
    I was literally seeing these things as I describe them.  In my mind, I was being raped by hunger while grief and slumber beat me to a pulp.  Grief was a tall, muscle-endowed leviathan with the head of Medusa and scaly, gray skin.  Slumber appeared more like a morbidly obese mix between woman, walrus, and a glob of slime.  Hunger was a man my size, my structure, but all in shadow with glowing blue eyes and one insanely oversized arm, the arm for the deed. 
 
    I screamed.  I screamed like nothing before, like no screams before on earth.  I hated the feeling.  I thought it was happening, that I was a plaything for these three beasts.  I couldn’t escape, no matter how hard I tried.  It was over for Wallace Auker. 
 
    Another blur struck.  I can’t remember anything until the next morning when all I could taste was mud—it tasted nice, in fact.  The sound of chirping birds awoke me in the same small patch of forest along the creek.  My face was buried in the mud before me.  How I didn’t suffocate is beyond me. 
 
    Grief was gone, as was slumber.  Hunger, however, held on with its claws of rusted iron.  After urinating in the creek before taking a heaping gulp of water from the same exact area of my pee, I set off in the southern direction in hopes of finding either food or Gene or both.  After all, his car contained an ample supply of the stuff I needed. 
 
    Walking about two miles brought me to a grim realization—I may not be alive much longer.  Clearly, my body showed signs of deterioration, as I’d lost something like twenty pounds in a week, my skin was pale and dirty, and my bones, in particular the joints, seemed to have been replaced with those of a ninety-year-old woman.  The weakness was there too, signaled by my struggle to walk two simple miles in what was turning out to be a relatively cool day in late August. 
 
    Falling to the ground and rolling on my back, I looked up at the sun as it neared its apex for the day.  “Where have you been?” I asked it with no return.  “You could be my guide.”  I remember everything of my speech to the sun, and I honestly believed I spoke to a living thing.  “Would you guide me somewhere?  Back to Gene?” 
 
    “I can guide you,” it said.  It sounded like an aged Mexican woman who smoked far too much.  “To Gene, you say?” 
 
    “Gene is somewhere.  I know he’s somewhere, Sun.  Can you take me to him?  I’m lost.” 
 
    “Gene is in a place.  Gene is not right here.” 
 
    She was a goddamn disaster, the sun.  She was beginning to frustrate me.  “Please provide a direction for me to find my destination.  Please!” 
 
    “You are Wallace.” 
 
    I rolled over onto my stomach and breathed in the wet grass.  I could put up with the sun no longer.  The grass was green and thick, like salad.  I took a bite of a few strands, chewed it like cud, and swallowed.  I’ve tasted worse.  I did it again and then again, enough to provide my stomach the gentle ease it badly deserved.  Before I knew it the sun had retreated, using my sudden unconsciousness to slink away literally into the night.  That bitch. 
 
    I slept through the night right there on the dewy grass.  When I woke in the morning I was covered in my own piss and shit, a sign that eating grass may not have been all that swell of an idea.  I went into the creek and bathed it all off, crudely washing my ragged clothes in the process.  The rest of the day was spent trying to dry myself and my clothes as I walked, no more hallucinations entering my vision, all while I remained very hungry. 
 
    Where were the animals?  They were either missing from the area or extinct, but they just weren’t around.  I wanted to see them, both to break my mind of monotony and possibly to catch one for food.  A squirrel, prairie dog, deer, lion, anything.  Did the demise of the human race progress the fall of all animals as well?  Too illogical, but I couldn’t find any answer. 
 
    The answer came in a badly rusted car buried beneath some rubble next to the foundation of a burned house.  At this point I was searching everything crossing my path, so of course I would look in the car.  I searched deep down in the center consoles and then the glove box.  Inside the glove box I found none other than three meat cans.  They were the same kind Gene kept in his bag, the kind I scoffed at when he mentioned his rations before our trip began.  Fitting and ironic, but I would not argue. 
 
    The meat was all wolfed down at a rabid pace, all but the last few sausages in the final can.  These could come in handy down the road further if I found myself in the same hungry situation.  I preserved them for my life until a later time. 
 
    The evening rolled around, no sign of anything nearby, no real knowledge of my direction.  I found an old playground beside a river bend.  To the top of the slide I went, my vista gorgeous and haunting.  I watched the clouds from the western horizon darken as the sun again fell.  Lightning became increasingly more vivid with each strike. 
 
    This was the kind of moment I gather was the entire meaning behind the Ire, the disease gripping all of humanity for twenty brutal years.  I was truly, truly alone, not a person around for any purpose.  The Ire kept us from interacting, and I was not fucking interacting.  For the first time, I believe I was lonely.  It hurt.  I’d left a miracle to find freedom.  Freedom, however, turned out to be a disguise for misery.  I hated it.  I wanted Gene back.  I wanted to find Oklahoma and reunite him with his sister.  I wanted to go back to my cabin and watch bad reruns and waffle on whether or not I wanted this guy calling me to be my friend.  I wanted everything but this, because this was nothing.  This was nothing with a sharp rusty blade. 
 
    The creature known as hunger left my side for a while, but grief now rumbled back with impenetrable force.  Perhaps it was accompanied by its buddy melancholy.  Regardless, I could feel myself losing ground on reality.  What used to be now seemed figments of something not all too real.  My past blurred and it scared me.  I wanted more than anything to hold onto my sanity.  Seeing the ground begin to boil like lava, the lightning producing glowing images of skeletons in the sky, a tree forming a face and widely opening its mouth, and a host of large two-headed bird creatures walking in my direction, I pretty much sat in my own despair over the fact that sanity was no more.  Then I slept on the slide. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Motor Odor 
 
      
 
    I can’t honestly remember if I dreamed that night.  I may have, but it was forgotten.  There was certainly sleep, and I am unsure as to how I slept on that tiny slicky slide.  I did somehow.  But that didn’t matter now, because my world upon waking was starkly different. 
 
    Clearly, Gene had found me and brought me to his car.  I arose from the backseat while the car remained fast in motion.  I saw that indeed Gene was my captor, thankfully.  I smiled. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    But he didn’t smile.  He didn’t even bother to look in the mirror at me. 
 
    “Gene?” 
 
    Silence.  I was receiving the silent treatment.  No doubt that he was mad.  He drove faster, in fact.  And the car had a terrible smell inside, something beyond rancid. 
 
    “Say something to me, Gene.  Please?” 
 
    Pure silence.  I asked every few minutes as he continued to drive.  While irritated by it, I was actually incredibly delighted to be back in his company, talking to another person without the Ire.  Yes, it still was not there.  It was fairly apparent it would not return between us. 
 
    My stomach seemed full, which was curious.  I should be starved.  Still, no answers, or even just a word, would emerge from Gene’s mouth.  After four hours of driving we finally stopped to relieve ourselves by a once-used roadside park with trees and everything.  Gene went to a berm behind the badly broken building and sat on his butt away from my direction.  I sat beside him, hoping he would speak. 
 
    “Wallace,” he said after five numb minutes. 
 
    “Well there you are.” 
 
    “I should speak, you need to shut your mouth.  Is that understood?” 
 
    I nodded hesitantly. 
 
    “For two days I searched for you, Wallace.  I realized what I had done, kind of making you eat Evans with me.  It wasn’t direct, but if not for me you would have never tried it.  I didn’t see it before you left, but you left and it made me see it.” 
 
    For such a sincere speech, Gene could have formed a stronger vocabulary.  He was typically stronger in words than that. 
 
    “I needed to apologize to you, but I feared I would never see you again.  I don’t know this land.  You don’t know this land.  I was just lucky in finding you in that church.” 
 
    “Wait.  Church?” 
 
    “I asked you not to talk, Wallace, and you agreed.  Hold up on your part of the bargain.  Things will get answered soon.” 
 
    “But Gene—” 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    I obeyed, slightly fearfully too. 
 
    “I had driven around so many roads in this area.  I traced my routes on this map.” 
 
    Gene handed me the map to show pen tracks heavily re-traced in many of the roads around us.  He was a determined man. 
 
    “I’d gone by the old rotten church a couple times already and I should have gone in when I saw it the day you left.  Could have saved me a lot of grief.” 
 
    I wasn’t in there, Gene.  No dice. 
 
    “I didn’t sleep well that first night.  I just hoped you had returned when I woke up.”  This was where the tears began.  “You had not, Wallace.   You were still gone.  That other piece of me, it was ripped away.  The one person I was able to be around in twenty years was gone as quick as he showed up.  I wanted to drive that fucking car into a river, maybe a tree or a building.  Anything to end it.  But I kept looking instead.  Kept looking.  I lost hope with each minute.” 
 
    The poor guy was a walking waterfall of tears by now.  My tears were also building. 
 
    “Then, last night, I would go around once more to look for you before taking for Oklahoma.  That is when I noticed the shadows.” 
 
    “Shadows?”  I wasn’t allowed to talk but I did anyway.  “What?” 
 
    “In the church.  I saw shadows through the broken window.  The lightning illuminated the image of you and...Wallace, you were not you.” 
 
    Of course I wasn’t me.  I was crazy.  I thought the ground was lava, although I do not remember the church.  I didn’t even see a church near the playground.  There was a piece of the mystery missing, a mammoth piece. 
 
    “I tackled you,” Gene continued.  “You struggled to get free from me.  I’m not sure you knew I was a person, let alone Gene del Gregory.  I don’t expect you to remember any of this, Wallace.  The hunger, it ate you.” 
 
    If only he knew what the hunger actually did to me, he would dance away from the subject.  He saw something of it, though. 
 
    “I was eventually able to grab you and take you to the car.  I hated what you looked like and I blamed it on that church.  Probably very irrational, but I don’t care.  I set the building on fire with the mere flick of a lighter.  Hopefully that erased a lot of demons.  Churches are usually full of them anyway.  I made sure you slept, and that’s exactly what you did through the night.” 
 
    “Can I talk now, Gene?” 
 
    The man gave me a stern, cross look.  “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, the first thing you should know is that I was on my way back to find you, wherever you were.  My senses got the best of me and I lost it for a while.  I don’t recall being in a church at any time.  I don’t recall anything after the playground and the slide I was on when the ground was lava and those ostrich-like things were marching at me.” 
 
    “Ostrich?” 
 
    “Exactly, Gene.  I was tired and hungry, among other things.  Furthermore, I knew I shouldn’t have left.  I was very upset about what I’d done and I could not face anybody at the time, not even you.  Well, especially you.” 
 
    “It was wrong of me, Wallace.” 
 
    “Listen, it was bad, yes.  But I blew up over it.  Just like your super-Ire, you can’t control it.” 
 
    We apologized back and forth for many long minutes until eventually we were back to normal, like an old married couple.  Things felt good, yet again.  And I wasn’t hungry. 
 
    “So,” I said.  “On to Oklahoma?” 
 
    “That was our destination all along.  I do have to put more gasoline in the car, however.  It is touching the E sign on the dial.” 
 
    As Gene slowly put gas in the tank of his car, I stretched, popped my knuckles, and checked on my leg wound.  I was healing very nicely, no real pus or horrid signs of infection.  Truthfully, I hadn’t paid much attention to the injury, as it was a gash in the flesh and nothing more.  If under any other less urgent circumstances, perhaps the wound would have been a much larger issue. 
 
    We were ready to go.  A can of beans to munch on along the way seemed optimal. 
 
    “I need a can,” I told Gene as he entered the driver’s seat. 
 
    “A can?” 
 
    “Food, Gene.  I’m going to get hungry again.  Open the trunk.” 
 
    “You should be fine.  No need.”  He quickly surveyed the area.  “Besides, the cans are now in the floorboard of the backseat.  Get one of those.” 
 
    “You moved them?” 
 
    “Just get a can, Wallace.  We need to head out before it gets too dark.” 
 
    Before it gets too dark?  What did that matter?  We’d been driving at night for a while.  I realized Gene simply wanted to reach Oklahoma in decent time.  I let it go and snatched up the small can of Eagle Boy pinto beans, the kind with the easy-open tab on its top.  Then we were off. 
 
    “That smell,” I said.  “Goddamn it, what is it?” 
 
    “We are funky.  No bathing recently.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we bathe, Gene?” 
 
    “In time, in time.  We smell like this already, no need to rush out to get clean when the damage is done.” 
 
    I suppose he was right, although there was no harm in stopping by some body of water with the soap we had on-hand to desmellify just a little.  The man was focused now and I had to appreciate that.  Otherwise, my wanting to return and subsequent return would have been for nothing.  I could not return to nothing.  Not after this long. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    BBQ 
 
      
 
    The sign on the not-so-overgrown two-lane road read Lyons 3 mi.  This road, while drivable, could not have presented me with a more boring view on the planet.  Straight, flat, long, just completely dull.  It was for this reason that Gene and I chatted as we continued south in Kansas toward our goal.  Our conversation after about four hours of driving in the night became somewhat deep, certainly deeper than we’d gotten since back at the development.  This one was about religion. 
 
    “I was taught that God was all-everything,” Gene said.  “He was it and nothing more, complete Baptist staples through and through.  Question him?  Then you question whether or not you want to go to heaven or hell.  There was no questioning, lest ye be cast into judgment with the assured fires of Hell perpetuating thy soul eternally.  Do this and all should work out.” 
 
    “Did it?” 
 
    “Wallace, I’ve killed countless people and, yes, I’ve taken bites of some.  I’m heading for Oklahoma to find out whether my sister is alive or dead, and you are the only person I’ve talked to in person in twenty years.  No, things didn’t work out.  Didn’t work out for anybody, especially the ones who died at the beginning of the Ire.  Anybody anymore would have to be the most skewed, most adamantly stupidly stubborn fool to think that such a god even exists these days.” 
 
    “What if I told you I still believe something is there, Gene?”  I didn’t believe it, but I liked the conversation. 
 
    Gene leered over at me.  “I know you too well, Wallace.  You’re an independent thinker.  Also, you’re just plain intelligent.  Mathematics call it all out.  Two plus two does not equal seven.  Hell, based on my past with many people two plus two equals orange.  No processing at all.” 
 
    “People tend to grasp at faith, Gene.  You can’t fault them all for that.” 
 
    “Oh, I can too fucking fault them.  Their faith allows them to ignore conscious reasoning in return for ‘knowing’ something is true, something passed down through lore.” 
 
    “Still, if they want to think that way you shouldn’t stop them.  Sometimes people find it easier to make it through life through the guise of ignorance.  Ignorance—” 
 
    “Ignorance is bliss, I know.  I have heard that statement too many times to forget it, Wallace.  And it’s not true.  Give me the truth and I’ll let myself sulk in it if I have to.  Lies just fester and the bliss that comes of it, in my mind, isn’t worth shit.” 
 
    So bitter.  He was going off the rails.  He grew angry.  Not Ire angry, just irritated by the things from his past involving religion.  Still, hearing him talk angry made him a human to me again, for a human has real emotions.  Eating another human is not a real emotion.  It should not even be in our vocabulary. 
 
    “It’s just as Jack used to say.” 
 
    Gene abruptly became quiet before turning off the car shortly thereafter.  He flung open the door and walked away from the car before stopping at and sitting on a badly deteriorated picnic table against a row of pine trees.  The moonlight provided the image to me. 
 
    I walked over to him.  “Gene?  What’s wrong?” 
 
    He looked in one direction in the sky and then to another and then back to the original.  He was distraught.  He couldn’t hide his bucket of tears from me any longer, the moisture quickly creating a monsoon on his face. 
 
    “He was taken from me.  I loved him, Wallace.  Jack was everything to me.  The world meant something with him in it.” 
 
    This was new territory.  I had little wisdom in the field of love, even less in the field of love lost.  I had to try something.  “Can I sit down too?” I asked. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    The wood beneath my butt was moist and very weak.  It was most assured to snap with the weight of two forty-something men on its surface. 
 
    “How did you two meet?” 
 
    “Me and Jack?” 
 
    “Yes.  If you aren’t able to talk about it I understand.” 
 
    He hesitated, telling me it was a possibility that he had trouble mentioning Jack or his history with his late husband. 
 
    “College.  Well, about to head to college.  We saw each other in our senior visits to the U of M in Minneapolis.  We didn’t know each other’s sexuality, just liked the other’s looks.  We had a few classes together and then found out we were after the same major.  History.  It kind of took off from there.  We’d go to the annual campus barbecue together, spend nights together, all that fun stuff.  I got a job at a high school in Sartell.  History, of course.  Jack was just finishing up his Master’s Degree at St. John’s.  We adopted a baby boy named William, three months old.” 
 
    “I never hear you speak about your kid,” I interrupted. 
 
    “It was sad, yes, but he was only our kid about two months before the Ire hit.  You can call me cold and callous if you want, Wallace, but I will always hurt more over the loss of Jack than the baby we hardly got to know.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call you cold, Gene.” 
 
    “Right, because the universe Jack and I shared for seven years was far beyond the universe of us with a child.  We were looking forward to it, though.  I remember that day.” 
 
    Gene again became choked up, ready to admit something he’d obviously buried deep enough to purposefully forget. 
 
    “I was off work that day.  I was going to take William with me to the bank to talk to the loan officer about the mortgage we wanted.  Lindsay her name was, I think.  We were about a month away from closing on that beautiful house in St. Cloud.  Jack was the one who set it all up.  He was kind of organized like that.  He enjoyed it.  Jack insisted I leave William at home with him while I head to the bank because he’d been up crying all night and possibly needed a daytime nap.  I agreed.  It didn’t feel right.  I don’t know, maybe the Ire was building in all of us.  Did you feel different that morning?” 
 
    “Me?  Gene, I can’t remember.” 
 
    “Try to remember.  Please.” 
 
    “I was going to class when I saw all these people killing each other.  Then I was killing people.  I don’t remember feeling anything weird before that.  I’ve heard it through many accounts before, like it was a warning from our own psyches to be alone for a while.  I chock that up to wishful thinking, however.” 
 
    “I wish for many things.  I wish William were with me that day instead of with Jack.  Maybe I could have saved him like I saved myself.” 
 
    “Are you forgetting?” I said. 
 
    “Forgetting what?” 
 
    “Gene, think.  If William were with you that day nineteen years ago, he would have likely been your first victim.  Age means nothing to the Ire.  You would have killed him, just as Jack probably killed him.” 
 
    Gene punched me very hard in the cheek, sending me to the ground beside the picnic table in a dizzied state.  I would not fight back, as I’d pushed a button which should have remained untouched. 
 
    “No, Wallace!  I can’t go on thinking like that!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.  It slipped, Gene.  Forgive me.  Please.” 
 
    He punched me again before jumping on top of me and laying blow after blow upon me.  I looked in his eyes as he did, wondering what was happening.  Had we lost our special bond that prevented the Ire between us?  Was I going to die? 
 
    No.  His eyes were normal, not dead like the eyes of the Ired.  Also, I didn’t feel a hint of the Ire as he beat me up.  He finally fell to his backside as I lay on my back, blood dripping from my nose and the sides of my mouth.  I hurt but I hardly cared. 
 
    “Wallace,” Gene softly said as he kept his arms wrapped around his legs while sitting and looking at the ground.  “Is there any chance you’ll forgive me for that?” 
 
    “Forget it,” I said, not exactly forgiving him. 
 
    “I can’t take the idea of Jack ever hurting anybody.  He would never hurt that baby.  And yet...little doubt remains that he did kill William.  Being reminded of such a thing always sets me off.  I killed many people trying to get rid of that nightmare.  It worked.  Well, for a while it worked.”  He quietly began to cry again.  “I just wish I knew Jack was still alive.  That’s all I want.  It’s not fair, Wallace.  I was happy and it was stolen from me.” 
 
    I could have returned with my own sob story, the one I’d relayed thousands of times in my head but had told only two others since the Ire.  No point.  I wasn’t the one crying here, thus I didn’t need to trade woes with Gene.  He needed consoled. 
 
    But Gene had already started to head back to the car.  It was strange because his actions at the time seemed too erratic, not on par with somebody who traditionally breaks down from past trauma.  I followed him there. 
 
    “Gene, talk to me.” 
 
    He remained at the back of the car saying nothing and looking at the tail end. 
 
    “Do you feel a person nearby?  Super-Ire, Gene?” 
 
    “No,” he solemnly and quietly stated as he stared forward.  “Because of that day, the day the Ire happened, I had to find an outlet.  I found it in killing.  I found my solace in death.  I enjoyed getting bitten by the Ire after that day.” 
 
    “This isn’t news to me,” I said.  “I’ve known of your liking of that for at least a week now.” 
 
    Gene turned his head to me and gave me a weakened, sullied grin before turning his head back to the car.  He unlatched the trunk and let the lid open by itself.  The smell’s mystery was solved.  Inside the car were three corpses, one man’s body with an arm and both legs severed and missing.  And each had several gashes taken from its flesh, each covered in blood and fatal wounds, and each smelling worse than anything in the universe. 
 
    Mired in a cornucopia of fear, confusion, dismay, and nausea, I immediately ran a short distance away to land on my knees and vomit my entire stomach away.  I then did it again, not a drop of food left in me anymore.  I wept as I did it, as I was seeing the monster in Gene all over again. 
 
    “Wallace,” he suddenly said behind me. 
 
    I jumped back and stared up at him from the ground.  I was speechless once more. 
 
    “I’m not hiding anything anymore.  After you left, I did search for you.  But I also followed my nose.  I smelled people around.  The urge was there, Wallace, so I had to submit.  I have been feeding off these bodies for a few days.  And before you ask, I will tell you I eat even when I do not feel the Ire.  It isn’t an addiction, it’s just who I am now.” 
 
    “Why?” I struggled to get out. 
 
    “Because Jack was taken from me!  Because my life was ruined by the Ire!  If the Ire wants it, the Ire can have my life at full force!” 
 
    My life with Gene was a cycle.  I saw it now.  Happiness and brotherhood one minute, dread and loathing the next.  It was vertigo-inducing.  And I did not know what to do.  Again.  Never in my years on Earth had I known such indecision with myself.  The answer should have been much clearer.  I needed to rid myself of Gene completely.  But as was the case before, I opted to brush it off.  One aim: get him to Oklahoma. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. 
 
    “I know you hate me, Wallace.” 
 
    “Nope.  We’re going to Oklahoma.  But first, for me, please remove the bodies.  The smell, Gene.” 
 
    “Very well.”  He smiled innocently. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    Developments 
 
      
 
    It was a little drive before we stopped for the night to sleep a few hours.  Then back to the road.  Dawn met us with the sign Manchester 5 Mi, meaning the town of Manchester, Oklahoma, was only five miles from us.  The border.  The place where we were heading. 
 
    “Any idea which development Pauline is in?” I asked him, wondering why he had never found that out himself earlier. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Gene, call your sister and find out.  Otherwise, it’s a needle in a haystack.” 
 
    “I like the journey of the search, Wallace.” 
 
    “This isn’t about fun, Gene!  You wanted to find her and save her, not enjoy the scenery of looking for her.  You will fucking park this car in Manchester and contact your fucking sister! Got it?” 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    “Got it, Gene?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    We stopped in Manchester, a town appearing to be straight out of old post-nuclear films.  The buildings, unlike the ones we’d been in before, were almost all badly burned, some of them down to the foundation.  No color, no life, just remains.  It bothered me, for there seemed to be no reason behind it. 
 
    “Unusual,” Gene said as he picked up his cell. 
 
    “I know.  Like the town was attacked.” 
 
    “Not that.  My cell.” 
 
    “What about it?” I asked. 
 
    “I haven’t even looked at the thing since the Ire between us fled.  Maybe I should have.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He put the cell up near my face.  Thirteen missed calls from Pauline, all in the last two days. 
 
    “What the fuck, Gene?” 
 
    I could see him begin to panic, mildly shaking his head back and forth. 
 
    “I don’t know, I was so entrenched in the no Ire thing with us that I must have forgotten.  I neglected.  It’s my sister, Wallace.  My sister!  She’s...she’s in trouble.  I know she is.” 
 
    “Stop rambling and call her now, Gene.” 
 
    He finally listened, calling her on the speaker so I could hear the conversation too. 
 
    “Is this Eugene?” the small, high voice said without a picture on the screen. 
 
    “This is him, baby girl,” Gene said.  “Eugene is here.  Pauline, are you okay?” 
 
    “I love you, Eugene.” 
 
    “Love you too, Paul girl.”  Gene’s voice was wobbly, his nerves at their worst.  “Show me your picture, Pauline.  Please show me you’re well.” 
 
    “I love you, Eugene.  I love you.” 
 
    “Answer me, baby girl.  Just answer me and use your cell to show me.  Just follow through and we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I called you, Eugene.  You never answered.  I thought you would answer.”  Each word sounded like Pauline were as distant as the moon.  She wasn’t all there.  “I wanted to tell you what I saw.  I saw everything, Eugene.  If you say it, I saw it.” 
 
    “Please, just start the screen, Pauline.  For me?  Your brother bear?” 
 
    “Oh brother bear, I saw everything.  I wanted to tell you but you wouldn’t answer.” 
 
    I madly stole the cell from Gene’s hand.  “Listen to me, Pauline,” I sternly said.  “We need to know the name of your development.” 
 
    “Two of you?” she said in a very out-of-body manner, as though her mouth said things her brain wasn’t telling her.  “How could that be?” 
 
    I was adamant.  “Give us the name of your development, Pauline.  You can tell Gene what you saw later.  We need to find you.” 
 
    “His name is Eugene and you are a stranger.  But you sound a lot like him.  Jack did too.  Is this Jack Rabbit?” 
 
    “She used to call him that,” Gene said to me in a quick sidebar. 
 
    “I picked up on that,” I returned, frustrated.  “This is not Jack.  All we need is your development.  The development, Pauline.” 
 
    “Lovely.”  Her voice mimicked that of a 1960’s flower child strung out on all pleasant vices at once.  “Are you going to come see me, Eugene?  I ate the Flegtide and it tasted remaaaaarkable!  I talked to people, Eugene.  Face.  To.  Face.  I think I may have fucked one of the men I met.  And I never wanted to kill any of them.  I love the Flegtide.” 
 
    The panic in Gene rapidly escalated.  He was hearing the words he had dreaded all along, and the whole reason behind our trip to Oklahoma suddenly appeared lost.  His lip quivered and eyes watered while his hands trembled greatly.  He stared at me. 
 
    “Gene?” I said. 
 
    “Tell me it’s not too late, Wallace.” 
 
    “Who is Wallace?” Pauline said over the cell. 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Gene, she’s still alive.  It’s not too late.” 
 
    “Pauline,” Gene said in a quick reversal of focus thanks to my answer.  “Tell me this very second where your development is.  I need to know so I can find you.” 
 
    The conversation went from ‘we’ to ‘I’.  Oh well. 
 
    “Eugene, I’m where I’ve always been.  In Oklahoma, where the wind comes sweeping down the plain.”  She sang badly. 
 
    “I know Oklahoma, Pauline.  Where?” 
 
    “And the waves and wheats sure do smell real sweet.  I want to sing about Oklahoma.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “I want to sing about my place in Oklahoma.  Lovely place.  Lovely, lovely.  Oklahoma, where Mount Scott rises up above the plain!” 
 
    “Pauline!”  Gene became furious.  “Tell me!” 
 
    “Goodbye, Eugene,” she gleefully said before ending the call. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Calm down,” I said. 
 
    “Fuck you, Wallace!  We didn’t get her location.  Goddamn it!” 
 
    I shuffled through the papers in the glove box to find the map of Oklahoma we’d found the previous day.  Pauline gave the name of a place, Mount Scott.  I didn’t know whether that was the name of a town or a mountain or maybe even some cemetery.  I searched that map left and right, front and back—it only had one side—and even upside down to find to Mount Scott.  I searched again and then again before throwing the map out the window of the car in frustration. 
 
    Both Gene and I took a minute to regain our thoughts outside the car in a steady rain.  I tried to play it cool, certainly cooler than my haphazardly volatile friend. 
 
    “Where?” Gene rang out abruptly. 
 
    “I’m looking.” 
 
    “Where, Wallace?  I tried calling her back three times and she isn’t answering.  What was the name of the mountain she said?” 
 
    “I’ve already been looking for it on the map, Gene.” 
 
    “What was the name?” 
 
    “Scott.  Mount Scott.” 
 
    “Find Mount Scott.” 
 
    He wasn’t even listening to me anymore.  The tunnel in his mind had no light at its end, and I was the one who had to reside in its darkness. 
 
    I picked up the map, as wet as it had become, and took it back in the dry car with me to search more.  I combed that enormous piece of paper so many times my eyes began to bulge.  There was a much easier way to do this, a way I’d not thought of until this minute.  I reached into the pocket of the passenger door to pull out my cell, the one I hadn’t touched since the wall crumbled on top of me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Gene asked me as he sat in the car. 
 
    “We’re idiots, the both of us.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask what we are, Wallace.  I asked what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Gene, we have access to every development on record.  With that, we have access to the names in the developments.  The Succinct Figures Chart.” 
 
    “No.”  So abrupt. 
 
    “No?  Gene, this will end the search.” 
 
    “No because I already tried that.  Many, many times.  She kept her development secret from me because she knew I would come find her.  Even now, during that call, you heard how little she wants found.  Every opting survivor has the option to list their information on the Chart and she chose not to, just her name.  I searched the Chart day in and day out before we set for Oklahoma with no luck at all.  I knew once we got here it would be a game of chance.” 
 
    “Or we could just think, Gene.” 
 
    “Pardon me?” 
 
    “As you went on about that woeful situation, I took it upon myself to search Mount Scott on my cell.  Fort Sill Development.  Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    “Wait, Wallace.”  Gene grabbed my arm.  “Why didn’t you do that before?” 
 
    “Because I forgot, okay?  Now let’s be gone to get your sister in Fort Sill Development.” 
 
    I have no clue why Gene was so upset with me.  I thought fast, or at least fast enough at the moment, to find the needle in that haystack.  It produced a gaze of strong derision from my friend, whose eyes appeared to be saying ‘how dare you find her before me’.  That translated into silence as he began to drive. 
 
    “Cut this shit out, Gene,” I ordered him.  “Whatever you’re thinking, think otherwise and just drive.  We’re going to find Pauline.  Just try to remain in the south-southeast direction.”  What a tool. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    All of Us 
 
      
 
    We should have seen it coming.  We would have been better suited for it when it did come.  Fortunately, it didn’t happen until the very end.  Unfortunately, it still happened, making a difficult task next to impossible. 
 
    We’d spent all day up until sundown driving the roads south to Fort Sill.  I watched the map very closely for every turn.  The road was far worse than any roads we’d driven up to this point, with cracks, overgrown vegetation, large obstacles such as commercial trucks, and even some locations where all pavement had been weathered to dirt.  But finally, at around 8:30 in the evening, we saw the sign—Fort Sill-Lawton 3 Mi.  We were even able to make out, just barely, a view of majestic Mount Scott in the distance through the remaining clouded sunlight. 
 
    The car we’d taken all the way from Minnesota decided it no longer wanted to take us the next 3+ miles, opting instead to hand us the disappointing insult of breaking down.  The engine, a 6-cylinder something, began to smoke and rev very loudly.  It then emitted a cloud of black smoke usually reserved for Indian smoke signals long before electronics were made available.  It rolled another 100 feet or so before stopping, no press of the gas or changing of the transmission to get it moving again. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Gene quietly said.  “This is nice.” 
 
    “We walk,” I returned. 
 
    “It’s dark.  We don’t know the land.  Hell, we don’t even know for sure if Pauline is even in this development, if, in fact, we can find one.  If, in fact, one exists here in Fort Sayre.” 
 
    “Sill.” 
 
    “Whatever!” 
 
    The anger I’d grown to know but not enjoy was reemerging.  My friendship with Gene was about a year old.  Through many different moods I had seen him.  But he never shifted through them as fast as he had since we left for Oklahoma, signaling to me that taking Flegtide pretty much ruined his will and modesty.  I was no fan of the miracle drug.  Who knew what it was doing to the rest of the populace? 
 
    “Are we going or not?” I asked Gene, frustrated. 
 
    “We’ll go.  I will miss this car, Wallace.  You know that, right?” 
 
    “It’s a fucking car, Gene!  This is your sister we’re talking about!  The whole reason I destroyed my entire life was to reach your sister, and now we’re miles from her and you question which is more important, her or a car you’ve driven for a week?  Get over yourself and let’s get moving!” 
 
    I gave Gene a very angry, very violent strike to his face with my clinched fist.  It was brutal and delicate, yet it hardly phased him.  Gene flinched and gently touched his cheek, but nothing more. 
 
    “Did I deserve that?” he asked me. 
 
    “More than you know.  Now come on.” 
 
    I gathered my bag with a few cans of food, my cell, and a change of clothes and started walking along the road.  Gene took only his cell and went beside me on the straight stretch in what could only be described as the closest you could get to pure darkness without actually hitting perfect darkness.  The light in the distance, we assumed, was that of the Fort Sill Development. 
 
    It took but a few minutes for me to finally, out of the blue, realize just how tired I’d become.  So much had and had not happened in the past two days.  My temporary sojourn from Gene, getting lost, my grief, my loss of sanity were what happened.  What did not happen was much in the way of eating, sleeping, keeping my brain together, and observing possibly dangerous situations before they occurred.  The latter would harm us right away. 
 
    I stumbled with each step, as each step felt like it contained a denser atmosphere than the last.  Meanwhile, we were progressing toward a cabin with lights on.  A large cabin, affixed with glorious ornamentation covering its outer walls, stood directly before us.  From the looks of things, more than one person resided inside on this particular night. 
 
    “We gotta stop,” I told Gene. 
 
    “What?  Why?  Wallace, we’re almost there.  You just told me that.” 
 
    “I’m weighed down, Gene.  Also, don’t you feel that?” 
 
    He was about to lie to me.  I’d been around Gene too long to not pick up on such a thing.  “I don’t feel anything.” 
 
    “Bullshit you don’t!  I feel the Ire coming so there’s no doubt you do!” 
 
    “We’ll go around that cabin, Wallace.  I really don’t feel it.”  All the while, Gene was inching closer to the cabin. 
 
    “Please, let’s just stop here for a little bit.  I’m hurting.”  I had not noticed my own feet moving toward the cabin full of people.  This new Ire I had, mutated into a new form thanks to my unprecedented bond with Gene, was far more irresistible than the standard Ire.  I literally could not fight going toward the party cabin.  Even as I walked faster and I smelled people the world was telling me to destroy, I could feel the rest of me trying to resist with total futility. 
 
    Gene lunged at the big wooden front door, the result making it break madly from the frame and hinges.  The people inside, two men and two women likely in their fifties, stopped their dancing and immediately looked over at us in mid-motion toward them. 
 
    “Please!” the portly gentleman said with insurmountable fear in his eyes.  “The drug!  Take the leftover Flegtide we have!  Please, take it!”  He produced the bottle in Gene’s direction. 
 
    But Gene was not listening, just as I wasn’t.  He jumped on the portly man and instantly began to punch his face with his fists and knees, each strike accurate and worse than the last.  He quickly bent down and put his mouth on the man’s neck to rip out an enormous portion of it, blood subsequently spewing from the brand new wound like a popped water balloon.  He dug in deeper with his teeth, the man still barely hanging onto his life. 
 
    I had since chased down the thinner of the two women after they had begun to run.  I could almost hear the voices from Heaven’s loudspeaker ordering me to do away with her or I would not be able to live another day.  I knocked her against a wall in the bedroom and immediately starting driving her head into the floor.  She gasped and cried and moaned with each blow, each closer to her death.  She died probably on the sixth bang of her head on the floor by my hand. 
 
    I looked at her body, still warm yet lifeless.  Blood streamed from her nose and ears.  Her eyes remained wide open, enough to appear as though they stared back at me.  This territory was a hundred times uncharted.  She did not fight back.  She tried to run from me, to escape death.  This was kill number six, with all the previous five kills having my victim also trying to kill me.  The versus mentality fueled my Ire each time into decisive victories for me.  Without that mentality, as was the case here, I was soaked in regret even before starting my fatal assault on the woman.  I had no desire to complete what the world needed me to do, unlike all other times.  But my conscious brain would not react properly, opting to kill her and kill her worse than any other I’d killed before. 
 
    The pain came at a rapid pace and it was nearly paralyzing.  I cried right there next to the woman’s beaten, dead body.  I cried as though I were a toddler watching my parents getting murdered with my puppy as the murder weapon.  It lasted about three agonizing minutes. 
 
    I looked around me to check my surroundings.  Gene had dispatched all three of the remaining dancers.  He ate mainly on the fat man.  As for myself, I never once considered feasting on the woman I’d killed.  Not a factor, lending more credibility that Gene’s presence beside me with Evans was the culprit, not my own Ire grossly transforming into a hungry cannibal as I’d previously assumed. 
 
    But this brought on a bigger concern.  Gene was not going to stop.  He wasn’t thinking anymore because he hungered for flesh.  These people, they were high in the presence of Flegtide, perhaps the only drug ever recreationally used simply for human contact instead of mind-altering effects.  They weren’t Ired.  It didn’t matter.  Gene saw them as enemies.  And I seriously believe his range of Ire initiation was growing, as we were a good distance from the party cabin when I saw his eyes changing. 
 
    I wept more and more.  Suddenly, Gene stomped over to me, grabbed me by my shirt collar, and forcefully took me outside.  I could see dense pockets of blood slowly falling from his mouth and it sickened me.  He reminded me of a father taking his son to a secluded area away from people to get punished. 
 
    “Listen to me,” he said, his voice deep and growling, not his normal voice.  “You mope in your own time.  Do not ruin the only thing I have left.  Cry out here.” 
 
    “Gene?” 
 
    “Out here, Wallace!” 
 
    The rollercoaster continued.  I felt fortunate that a permanent change was almost here. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    Sororicide 
 
      
 
    The feral creature I toted with me seemed to irk my every second.  The bodies he left at the party house could hardly be recognized as human corpses.  And this man, without any remorse for killing people who had fought and defeated the Ire in the name of simple social interaction, seemed to lack any sort of human side.  It was for this that I led him away from the road.  He followed like a lemming. 
 
    I stopped before a pond, Gene stopping with me.  The Ire still burned in his eyes.  He’d yet to come down from the high. 
 
    “This is not the road,” Gene said.  “Get me back to the road.” 
 
    “Do you know why we’re on the road, Gene?” 
 
    “The road has it.  The Ire, the road.” 
 
    He was clearly in another universe at the moment, making my next move that much more justified.  After a moment of silence, I pushed Gene into the pond, his vast structure making instant waves from edge to edge.  His arms flailed and his legs kicked in panic.  He was drowning. 
 
    “Wallace!” he struggled.  “Help!” 
 
    I was perfectly unaware that Gene could not swim, that water was one of his greatest fears.  And after all this time together too.  I just needed him to clean himself both physically and metaphysically, not die in the pond.  I jumped in and dragged him to the pond shore a short distance away.  He lay on his back fighting for air as I looked him on, knowing he was fine but also something of a child again. 
 
    “I didn’t know,” I said. 
 
    “Didn’t know what?” 
 
    “Can’t swim, Gene.  You can’t fucking swim.” 
 
    “Slipped my mind.”  He still breathed fast and heavy.  “Why throw me in the water, Wallace?” 
 
    “You’re dirty.  You smell.  And you had to get a little wet to make you start thinking straight.  What is our mission here, Gene?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What are we doing in Oklahoma?” 
 
    The fact that Gene hesitated to find an answer to my simple question told me the vividly unhappy truth.  “Um, my sister.” 
 
    “What is her name?” 
 
    “Her name is...”  It was sad.  “It’s Pauline, Wallace.” 
 
    I surprised the man by throwing him back in the water, he again struggling.  I pulled him right back.  I’d assumed his weakness was the water itself. 
 
    “What the fuck?” he roared.  “I’m going to die if you keep doing that.” 
 
    Once more, in the water I place my friend.  I let him flail his arms wildly and shout at me as water entered his lungs.  I watched and did nothing.  The image brought on an epiphany.  Gene could kill and cannibalize and destroy everything, everything except me.  Yes, he struck me with his fists and dragged me out of the party cabin, but he never truly could hurt me.  That also pertained to his dependence on me, as displayed by his motions in the water.  He could easily remove himself from the situation, as the water was only about four feet deep.  He needed me to get him out, just as he needed me to take him to Oklahoma.  Without me next to him, he would not have gone whatsoever. 
 
    I pulled him from the water for the last time.  He still stank, but it wasn’t as pronounced, both from his body and his attitude.  We sat beside the pond for what seemed like two hours in total silence, me taking out a small can of navy beans and eating them cold.  I killed again and it took a lot of energy.  Beans brought some of that energy back. 
 
    The sun began making its way up over the eastern horizon.  I was on no sleep.  It didn’t matter, for adrenaline over the past day had kept me going with the fervor of a thousand cannons.  I trekked along the dirt-ridden road west toward the closest cabin.  Gene reluctantly trekked beside me.  That’s when the onset of sudden confusion struck me. 
 
    “Gene, wait.” 
 
    “What now?  Do you see a raging river you want to throw me in?” 
 
    “Get your cell out.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Think, Gene.  We have Pauline’s development most likely, but we don’t have her cabin.  Call her and ask her.” 
 
    “You heard Pauline the last time I called, Wallace.  She’s lost her mind.” 
 
    “Then how do you presume we will find your sister in this mess?  Go to each cabin, find out it’s not hers, kill its occupant, and onto the next until we find her?” 
 
    As I anticipated, he had no answer. 
 
    “I’ll call.” 
 
    It seemed burdensome to Gene.  Somewhere along the way between Minnesota and Oklahoma, his stringent intent on finding his sister and swaying her from Flegtide dwindled and, as far as I could tell, was on life-support.  This was not what I signed on for. 
 
    “Eugene?” came Pauline’s voice.  Her face, gaunt and very pale, finally shown on Gene’s cell screen for the first time as well. 
 
    “Pauline, what is your cabin number?”  His voice was a ball of wobbly nerves. 
 
    “Cabin 88.  Eugene, what is happening?  Where are you?  I never got any answers back from my calls the last few days.” 
 
    “88, you say?” 
 
    “Yes, cabin 88.”  Her voice was more astute, alert, and conscious than it was the last time she spoke with Gene.  “Tell me what this is, Eugene.” 
 
    Luck must have been on our side that morning.  We walked as Gene and Pauline spoke.  The cabin directly before us was Cabin 87.  Hers was next. 
 
    “God,” Pauline whispered.  “Eugene, please tell me that isn’t you walking down my road.” 
 
    For all the shit I’d swam through and the hell I made for myself these last two weeks, it felt incredibly rewarding to know we had certainly found our goal, our destination.  This was Pauline’s cabin.  Gene was successful in his trip, all thanks to me and my loss of a normal Ired life. 
 
    “Stop walking,” Pauline adamantly ordered.  “Eugene, you can’t come see me.  I know you’re on Flegtide right now but—” 
 
    “Why do you think I’m on Flegtide now?” 
 
    “You’re not alone, Eugene.  There’s a man beside you, meaning you’re on the drug right now.” 
 
    Gene had to play it through.  “What if I am?  Can’t I still come to see my baby sister?” 
 
    “No, Eugene.  I feel you approaching.” 
 
    Gene’s new dream was dreadfully apparent now.  He no longer wished to keep Pauline from taking Flegtide.  It was replaced with the idea of him and his sister able to converse free of any drugs, much like he and I were able to do.  Our situation was strictly a fluke, but Gene surmised it would carry over to his relationship with her.  And when he heard Pauline say the Ire built as we gained ground on her, his heart began to break. 
 
    “Stop!” she growled. 
 
    “It’s temporary, Pauline.  It will go away.” 
 
    “I’m not on Flegtide so it won’t work!  You’ll kill me, Eugene!” 
 
    “You are on Flegtide,” Gene insisted, fooling himself completely.  “I heard your voice the other day.  High on the stuff.” 
 
    “A big mistake and I haven’t done it since!  You have to stop.  You, the guy next to my brother.  Please stop him!” 
 
    I couldn’t stop him.  I couldn’t stop myself either.  We were probably about 100 feet from her cabin, watching her terrified face through the window.  I could smell her now.  I wanted to kill her.  I needed to kill her.  I don’t know what Gene was feeling at that moment, for nothing had prepared me for anything like this.  He may have been sensing the same as me, maybe the feast of her too, but he also may have felt nothing for her, just as he did with me.  Nevertheless, Pauline felt us through the Ire, and that was all I needed to know what was happening. 
 
    “Pauline,” I said.  “You need to listen to me, okay?” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Listen to me.” 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” 
 
    “Wallace, but listen.  We aren’t on Flegtide.  I’ve never taken Flegtide.  It doesn’t matter.  What matters is that you run.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Run!”  It was loud.  It was gloriously raucous, violent, and supremely terrifying.  My voice had never reached such a powerful volume.  I just knew if she did not remove herself from our line of sight that second, we were going to reach her and the whole reason for turning my life upside-down would be gone in a morbid flash. 
 
    I could feel the burn grow as we got closer and Pauline hadn’t moved.  We lost sight of her in the window just as the Ire began to loosen in my head.  I was barely able to make out the image of the very short lady running out the back of her cabin into the fields behind her.  It was nothing short of relieving. 
 
    “No,” Gene said while stopping our movement.  “Wallace, she doesn’t want to see me.” 
 
    “You really need to tell me what you feel right now, Gene.  The Ire?  Super-Ire?  Nothing?” 
 
    “She doesn’t want me near her.  That’s all I need to know.  Let’s go home.” 
 
    Home?  You fuck, we probably don’t have a home to return to!  Leave now?  You sick asshole, this has all been a waste.  “I’m very sorry, Gene.” 
 
    The stress, tension, bitterness, violence, it was all gone in this instance.  We were simply two men, friends, who had no immediate goal anymore.  We threw away most of what was important to us back in Minnesota.  Nothing to return to.  It was a depressing feeling to be sure, but moreover it was the world’s most oppressive weight off my back.  For that, I was able to guide Gene to an old cemetery where we sat down by some tombstones and simply slept.  We slept through the hot Oklahoma sun of the day into the night.  Slumber had never felt so goddamn great. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    From Here 
 
      
 
    Wouldn’t you know it, another storm readied to dump its load all over me and Gene in the cemetery down the hill from the row of development cabins.  I welcomed it this insanely humid evening.  It would refresh me and clean me and somehow, perhaps illogically, wash me clean of the horrendous things I’d done to reach this place, both the land of Oklahoma and the land of unabashed misery.  Bring on the new. 
 
    We were awake about twenty minutes sitting against the headstones across from each other.  I stared at the man’s face, his broken, beard-strewn, dirt-blanketed face.  I could honestly see a soul in those eyes, but it was deep.  Possibly too deep. 
 
    “Well?” I said. 
 
    “Well what?” he mumbled, deflated. 
 
    “Are we going to devise a plan or anything?  Try to find Pauline and explain?  Die here fittingly in this graveyard?  What?” 
 
    “I think I would like to die right here, Wallace.  Right now.  Be forever beside Mrs. Geraldine LeMayre, Devoted Wife, Mother, and Grandmother 1971-2024.  Wow, fifty-three.  Young for a granny.” 
 
    I was able to muster a faint chuckle out of Gene’s little statement.  It was innocent, something I’d not seen in him for some time, and something I was certain was forever lost on him.  A moment of mild bliss was as welcome as the storm that now rained and thundered down on me. 
 
    “I’m going to that shelter over there to call my sister,” Gene said.  It was a firm and confident relay, telling me maybe he was getting something of his humanity back thanks to being humbled by his sibling. 
 
    “You want me to go?” 
 
    “Stay here, Wallace.  I think you may have spooked Pauline.” 
 
    “Very well.  I’ll be here.” 
 
    I sat and watched the lightning as Gene made contact again.  Truthfully, I was so exhausted that I hoped he decided to stop, to give up on his sister.  There seemed no good ending with her anyway.  Selfish as that may be, I think I deserved it at the time. 
 
    My mind drifted.  I found myself in the dark cloud above me, trying to fight my way through hordes of crazed Ire-driven children with red eyes.  I pushed each one off with great ease and heard their ear-piercing screams with each boisterous fall and I loved the sound.  I then jumped off the dark cloud myself to feel the weightlessness of it, knowing I would die and be free once I hit that hard ground, hopefully not water.  I heard a woman’s voice as I fell.  It whispered in my ear.  “Wallace, Wallace.”  Over and over.  “Wallace.”  And I fell into my body to wake up beside, yes, a real woman. 
 
    “Oh fuck, get away!” I demanded with fear driving my order. 
 
    It was Pauline, somehow able to sit directly beside me and I not feel the Ire.  “Wallace Auker, hello.  I’m Pauline.”  She was so extremely nice, so pleasant.  And even after running around in a supreme panic, she still appeared beautiful.  I don’t know, maybe it was the fact that I was beside a real woman for the first time in two decades that made me see her as pretty no matter how ugly she might have been in real life. 
 
    I looked up at Gene as he stood over the both of us.  “Gene?  What?  How?” 
 
    “One thing at a time, Wallace.  First, eat.  You’ve been out for an entire day.” 
 
    “I dreamed for an hour at most, Gene.  I know—” 
 
    “You don’t know a damn thing, my friend.  Here.  I heated some brown beans for you.”  He handed me the plate of piping-hot food.  “Just don’t stand around me when you fart these back out.  I smell bad enough.” 
 
    I ate and relaxed.  Gene had procured a bottle of thirty-year-old rye whiskey, to my sheer joy, so we passed it around the fire in the cemetery.  I could feel revelations in the air. 
 
    “Right now,” I demanded, the whiskey shooting through me with triumphant whimsy and glee.  “I need to know how you, Pauline, are able to talk to me.” 
 
    “Funny, because I asked that exact question to my brother yesterday.  Almost word-for-word.” 
 
    “I explained,” Gene said.  “As best I could, at least.” 
 
    “And now let me explain,” Pauline said.  “After you told me to run away, which was very wise thinking on your part, Wallace, I found shelter and decided to contact my brother again.  But he was already in the process of calling me.  He told me of your bond, whatever that is.  I don’t know how you were able to do it, but it’s real.  I still think it had something to do with the Flegtide he took early in your trip.  Maybe genetics mixed in, I don’t know.  The Ire was subverted.  You two could be a test study if you’d like, or if you’re not careful.” 
 
    I had thought the same thing many times since it happened. 
 
    “Anyway, Gene talked me into taking a higher dosage of Flegtide so we could speak.  He wasn’t aware, as I’m sure you’re not, that people in all developments have been reworking the Flegtide that the CA shipped us into a version that works much better and without the sickening side effects.  I ingested one of those versions this morning.  Not a single Ired moment.” 
 
    “What about Gene?” I asked Pauline. 
 
    “He didn’t take Flegtide.  He swore to me he wouldn’t need to.  And somehow, the man was right.  He hugged me once he saw me.” 
 
    “Gene is not immune to the Ire, Pauline,” I said in an attempt to help her through required wariness.  “Gene still feels the Ire.  He feels it big time, in fact.” 
 
    “Wallace,” Gene said. 
 
    “The things I’ve seen him do.” 
 
    “Wallace!” 
 
    His eyes burned deep into me with the strength of a hundred bulls.  It was obvious he wanted his sister to know nothing of his recent past.  I refrained from going any further. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Pauline asked her brother. 
 
    “Nothing,” Gene said.  “Wallace, Pauline knows I kill, just as she has killed.  It’s an ugly part of us that doesn’t need described.  Alright?” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    “Gene told me how you and him wanted to track me down to warn me from taking Flegtide.  Ironic how Flegtide is making this conversation possible after all.” 
 
    I sat up.  “Pauline, let me ask you something.  When Gene called your cell the other day, you seemed high on the stuff.  You weren’t a normal person.  What was that?” 
 
    “I took the dose given by the CA.  It was low, and all that did was give a floating sensation when nothing had been eaten.  I wanted to find people, but even in my inebriated state I was too scared of the outcome.  I knew it wouldn’t work.  Based on the stories I’ve heard in the past two weeks, it did not work.” 
 
    “What stories?” I asked. 
 
    “Hundreds of thousands of people in developments around the world began to go crazy when Flegtide was released to the public.  It was manic for the first few days after shipments.  More deaths thanks to the erratic behavior of everybody.  But the CA quickly thought of something and we were given instructions on how to boost its effects while removing most of the horrible side effects.” 
 
    “And you believe that?” 
 
    “Wallace, I’m here talking to you.  I’ve talked with Gene for twelve hours now.  No Ire, no anything.  It’s working.” 
 
    The sudden knowledge of myself hit me and nearly pulled me down under the ground.  I, too, was talking with Pauline void of the Ire.  What?  And what? 
 
    “You.”  I was angry.  “You forced it.”  I felt Ired without the real Ire. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Pauline said, growing noticeably terrified. 
 
    “Flegtide.  The drug.  You forced it in me, Pauline.  I never wanted to take it!” 
 
    “Calm down,” Gene said.  “Wallace, you need to listen to her before you jump to conclusions.”  For a man who’d turned into a bat shit psycho cannibal, Gene certainly seemed normal this night. 
 
    “Why?  Tell me!” 
 
    “Listen,” Pauline said.  “This is you.  There is no Flegtide.” 
 
    Confusion again.  I couldn’t get away from it.  “The fuck?” 
 
    “It was a risk, Wallace.  Gene tied you down before I came along.  I walked over here, didn’t feel the Ire toward him or you, and you didn’t react differently.  It was a risk.” 
 
    “Risk?” I said.  “A risk is Russian Roulette.  This was tantamount to suicide, you idiots.  What made you think I would not try to attack?” 
 
    “I had a pretty big inclination,” Gene said.  “Wallace, you are the largest reason for our bond.  It’s not me.  My brain is far too fucked up to maintain that defense.  My presumption was correct.” 
 
    Gene was right, and it pissed me off for some intangible reason.  I had no allusions about being some key, some ingredient to change the course of human history back toward a positive direction. 
 
    I stood.  “I need to be alone for a while.” 
 
    “No,” Gene growled while grabbing onto my arm.  “Last time you needed to be alone you were nearly gone forever.  You’re sticking around, Wallace.  Hear me?” 
 
    Why fight?  “Sure.  I hear you.” 
 
    We sat around the fire and ate bread provided by Pauline.  Yes, Gene ate real food.  And I woefully neglected to remember that I had, in fact, felt the Ire for Pauline when we first spotted her—they had done something to me in my sleep. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    The Mouth 
 
      
 
    All things served as a mystery at this very moment.  Pauline had hung around her brother and me for almost 24 straight hours.  She took another dose of Flegtide around the 22-hour mark, unaware of any time parameters for this particular drug.  Nobody was aware, in fact, making the entire scenario that much more dangerous.  And where there’s danger, there’s excitement. 
 
    I can’t deny there was a viscous tinge of exhilaration in the air while waiting for the Ire to come back or stay dormant.  It would be tragic and sad if it did come back and I had to kill Gene’s sister, or Gene, or Gene killed his sister, or she killed us, but the anticipation for such a moment kept me both on my toes and on the edge of my non-existent seat.  After noon struck that day, the truth seemed evident.  The Ire was not there between the three of us.  I found it easy to wonder if Flegtide was even needed for Pauline to interact with us anymore. 
 
    I was asleep under the makeshift shelter I’d constructed across a couple tall monuments in the cemetery.  Or, I was trying to sleep.  I could not, for I was glued to the conversation between brother and sister only a matter of feet from me.  They thought me asleep, however. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Pauline said. 
 
    “I’m thinking the days of the Ire might be coming to an end.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “I’m not, Pauline.  I think the Ire is waning in its potency.  I think the Ire is begging to be put out of its misery after torturing mankind for twenty years.” 
 
    I was listening in disbelief with a slight touch of quiet laughter as I heard Gene.  He would have never said such a statement the entire time I’d known him, and especially after seeing what he was able to do when the Ire called.  He was clearly a different person around his sister, whether it was his real side or a complete fake-out. 
 
    “Not that simple,” Pauline said.  “Wallace here has something in his brain that makes the Ire go away.  Has he ever killed?” 
 
    “That’s a stupid question, Pauline.  He’s alive twenty years after the Ire.  Of course he’s killed.  I saw him kill twice, in fact.” 
 
    “Then why is he able to hold the Ire at bay in my presence, Gene?  I want to say the word miracle, but I can’t without regressing back to the days of religion.” 
 
    “Hey, do you remember that church we went to until I were twelve or something?  What was it, Calgary Union Baptist?” 
 
    “Pastor Weston!” Pauline happily exclaimed. 
 
    “Pastor Weston, yes, that ass.  ‘Oh, you must deliver your soul through the mailbox of God’.  Where did he get that stuff?” 
 
    “That ass got it from his ass.” 
 
    Brother and sister shared a hearty chuckle. 
 
    “Why did Mom drag us there?” Pauline asked. 
 
    “Because she had to take us somewhere when Dad wasn’t around, Pauline.  And he was gone a lot.” 
 
    “Absenteeism.  His favorite flavor.”  She cleared her throat.  “Listen, I know you were going to be a fantastic father, Gene.  From all the things Jack said in the brief time you had William, you were primed for greatness in that territory.” 
 
    I saw Gene’s eyes begin to moisten.  He couldn’t look Pauline in the face. 
 
    “I may have been.  Doesn’t matter.  It’s more about Jack.  Pauline, I miss Jack so much, even all these years later.  I never got to say goodbye, to say how much he meant to me.  The last thing I said to him was ‘When you feed the baby, put the spoon in the mouth because you have a tendency to put the spoon on the clothes’.  I was remarking on how messy it was when he fed William.  Snotty and shitty, I know.  I had no idea I would never see him again.  That’s the last thing I said to him.” 
 
    This was the part in the Gene coaster where corkscrews became abundant.  Nauseating and forward, with the next part likely being some loop or big climb. 
 
    Pauline put her hand on Gene’s knee.  “You guys were great together.  I always enjoyed his presence.” 
 
    “He’s gone, Pauline.  Jack is no longer with me.”  Tears again. 
 
    “Hush.”  She embraced him. 
 
    It would have been a very loving, very comfortable moment if I didn’t have the knowledge that Gene had days earlier put human bits in his mouth and much of it still resided in his stomach.  His did not have a purposeful turncoat mentality, but rather one of a severe multiple personality disorder.  I saw Gene as mentally ill, established fairly recently too.  For that, I felt sorry for him. 
 
    “Okay, Eugene.  The Flegtide is working for now.  Don’t know how it will be in the future, but it is working now.  I have a large supply.  Maybe we can start to plan lives together, as a family.  I haven’t asked your plans after this.” 
 
    “Pauline, I never had a plan after finding you.  My only goal was to get you to refrain from taking Flegtide.  Things worked out differently, but probably for the better.  I’d like to go back to Minnesota where Wallace and I lived.  I am not sure they will let us back in the development, however.” 
 
    “Why not?  The CA is more than lenient, and in this time of newness with the drug and whatever is happening with Wallace, I think you would be allowed back in.  Let’s not forget the fact that so many developments recently became havens for riots after Flegtide was released.  Developments want people, period.” 
 
    “But you’re not accounted for in their books, Pauline.  They started the cabin program based on strict numbers and they kept those numbers strict for a reason.  Resources.  Even with the unknown times with Flegtide, I don’t see how they would just allow me and Wallace to walk on in to our old cabins.” 
 
    “The CA’s humanity is proven, Eugene.  I think it’s worth a shot and that you may be surprised with the results.” 
 
    I could see where this conversation was leading.  We would have a permanent third installment to our party.  I liked Pauline.  She was nice and sincere, and she had balls, a characteristic often lost in people since the Ire.  She wanted to take risks.  So if we had to make room for an additional person in our ranks, I would welcome her, although I don’t think I had a choice at this point—Gene and Pauline could not be separated, not after such a unique and splendid reunification. 
 
    My cell started to vibrate, waking me from near-slumber as the brother and sister remained melted in conversation.  Of all times, now I was getting a message from someone in the Fort Sill Development wanting to befriend me.  Carigniari, Native American Female, Lawton, Oklahoma, 37 years old.  Seemed things were lonely down here.  The timing was odd.  My curiosity reached an unusual apex. 
 
    “Hello?” I answered. 
 
    On the cell screen popped the image of a lady, possibly Cherokee, drenched in sweat and covered in bruises and blood stains.  Very unexpected. 
 
    “You have to help me,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Excuse me?  What is this?” 
 
    “You, whoever you are.  I need help.  This regime of bad, it’s coming for me.  The stuff.” 
 
    “Please explain.” 
 
    “The Flegtide raids, they’re killing people.  There is no Ire, there’s only the motherfuckers on the stuff looking for more stuff.  It’s like 2010 Mexico here.  I escaped but I need help.  Please help me, sir!” 
 
    Her cries were genuine.  Then I saw that she was taking directions from somebody off the screen to her right.  They were orders.  This was a set-up, possibly to have me go to her so I could get killed for the Flegtide I didn’t have.  This was very new indeed. 
 
    “You can eat my shit,” I kindly said back to her. 
 
    “You’ll die, you fuck!”  She stopped the call. 
 
    Interesting, the way Flegtide made people react with each other now.  We didn’t have peace anymore.  People killed for the reasons they used to kill—selfishness.  Old bad times anew. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Pauline 
 
      
 
    It was more Gene’s plan than mine.  Frankly, I don’t think I could have provided the world’s most full-proof plan without it being shot down.  Gene had the cockpit completely.  There was no use in fighting it because he would go his own way regardless in his preoccupied happy state. 
 
    We would hang around Oklahoma one more day and night, making our stay there three nights and four days essentially.  We would search a few locations nearby to the Fort Sill Development for a surplus or three of gasoline in order to reach Minnesota without much trouble.  If we found some more non-perishable food along the way, even better, although what Pauline promised from her cabin would easily be enough. 
 
    I had little faith in the trip being one without incident.  Gene’s temper, if it were just simply that, was diabolical and devastating in nature.  His roller coaster could pop up from nowhere and that could spell trouble for his sister.  Furthering my anxiety was the fact that I would have to hide the horrible things Gene did from Pauline.  Gene enjoyed feasting on human beings, and such a detail could very well end the siblings’ reunion on the spot.  I braced for that detail to somehow emerge, whether it was from me or Gene’s own lack of self-control. 
 
    We found a little fortune when we came across a very old service station.  Inside were about eight large cans filled with gasoline, far more than enough to get us back to Minnesota. 
 
    “I’ll put it in the car,” Gene said. 
 
    I stood beside him as he filled the tank.  “Gene, what happens when your urge shows up again?” 
 
    “What urge, Wallace?” 
 
    “To eat someone.  I’ve seen you react away from your own control so many times in the past month.  Just because your family is now beside you doesn’t mean you’re immune from the uncontrollable now.” 
 
    I was certain Gene would explode on me.  How dare I speak like that?  He would never bring harm to his sister. 
 
    “I’ve thought about that too,” he said, to my surprise.  “I can’t let Pauline know about this.  But I also can’t tell when it’s going to come.” 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    “No, Wallace, I don’t feel it now.  I think it builds when I know I will be coming in contact with people.  The party cabin, I could smell that literally a mile away.  I knew they were close.  Right now, at this station, nothing.  And yesterday by the cemetery I saw a person walking far in the distance.  Logic states I should have lost control and went for him.  I didn’t.  Something with me, just like there’s something with you.  We’re poster boys for the last days of the Ire, Wallace.” 
 
    Quite an admission from somebody who’d made the Ire even more destructive in the course of a month.  Still, I couldn’t help but think Gene was onto something.  Our circumstances were drastically different from only a little over a month ago.  Flegtide?  A change in the Ire?  Did the Ire have a twenty year incubation period or something of the like before dying?  Or was Gene’s off-and-on control over his urges simply a placebo brought on by the presence of his beloved sister?  All questions that would likely never get answered, or at least not in my lifetime. 
 
    “I hope your assessment of yourself is correct, Gene.  It could get very ugly if it’s not.  Like horrific.” 
 
    He gave me a transitive look of derision as he put the empty gasoline can down.  He even gazed at me as we both entered the car and shut the doors. 
 
    It must have been an El Nino year or something because the sky, once again, began a terrific display of lightning in the distance with growing thunder approaching.  It slightly illuminated the night-covered road back to the area of the cabins in the Fort Sill Development.  We stopped close to Pauline’s cabin. 
 
    “I smell something,” Gene said. 
 
    “What?  Food?  Meaning humans?” 
 
    “It’s odd, I don’t know.  A mix of all of it, then again none of it.  My senses are all fucked right now.” 
 
    “Well let’s go see Pauline.  See if she feels or smells it too.”  I stepped out of the car. 
 
    But Gene would not move.  He kept his hands on the steering wheel and looked directly ahead.  If I could think of one thing similar to his image at the moment, it was one of a man whose mind had entered a sudden state of utter confusion, as though nothing he’d ever known really was anymore. 
 
    “Gene,” I said.  “Gene, Gene, Gene!” 
 
    “No,” he whispered. 
 
    “No what?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Gene then put his shoe on the pedal and pushed it to the ground.  The car sped off, almost taking out trees and even an electric pole.  He was spooked.  I was absolutely mortified, as this wasn’t typical, not even in the new regally disrupted mind of Gene del Gregory.  None of it made sense.  I needed to know if Pauline had said something to Gene. 
 
    I turned and headed for her cabin along her walk.  I could suddenly feel a charge in the air, thinking most certainly this was akin to what Gene had felt, or smelled.  The smell was the same, but the sensation seemed unwelcoming.  And when I entered Pauline’s cabin, I knew instantly everything was wrong. 
 
    Pauline sat on the floor by her living room window in a large pool of blood mixed with pus and other odd liquids.  Her right arm remained up on the window seal while her body was propped up under the window.  Her face was three times its normal size with blood leaking from every orifice.  She was very dead, and from the looks of it very painfully dead. 
 
    I knelt on both knees beside her, not caring about the blood soaking my slacks.  “Pauline,” I said amidst a cry.  This saddened me tremendously.  “I’m sorry we weren’t here when this happened.” 
 
    I looked over the scene to find some culprit of this horrible occasion.  She was bloated.  Her eyes bled.  Her body seemed to explode from within her flesh.  It didn’t take long for me to conclude that the inordinate amount of Flegtide she’d taken over the past two days had killed her.  I saw all the studies from Bern, and this was almost always the greatest side effect of prolonged and extreme use of the drug.  She needed it to talk to her brother.  That talk quickly took her life. 
 
    Just like with Haydon so many years before, I stroked her head to somehow let her know a person was there at the end.  Or in this case a little past the end, but close enough.  Then the thought of Gene came to me.  What would he think?  How we he react?  And did he know she was dead, thus the strange smells and sensations he got?  I got it too, but it’s something along the lines of when a television gets turned off.  The static change in the air is felt. 
 
    I never thought for a moment that Gene had anything to do with her death.  He wouldn’t do that.  Furthermore, her death was undoubtedly caused by Flegtide and not Gene, who’d not been around her much of the day.  His flight was caused by his timid nerves after feeling something new and uncomfortable. 
 
    The options of how to handle this were limitless.  Unfortunately, none of them when correct.  No matter what road I went down, I envisioned not a single one to lead to the territory of Gene being well.  I wasn’t even considering my own well-being, which I should have; my reason for leaving my cozy development life was dead beside my knees. 
 
    “Wallace?” Pauline’s voice plainly said. 
 
    I looked down at her quite alive body, not nearly as bloated as I’d seen when I walked in.  “How...Pauline?” 
 
    “Where is Eugene?  I need to speak with him.” 
 
    “He left but he will be back.  Are you okay, Pauline?  What happened to you?” 
 
    “You worry too much, Wallace.  Eugene was right about that.  You overthink things and put imaginations in your head that don’t belong.  You escape often.  Your mind wanders, and often into weird and unreasonable places.” 
 
    So much blood on the floor, her body once pale as snow, there was no sense in her living now.  But she was there.  “I go to these places involuntarily,” I said.  “I don’t want to.  I would like one place for the rest of my life and that’s it.  I had that, Pauline.  I loved my cabin.  I had adapted to isolation very nicely.  It was easy for me.  I want it back.  When you and Gene find your destination, I may retreat back to another one, maybe try to find a new development and try to become part of it.” 
 
    “You’re not on the run, Wallace.  You are free to do whatever.  Remember that.  And I would rethink your love for isolation.  It causes you to do things you wouldn’t normally do.  Not all of them good either.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Such as holding conversations with people who aren’t there.” 
 
    I did not need any more explanation.  I looked closer at Pauline.  The truth melted back into my eyes.  She truly was dead, the entire conversation in my head.  She said those words, but it was my brain saying them through her imaginary voice.  The paleness, the bloating, the death, it was all back in her where it belonged. 
 
    It was apparent I wasn’t well.  I’d killed, seen killings, and had just been a partner of death quite often in twenty years.  This hurt the worst by a large margin.  Seeing her lips move as she talked honestly felt extremely real, the hallucination so strong that my brain never had a chance but to believe it.  I needed to leave.  I dragged Pauline’s body, now twice the weight as it was when she was alive, over next to the fireplace.  I propped her up in front of the fireplace, put a blanket over most of her body, and lit the fire with the wood already in it and some fluid on the mantle.  In my mind, she deserved cozy scenery as her spirit lifted to wherever it would go. 
 
    Time to leave.  I wanted to get back to Minnesota as soon as possible.  I left the cabin and went to the road beside her house, the fact that I would never see Gene again tattooed on my brain.  I was done with this whole mess.  I was done with that family, the ‘bond’, the cannibalism, all things I’d been through.  The walk home started right now.  I didn’t care about anything else. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Found 
 
      
 
    Oklahoma is about five hundred miles from Minnesota.  Okay, so walking twenty miles a day I’ll reach my development in a month.  There will be no obstacles.  I won’t need food.  To hell with bathing.  I’ll drink the sweat from my forehead to fray thirst.  I won’t eat, so I won’t shit.  I’ll find a second wind some days and walk thirty miles.  All worth it. 
 
    All a lie.  I was thinking these things as I started on my way back north.  No road.  I wanted the woods, to stay clear of possible would-be Evans’ and Customers.  The trauma I’d endured would not puncture through the skin I put on after seeing Pauline’s dead body.  In other words, I was in shock and had not yet soaked in how horrible things had become, allowing my mind to work worse than irrationally.  It was along the lines of a fantastic high on a potent drug that didn’t seem to want to stop.  I hadn’t slept in about forty hours either, adding to the madness. 
 
    I caught myself before it went any further.  “You idiot, break your own back!” I called out in the middle of a sweeping pine forest.  I am not sure what that meant, but I remember saying it.  I put my body in a thicket of pine needles, curled up in a ball, and fell asleep.  No dreams.  My brain would not permit them.  Instead, I woke up in a broad, loud cry. 
 
    Grief, once again delayed, finally broke into me.  I cried rushing streams like never before.  The world wanted me to cry, to keep going with the tears as much as possible.  It required me to cry in the same fever it required me to kill the people I neared when Ired.  So weep I continued, as though crying were a lost art. 
 
    I did cry myself back to sleep, upon which time the dreams decided to crash through the barrier into my slumber.  But my dream was quite unremarkable.  Something about an airplane with porcupines for passengers.  I saw a hand reach out from the sky, a big one, but all it did was give me a thumbs up before turning into a cloud in the shape of a large clock with its hands referring to the time of 5:19. 
 
    Awaking was rather unremarkable as well.  I just sat up slowly and remained that way, my legs sprawled out before me as my back quietly rested against a tree.  The sun attempted to greet my face through the pines, but the forest was too dense to behold a full-on face bath of solar goodness.  I heard birds chirping proudly all over.  The air was cool, but not cold.  It was simply perfect.  For once, I was enjoying myself.  It allowed me a moment to find myself, to not flee from the shit I was swimming in.  The train of thoughts began, with a plan to come from it surely. 
 
    Gene was gone, but may be back, or he may be looking for me.  He would eventually find out Pauline was dead.  I had to be the one to tell him so once the initial shock wore off he had someone with a dry shoulder.  But in fact, I did not tell him.  I was scared of his reaction.  Once the Pauline situation settled, we would have to try to go back to Minnesota.  There was no more dancing around the fact that the development was where we needed to go, as it was home for so many years and we had no other homes. 
 
    The peace of the pine forest helped me regain my composure.  I suddenly could feel the immense hunger in my stomach.  Thinking back, I realized I hadn’t eaten in over 24 hours.  Well over it, in fact.  I headed back to the road to go back to the development, if I could find it.  Getting to this forest was something of a blur in my head, so I was very ignorant to my location. 
 
    All I could see before me was road, endless road.  The heat of the early September sun created waves over the road.  It was mesmerizing, and instantly taxing on my conscience.  Still, I continued to walk.  The hunger batted at me with the vengeance of a thousand rusty daggers, yet I continued.  Insanity often tried to jump on my back, but I brushed it off every time—I was sick of temporarily losing my mind, hence my fervor to keep on with a straight head. 
 
    Mirages come in all shapes and many different flavors.  Some approach as a towering lizard beast with five heads readying itself to spray liquid fire at you.  Some come on as a delicious beverage in a chilled glass.  Others include anthropomorphized clouds, my aunt Trina, and a giant bowl of potato salad.  This particular mirage was simply a car, a fast one, and it was coming right at me.  It brushed away the dancing waves over the road.  Although I knew it wasn’t real, I had to escape its path or suffer, well, something maybe.  I leapt to the side of the road. 
 
    The car then turned and stopped very quickly.  The driver stepped out and began running toward me.  It looked a lot like Gene from the distance.  As he came closer I could see indeed it was Gene, his mirage appearing supremely life-like.  He ran toward me, the shiny red stuff glistening his skin and ratty clothes in the midday sun. 
 
    “Wallace!” he shouted with a pronounced echo of a dream, or mirage. 
 
    “Get away,” I said.  I wanted to stay on the ground.  “I only want real things.  Not you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?  Wallace, come on now.” 
 
    Gene took me by the arm and stood me up before helping me the three hundred or so feet to his car.  Quite accurate for a mirage.  It wasn’t long before I realized this was real, that it was Gene and not my mind playing tricks. 
 
    I sat in his car.  “It’s you?” 
 
    “That’s what I have been trying to tell you, Wallace.  I nearly struck you down with my car.” 
 
    “And why would you do that?” 
 
    As I gradually gained my senses, Gene went silent and almost numb.  He had a hard time answering my question.  And yes, he was covered in blood.  He also smelled of death, an odor I recognized back at Pauline’s cabin amongst many other occasions. 
 
    “Why no answer, Gene?” 
 
    “You’re dehydrated and famished, Wallace.  We need to get some food in you.”  He reached behind the seat to pull out an extra-large can of pinto beans.  He opened it using the connected tab at the top.  “Just some beans.  Try a little at first.” 
 
    But I wouldn’t eat.  I couldn’t after seeing what guilt he poorly hid in his eyes.  He’d come from feasting, from eating an ungodly number of people.  He was driving fast to run me down so he could harvest me before he knew it was his dear friend Wallace Auker. 
 
    “You nearly killed me,” I said.  “And that blood.” 
 
    Rather than deny guilt, Gene fell to his knees and began to cry deeply into his open hands.  Was this an act?  He’d never shown remorse for his cannibalism before. 
 
    “Something,” he said.  “Wallace, something happened.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s Pauline.  Her cabin was torched.  She was inside.  Inside, Wallace!  I found the remains of her body in what used to be her living room!” 
 
    Torched?  Impossible.  I lit the fireplace using the appropriate technique and just a little fluid.  And I placed her many feet from the fire with the blanket.  Oh, the blanket.  It was big and thick.  And yes, one end had to be too close to the fire.  This was my doing, her death on my hands.  Was this my sixth and final kill?  No, for Pauline was dead from Flegtide use long before the fire. 
 
    “Are you sure she was inside?” I said, feigning an inquisition. 
 
    “It was her fucking body, yes!  I had her, Wallace, and now I don’t.  It’s the same goddamn mess all over again.” 
 
    “Where were the development fire trucks?” 
 
    “Trucks?  There’s no fire department in the developments anymore, Wallace.  Christ, I don’t even think developments even exist anymore.  The world is beyond control since Flegtide came along.  I saw it.  I saw people doing worse things to others than I’ve done.  I kid you not.  That development had about ten cabin fires yesterday.  And I was going to describe all this to Pauline before we left for an island.” 
 
    “Island?” 
 
    “Yes, a fucking island, Wallace.  One off the coast of Louisiana our family vacationed at when we were kids.  Pauline would love the idea.  Just her and me, living from the land, nobody out there to give us the Ire.  And of course, no fucking Flegtide.  That fucking drug!” 
 
    He was a thinking man, for sure.  Gene pined for peace ultimately, as long as it was with his sister.  He knew it was lost and that hurt him worse than anything else. 
 
    “Wallace, somebody killed my sister.  Pauline was murdered by some piece of shit who may no longer be Ired but was so used to killing that he had to keep going with it.  I bet all the fires in the development yesterday were from that bastard exclusively.” 
 
    “And you want to hunt him,” I surmised. 
 
    “Well, of course I knew that would be my reaction.  I surprised myself, though.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I immediately realized it would take time and I would never find him.  Even if I thought I’d found him, I would always have doubts of whether or not he was the one.  And really, that won’t bring Pauline back.  I just want to go.” 
 
    Please say you want to go back to Minnesota.  If there is a God that still has an ounce of confidence in His human race, please let Gene say Minnesota. 
 
    “What do you say, Wallace?  You and I, somewhere in a place nobody else exists?  The island?” 
 
    I guess you don’t like any of us anymore.  I don’t blame you. 
 
    “What about Minnesota?” 
 
    Gene slapped me hard across the right cheek.  I didn’t deserve it, especially in my badly dehydrated, near-manic state. 
 
    “Recall my previous statement, Mr. Auker.  The developments are falling and fast.  This is all over the world.  I saw it on my cell today in addition to seeing it with my eyes.  I highly doubt Minnesota Number-5 development was spared.  There’s nothing to go back to.  Humanity has to start anew.” 
 
    The puzzle didn’t match up with me.  Sure, Flegtide had its terrible side effects, but with limited use it should be bringing people together more, not causing anarchy.  But I heeded Gene’s relay instead, opting to go with him to Louisiana.  I truly had nothing left to live for.  It was Gene or nothing.  And being completely honest with myself, I tend to think I would have preferred nothing over Gene at the time, for nothingness wouldn’t be accompanied by all the pain he caused me.  Death, if it happened, would have been a monumental relief.  For this, I was not scared of a damn thing anymore. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    Wish I Were Here 
 
      
 
    Where does a man go when he has nowhere left to go?  To where does a man descend when his descent has already plummeted him into an orgiastic cesspool of metaphorical and literal filth?  He goes to Louisiana. 
 
    We wasted no time in leaving Oklahoma.  We simply found the road that led to the old Interstate 44, which would lead to Interstate 20, which would lead to Interstate 49 all the way south to the supposed island in question.  Renee Island was the destination, a tiny splotch of land off the Atchafalaya Delta.  Humid, muddy, flat, and without human contact, it had nothing all while having everything we needed. 
 
    No, I was not happy about it.  I’d spent my entire life way up north where cold was normal and heat was met with a crooked eye, especially with deep-south humidity in the mix.  I was not happy that my environment was going to change permanently.  Even while coming to Oklahoma, I always assumed I would be heading back to Minnesota when we had found and warned Pauline.  But this was relocation and it didn’t make me happy.  That said, I truly feel I had no other choice but to be by myself forever and ever. 
 
    The interstate highways seemed to bear the weather of twenty years quite nicely.  Cracks and some bumps and a few tree dodgings, but going slow the journey was relatively a breeze.  We kept our map intact, relying on it very carefully for every little challenge in navigation.  We had enough food—Gene ate actual food along the way and seemed to enjoy it—to keep us from dying.  Water, too, was no issue.  We occasionally stopped in empty cities and towns to look for gasoline, although what was in the tank and what we hauled with us in reserves would certainly take us to Renee Island. 
 
    Just the same as our trip down from Minnesota, we occasionally got marked by a few highwaymen looking to take our stuff and our lives.  Nothing came of it.  We were seasoned now, easily able to detect when such a situation like this would arise.  One man on a motorcycle chased us for about ten miles before fatally crashing into a building on a sharp turn.  Or I think he died, we didn’t check. 
 
    The difference between this trip and the one in August, and it was a vast difference, was the people.  Yes, we were seeing people on the road, beside the road, near the road, in buildings, against trees, and anywhere a person might be able to stand or sit.  Nobody hid because things were changing.  The Ire, as it were, was loosening its hold on humanity.  Our inclination was right.  Incubation was over, time for the ‘disease’ to die.  But it held on still, thus we saw people peppered throughout the land instead of masses welded together like pre-2030 days. 
 
    To say the least, this was the prime reason the relationship between Gene and I had grown so stale and almost hateful.  The moment he saved me from the falling wall may have been the most astutely grand moment of my life.  I was talking, in person, with another person again.  It was a miracle.  But now, with so many conversing, the miracle seemed more along the lines of natural flow, as in we weren’t special.  Gene loved our bond.  But our bond, as it turned out, was gradually becoming the normal bond between all humans. 
 
    We read reports on our cells of the change globally.  Flegtide was not the thing that assassinated the Ire.  Flegtide, in fact, may have delayed the human mind’s natural reaction to not kill by proximity.  It was an astounding coincidence that Flegtide was released the same month the Ire began to dwindle.  Absolutely astonishing timing.  The Centralized Authority in Bern released a voice statement on our way down that none of us will soon forget.  I listened to the statement, the speaking man’s German accent giving me a slight chuckle, in private while eating under an awning somewhere in the middle of Texas I believe. 
 
    Emergency ZLL-7-TRWWC-43-1 All Human Existence.  16 September, 2049.  10:30 GMT+1.  We can now confirm that SPMS across the globe is swiftly losing hold on the human race.  Reports have been surfacing for two full weeks of people interacting with other people with no signs of fatal hostility.  Researchers are extremely confident based on this and recent tests on the brains of the recently deceased that SPMS has run its natural course.  We must be extraordinarily up-front from the beginning that we have no reason whatsoever to believe this was due to the recently released drug Flegtide.  Flegtide has been ruled out, and as such our warning against the drug is severe.  Do not, under any circumstance, ingest and inject the drug Flegtide now or any moment in the future.  Its effects have shown to work temporarily but its side effects are almost always fatal.  Any surplus you possess should be burned immediately.  While SPMS remains in lower stages of intensity for the time, some who still experience it might be tempted to use Flegtide.  Rest assured that your symptoms, like all others’, will subside in time and you will be able to interact with other humans in the foreseeable future.  It has been proven that a small percentage of individuals are experiencing stronger symptoms than normal, often leading to extreme acts of violence outside the bounds of typical SPMS grounds.  Unfortunately for these people, there seems to be no hope for SPSM being lifted, and as such many of these people require being euthanized.  We do not use the term euthanize lightly, especially with regards to our own species.  However, brain examinations of people exhibiting these symptoms shows a starkly different manifest in makeup, thus ruling them out for the natural death of SPMS in them.  This is a grand price to pay if we are to reassemble a society twenty years after it was stripped of us.  It is worth the cost.  We will be transmitting updates on the state of our conditions daily, no matter how much or how little has changed.  Good luck to you all. 
 
    Wow.  This was not a small thing.  This was everything, for the most part, that we’d been wanting to hear since the Ire began.  The game, just like in 2030, changed completely in an instant.  We could be a society again.  And yet, we continued on to Louisiana. 
 
    I never asked Gene if he had listened to the statement.  I have little doubt that he didn’t—that cell was always in his hands along the trip, always looking for more information.  Even so, I knew he would not want to talk about it.  The final portion of the statement directly involved him and it was in no manner good news.  He was the outcast, the one the CA was saying needed euthanized.  I had a hard enough time trying to even think of the word euthanize when involving people, let alone a person who was the only one in my life anymore. 
 
    The drive the rest of the way to the island was nothing short of stunned silence and awkward nothings all throughout.  The tension from the risk of either of us saying a word about Gene’s misfortune as told in the statement warranted the lack of conversation.  But by now we were used to tension between us.  I slept the majority of the way there. 
 
    I woke from my sleep in the early stages of the morning sun thanks to Gene’s halting of the car.  I rose to see an ocean, a splendid view I’d not seen since my trip to the Bahamas in 2028.  My breath was taken away mildly. 
 
    “Already here?” I asked Gene. 
 
    “Yes,” he sharply returned.  “On foot from here.” 
 
    “Foot?  There’s no road to Renee Island?” 
 
    “Wallace, Renee Island is remote in a collection of islands in a delta.  What would be the purpose of living on an island with easy access via roads?  Too many people could get in and the meaning of the island would be shot.” 
 
    Again, I had nothing to lose.  I had nowhere else to go.  I would sink down into the bottom of that barrel.  With what little dignity I had left, if any.  On foot we trekked across the beach in search of a small craft.  I don’t know how he could tell which one was Renee Island, but Gene sort of had an internal compass to guide him there.  He was determined to reach it, if only to remove himself from the world he had come to destroy.  It was for this that Gene carried the largest bags containing cans of food and a surplus of cell batteries he’d found in Oklahoma. 
 
    “We’re never going to go back to the car again?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe.  If we need to power our cells, which may or may not be necessary.” 
 
    I knew the answer was yes after hearing his explanation.  It was obvious he had private things in the trunk due to his insistence that all food cans were to be placed in the backseat.  I very much did not want to know what he kept in that trunk, mainly because I knew based on our recent past. 
 
    We found a skiff with oars on its side, a well-crafted little boat that didn’t seem too bothered by the weather of twenty years.  That was our transportation.  We unloaded the bags and rowed off to the direction only Gene knew.  It was maybe ninety minutes-worth of arduous rowing until we found ourselves on the shore of the island Gene was certain went by the name Renee. 
 
    Gene immediately picked up the bags and set off in the direction of a lone hut toward the center of the tiny slice of water-bound land.  No words, he just left.  It felt almost like he didn’t want me to follow him, although I was certain this was not the case. 
 
    I sat my butt against the wall and looked at the palm trees surrounding me.  They contained no food, no sustenance, and no reason.  They were just there.  It symbolized my life anymore.  No point and no rhythm, with nobody really there to make myself care about anything really.  This would be my life.  A cow had it better than me, because at least they had food.  No idea what I would do for food.  No idea what I was doing at all. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    Idle Minds 
 
      
 
    I heated a can of navy beans on a fire I built beside the hut.  It would be my first meal in utter isolation, far more isolation than what I experienced in the development.  Gene remained in the hut preparing a bed of palm leaves and the same blanket he’d been using since we left Minnesota. 
 
    The hut itself was more of a bunker, its gray cement walls more suitable for a shooting range than a makeshift house.  It was large enough, with two little rooms off from the main room.  The windows were still intact, as were the front and back wooden doors.  It had kept the rain out for the most part.  However, decades of neglect, possibly well before 2030, had sent crack after crack through the structure.  It had a roof and that was the only issue at play here.  No running water and no electricity meant we were literally back to caveman days in a building that somewhat resembled a cave. 
 
    More importantly, the fact that I lived in a hut, the same type of structure we were forced into in the months promptly following the Ire’s induction, meant I had regressed.  I remember receiving messages from people in nearby huts wanting to talk with me, such as that Babblerook fellow.  If I went through the list on my cell and went all the way back to that day, I could reach out to Babblerook.  But alas, we had no service.  Not on this island.  Far more remote than any other place on the planet from my standpoint.  Babblerook would remain a mystery. 
 
    But did he have to be a mystery?  I pulled out my cell and let curiosity, nostalgia, and boredom all take me over.  I went through my messages by date.  It took five long minutes to finally reach the 2030 folder, and even more after that to find the request.  There it was.  J Babblerook, White Male from St. Cloud, 23 Years Old.  What would happen if I found a signal and dialed that number?  Would Babblerook answer?  Would Babblerook be long dead, a victim of the suicide epidemic that swept the world that year and many following? 
 
    “What are you looking at?” Gene asked me suddenly as he sat on a rock across the little lawn from me. 
 
    I had nothing better to do than placate his now-unusual request for conversation.  “Did you ever get requests back in the development that you just didn’t answer back?” 
 
    “Well, of course not, Wallace.  I wanted all the friends I could get at that time.  But I fell victim to one that wouldn’t answer me back.” 
 
    I knew where he was going with this. 
 
    “I tried for months to get him to return my request but he hesitated.  Smarmy little shit and a player.” 
 
    “Okay, Gene.” 
 
    “He was probably off sulking over how much of a loser he’d become and how he needed to end his life.” 
 
    Gene smiled, but I knew there was some truth in his little jovial refrain. 
 
    “Maybe he still hurt from a previous disaster,” I said.  “Maybe the guy didn’t want to get bowled over by a friendship that he would always try to stack up against his last one and it would never get that high, no matter how close it came.  Maybe the guy didn’t trust you, Gene.” 
 
    That smile turned upside down in a hurry.  He gazed at me.  “I never meant to be anything but a good friend to you, Wallace.” 
 
    “Gene—” 
 
    “I’m not perfect by any means.  I eat people and I think I may have forced you to eat people too in a subconscious kind of way.  I begged you to come with me to Oklahoma, to uproot your life.  But you know what?  I would do it all again because you’re that important to me.  You’re my best friend, Wallace Auker.  You’ve stood by me when nobody ever had any reason to even look at me.  I know you feel that way too.” 
 
    I could not argue with the man.  He was right, and boy was he ever so goddamn right.  Gene was my best friend not through default of being my only friend, but rather through the time I’d invested in him willingly.  I cared about him more than I could imagine, and I didn’t even know it.  It was a dagger through my heart, stomach, and balls all at once.  It wasn’t fair, but that I knew. 
 
    “I do, Gene.”  Like I was marrying him. 
 
    “Who was trying to contact you before I did back in the beginning?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “I know it doesn’t matter, Wallace.  But you’re obviously trying to go back in time to something you missed.  I’ve seen it in your eyes.  You’re looking for a piece you forgot or left out.” 
 
    Quite insightful for a monster.  “Just some person from St. Cloud.” 
 
    I nearly said the name, on the tip of my tongue, before a giant gust of wind bulldozed both Gene and me from the rocks on which we sat.  Another gale poured directly through us a few seconds later. 
 
    “What was that?” Gene said. 
 
    My ears suddenly got very heavy while my head instantly began to ache.  “Pressure drop.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “Some storm coming through, Gene.” 
 
    “We’ve seen enough of those lately.” 
 
    “Probably bigger than that, my friend.  This is an island on the Gulf of Mexico.  Plenty of big storms out here.  Big.” 
 
    “Certainly not a hurricane, Wallace.” 
 
    “Certainly possible, Gene.  And that pressure drop, it wasn’t little.  Unique.  I think we may consider it some tropical thing.” 
 
    It was my turn to be right, and how right I was.  I’m not too sure of the categorical strength of this storm, but it did not joke around.  It would be perhaps one of the most terrifying 48-hour periods of my whole downtrodden life. 
 
    It started on the night of our arrival to Renee Island—timing was perfectly bad.  The wind steadily increased from gusty to hold-on-to-the-trees bad to no-more-tree-to-hold-onto bad.  We remained inside the hut once the rain began its toll on the island, most of it sideways.  It felt and sounded like a train directly beneath the hut for three straight hours in the darkness of the early morning.  Very frequent lightning was our only way of knowing exactly how horrible it was outside. 
 
    That little hut, it knew its stance.  It didn’t give an inch.  Not even a window was busted or cracked.  Truly, this structure was built with the intent of withstanding deadly storms off the gulf.  I bet it could survive a nuclear blast. 
 
    After the storm passed, we emerged from the concrete building unscathed and unchanged.  Being so close to our own deaths should have meant we counted our blessings, saw things in a more positive light, and looked forward to happy things.  Sadly, we were the same two friend-type things with no aim and no joy. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Gene asked me as I once again heated up some beans for the both of us. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes, you.” 
 
    “Do you want to know what you hope I’m thinking or what I’m honestly thinking?” 
 
    “Hmm, how about both?  Give me the fake Wallace answer and then the real one I know I’ll loathe.” 
 
    “I’m thinking I would like to find some food growing around, like on the trees that are still standing.  A coconut, bananas.”  I had no idea if those fruits actually grew in Louisiana, but it furthered the conversation.  “I’m also thinking of trying to sleep tonight.  Bugs and humidity, it’s not been easy.” 
 
    “I see.  So, what are you really thinking?” 
 
    “Do you want know, Gene?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t want to know, Wallace.” 
 
    I sighed.  “I’m wondering why you haven’t taken off to some place with people for feasting.  I’m wondering how long before the urge built within you takes you for a ride into mania once again.  I’m also wondering...”  I paused. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    I was silent. 
 
    “Wondering what, Wallace?” 
 
    “If you heard the CA announcement last week.” 
 
    “Oh, indeed I did hear it.” 
 
    The tension rose to a towering level over both our petty lives.  More than ever. 
 
    “And?” I said. 
 
    “I’m the dead rat,” Gene said.  “I’m the horse that came up lame.  Society is the veterinarian and the world is the track I’ll be put down on.  My super-Ire is a condition this new un-Ired world wants gone.  It’s in the stars.  I’m not stupid, Wallace.  I’m just angry.” 
 
    “And why are you not blowing up on the universe over this right now?” 
 
    “Because if I did that, there would be no one left to eat.”  He joked, as told by the chuckle he let out.  “Really, Wallace, I don’t have the energy to care.  My sister was just murdered in an old fashion, pre-Ire, cold-blood kind of way.  I have no home.  I’m stuck with a person who can’t stand the ground I walk on.  And believe it or not, I do not have pride in the fact that I am quite simply a cannibal now.  I eat humans.  I’m a cannibal.” 
 
    It was a night and day transition from angered man with confidence to whimpering bag of sorrow as Gene went to his knees then his side on the island dirt in a sad cry.  He was just now realizing the full impact of admitting his cannibalism to himself.  Stress overran his entire being. 
 
    “I’m a cannibal,” he softly said, tears running into his mouth amidst the statement.  “Cannibal.  Why?  Why, Wallace?  Why do I enjoy eating people?  I am nothing more than a living zombie from the movies.  I want to die.”  He gradually repeated this phrase in lower and softer tones until he finally fell asleep. 
 
    I went to my bed of palm leaves in the hut and slept like a baby.  Seeing him wallow in guilt and pain helped me, which I shouldn’t have liked but I did anyway.  The hurricane, too, had wiped me of energy. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    The New Place 
 
      
 
    How it happened was a terrifying mystery to me at the time.  Why it happened frightened me even more.  But it happened, and we were gone. 
 
    The last thing I remembered before this was falling asleep comfortably on my bed of palm leaves in the hut.  And now, who knows how many hours later, I was being restrained with belts to a moving bed, most likely a gurney, being pulled or pushed through a hallway of gray cinderblocks with many old and flickering lights on the ceiling.  I heard the deep tone of a man’s badly muffled voice all throughout the hallway.  The gurney stopped and all went dark.  Everything, including my mind. 
 
    I woke again.  This time there was nothing before me but a single dim light off to the left of the room.  Everything else was pure deep black.  I still could not move.  The sound was blacker than the light, as silence ripped my senses apart.  I heard a chair faintly creak. 
 
    “Hello?” I nervously inquired. 
 
    The creaking of the chair happened again, this time slightly louder.  Then came the voice. 
 
    “Awake,” he said. 
 
    I still could not see a person.  “Is this a nightmare?  Is it?  Because if it is, these belts won’t hold me down.  I will break them like the Incredible Hulk rips his shirt off when angry.  You don’t want to see me angry.” 
 
    “Aren’t we all angry?” 
 
    I saw the image of a wide man, not obese but quite stocky with a pronounced belly, stand up from beside the table on which the lamp rested.  My vision was coming together with each second.  Even so, the rest of the room remained a cauldron of darkness. 
 
    “Who are you?” I said, my voice the opposite of sure. 
 
    “You are a person who can talk to another person in person,” he said.  “You are the new generation.  And I am the new generation.  Ours is a new generation.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up!” I barked.  “Just get me out of these straps and talk to me like a human!  You haven’t talked to a human in a long time, after all.” 
 
    He walked toward me.  I could tell a light shown behind me in a manner that only illuminated me, not any other part of the room.  If this were an alien abduction like it appeared to be, I could expect an anal probe. 
 
    “My name is Ash Ford,” he calmly stated. 
 
    “Ashford?” I returned. 
 
    “No, not Ashford.  Ash, Ford.  Two words.  Two names.” 
 
    “Why not Ashford?” 
 
    The man became perplexed, wondering why plucky sarcasm replaced the certain fear he’d anticipated.  “It’s Ashley Isaac Ford,” he said more loudly. 
 
    “You sound like a super villain.” 
 
    “It’s only a name.” 
 
    “No, the way you talk sounds all super villainy.  What are you trying to pull off, Ash Ford?  Because it’s not working.” 
 
    He shook his head and put his hand over my mouth.  It smelled like clams. 
 
    “Listen to me.  You are restrained because I don’t want you to squirm if your Ire turns on.  I will remove my hand, upon which time you will tell me three things.  Your name, the last time you felt the Ire, and why you are not scared by your current circumstance.” 
 
    His hand was removed from my mouth. 
 
    “Well, I’m not scared because you’re not scary.  Also, I have nothing left to lose anymore, including a meaningful life.  The entire Yakuza could be here with knives to my throat and I wouldn’t be scared.  Hell, at this point I would welcome it.” 
 
    “That was the third question,” he said, more agitated. 
 
    “I don’t care about any fucking order you try to place my forced answers.  And I haven’t felt the Ire in about a week or so.” 
 
    “Please, sir.  Your name.” 
 
    “Bill Clinton,” I said. 
 
    “Are you being truthful?” 
 
    “No.  My name is Punky Brewster.” 
 
    Ash slammed his hands down on either side of my head onto the gurney.  “Name!” 
 
    “Fine, fine.  It’s Wallace.  Wallace Auker.  That’s my real name, Ashford.”  I loved agitating him, largely due to the fact that he was now scaring me when I wanted nothing more than to be void of any fear, especially by such a clichéd act from a man who honestly portrayed the intimidation factor of a cupcake. 
 
    “I have never heard that name before,” he said. 
 
    “Of course you haven’t.  It’s unusual.  My parents were unusual.” 
 
    “I mean in our records.” 
 
    “Of course you haven’t heard it in your records.  Have you been asleep for twenty years, Ash Ford?  Records went bye-bye long ago when the Ire hit.  Not even the CA could keep good records.  I’m known to nobody.” 
 
    “Then you—” 
 
    “No,” I interrupted.  “You get the questions now.” 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “Why am I here?  What’s the purpose for you taking me from the island in Louisiana?  And where the hell is this?” 
 
    “You are currently in a testing facility beneath the hallowed grounds of Burbont, Missouri.” 
 
    “Third question answered first, I see.  Okay then, what the hell is so hallowed about Burbont, Missouri?” 
 
    “Centralized Authority research,” Ash said.  “We have been under the city here for thirteen years fashioning data to better suit humanity.” 
 
    “You speak as though you use a needle and thread when making this data.  Careful, Ashford.  It may not fit me and I’d have to go to a tailor to let it out.” 
 
    “You joke so much, Mr. Auker.  And contrary to what you thought, I am not a villain.” 
 
    “Then stop talking like a villain.” 
 
    “I am a representative of the Centralized Authority attempting to understand your actions over the past two weeks.” 
 
    “Two weeks?” 
 
    Two weeks?  I was in Oklahoma two weeks ago. 
 
    “Have you been following us, Ashford?” 
 
    “Ah, I see you’ve finally acknowledged the other in your party.  Del Gregory, was it?” 
 
    “What did you do to Gene?”  I was quickly becoming livid. 
 
    “Eugene del Gregory is here, and he is safe.  I’m surprised it has taken you this long to mention your companion.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but being abducted and forced to answer questions in a dimly-lit room and being told it was done through benevolence makes my brain exchange priorities.  And fuck you, by the way, Ashford.  Fuck you and your whatever this is thing.  Torture.” 
 
    “I will leave, Mr. Auker.  I will return later when you are less agitated.  Maybe then we can discuss the fact that we are currently discussing anything face-to-face.  Yes, it’s a new day, and you seem to have forgotten that in your wrath.” 
 
    “And you seem to have forgotten that I said fuck you, which usually means get the fuck out of my sight.  Now go!” 
 
    He left.  He gloriously left.  I hated that man.  And he smelled bad. 
 
    This facility, this wondrous subterranean palace created by the Centralized Authority, was merely a crypt.  I felt it.  I felt like I would die down here.  And while it was true that I was not afraid of death anymore, I realized now that I was kind of lying to myself.  At the very least, I didn’t want to die down here in this basement-esque toilet of a location. 
 
    I was beginning to form a picture of where I wanted to die.  On a plain without trees, lots of green grass, maybe some flowers, in the middle of the day, and naked.  That’s how I wanted to die.  Peaceful yes, unbound yes, and all around beautiful.  And so I decided that would be my aim.  After all I’d been through, my biggest goal in life was to die in a field with grass and sunshine.  Lame of course, but it would have to do.  I didn’t want to be there. 
 
    This would require some patience.  As it stood, I was strapped to a table like a science experiment under the guise of peaceful research.  I’d heard of alien abductions with less violent imagery contained within.  So time would be required, no matter what the result.  First off, I would sleep. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    Gene Lives! 
 
      
 
    It was a day later.  The window I was just now noticing in the far corner of the room told me it was daylight outside.  I was not hungry.  I did not thirst.  I was not tired.  All of these necessities were already taken care of. 
 
    The straps had been removed from me in the night, but by whom I could not know.  They had injected me with something to make me sleep for hours.  I slept hard, so hard in fact that I pissed myself through the night, making the morning rather smelly and uncomfortable. 
 
    Suddenly, the lights came on above me in the room.  The ceiling was only about five inches from the top of my head, lower than a normal basement.  But it was a very large room, much like the bottom quarter of a large ballroom or something, even with intricate parquet wooden flooring.  A woman, taller than me so she had to duck a little, walked toward me.  She wore a clean white lab coat and her head was completely void of any hair.  She was stunning and unusual. 
 
    “Mr. Auker, is it?” she said, her German accent informing me of what was happening. 
 
    I still didn’t feel threatened.  I knew I would begin to speak in sarcastic tones with her like I did with Ash Ford. 
 
    “Good morning, ma’am.”  I guess not. 
 
    “Ease your worries, sir.  I will not be cryptic and foreboding like Mr. Ford was yesterday.  My name is Carmen Dirkschneider.  I am the lead research administrator here in this facility in Missouri.  I am employed under the Centralized Authority in Bern.” 
 
    “Are you actually from Bern, Carmen?” 
 
    “Munich, as it were.  You notice the accent.” 
 
    “I did.”  Obviously. 
 
    “I will continue with what Mr. Ford started yesterday.  The man is not fully functional in his mind, I should relay.” 
 
    “I got that, Carmen.  I really did.” 
 
    “We have known of your journey since you were in the Fort Sill Development last month.  Roughly three weeks ago.  We received information that you and another, Eugene del Gregory, have been able to converse without the symptoms of SPMS, and all without the intervention of any form of Flegtide.” 
 
    “That’s not entirely true, Carmen.” 
 
    “Oh?  How so?” 
 
    “Gene took Flegtide many days before we reached Oklahoma.  It made him a touch insane, but he did take it.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “Mr. Auker, did you inject or ingest Flegtide in any manner?” 
 
    “I will say this with all the might I have in my body and all the truth the angels can bestow up on me now, Frau Dirkschneider.  I have never once put the drug Flegtide in my body.  Never once.” 
 
    “And yet, you spoke to him.  Are you one of the few immune to the symptoms of SPMS?” 
 
    “Please, call it the Ire.  SPMS just sounds gross.” 
 
    “Fine.  Do you not get Ired, Mr. Auker?” 
 
    “Oh, I do.  I’ve killed six people in my life starting from day-one.” 
 
    “Yes, then the call was justified.” 
 
    “Call?  What call?” 
 
    “We anonymously received information of you and del Gregory, saying you could talk without Ire.  We have heard of this more often recently, but it has almost always been related to Flegtide.  We observed you regardless.  It is with great fortune that we did observe you, Mr. Auker.  We have taken three pints of blood from you.” 
 
    “Without my fucking permission?” 
 
    “It is standard protocol, and we apologize.  Your blood, if researched properly, can be a key to saving many lives.” 
 
    “From the things I’ve heard, Carmen, the Ire is dying down a whole lot anyway.” 
 
    “Semi-truths bolstered by too much hope, I’m afraid.  Bern released the statement days ago without enough research and evidence, against my wishes, mind you.  There have been countless cases of interpersonal contact recorded, but it is uncertain how much of that has been attributed to Flegtide use.  Yours, however, is a circumstance that is highly unique and beneficial.” 
 
    These bastards took my blood without asking me, and in a very nervous, shady manner to boot.  I wanted to rip their faces off.  But I quickly realized what I had thought to myself twenty years earlier—if I could help humanity, even just a little, it was worth not committing suicide.  This was my ticket to such help. 
 
    “As you see it,” I said to the German lady.  “If you need more, please feel free to take it.” 
 
    “I am sure we have enough, Mr. Auker.” 
 
    “How are you able to talk to me?” 
 
    “Flegtide.  A new component added last week adds to the duration.” 
 
    “If you’re talking to me just fine on Flegtide, isn’t that enough?” 
 
    “For the moment, yes, Mr. Auker.  But I am more than dreading the side effects.  The worst of which is sudden death from a massive brain hemorrhage, which has been documented numerous times over the last week.  The least of which would be a migraine so painfully terrific that it causes hallucinations and repeated loss of consciousness.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Believe me when I say this.  Flegtide, although efficient temporarily, is not the answer we’re needing.  The Ire is still present in all people, so an overall cure remains the precipice of our research.  Now, your companion, Eugene.” 
 
    “Oh, where is the man?” 
 
    “Home.” 
 
    This confused me to an astonishing degree.  “Okay, first of all, we have no homes anymore.  Second, the man is not well.  Lastly, why him and not me?” 
 
    “I shall respond sequentially to you, Mr. Auker.  Mr. del Gregory informed us he was from a development in Minnesota.  We contacted that development and he was allowed back in his original cabin through some coercion.  We know he is not well based on his admission to uncontrollable cannibalism recently.  He was issued some inhibitors to sway his negative thoughts.  We call them zombie drugs because they give the patient severe lethargy.  And he is gone because we noticed nothing special about him, while you remain here because we had a strong inclination that something was about with your genetic makeup.  And we were right.” 
 
    “Does that mean I’m your property?” I asked. 
 
    “By no means.  In fact, all we needed was some of your blood and hair, and we have those, so you will be heading off toward your development today.” 
 
    I didn’t expect that.  After the meeting with such an unnecessarily bad man the day earlier, I would have thought myself forever captive.  I was wrong. 
 
    “Thank you, Carmen.  But will they have me back?” 
 
    “We are the Centralized Authority, Mr. Auker.  Authority.  Meaning we have the final say in matters.  They have no choice.  We had to coerce the development to allow Mr. del Gregory back because we disclosed his hazardous status.  It is under control, I assure you.” 
 
    “Aren’t the developments all in freefall from Flegtide?  Like total riots?” 
 
    “No, Mr. Auker.  Most developments globally experienced some upheaval upon Flegtide’s release, but it was far from the devastation the CA made it out to be.  Fear, as it seems, works well to ensure a device gets used correctly.  Your development is just fine.” 
 
    This was all I wanted and needed to hear.  The nightmare, at last, was ending.  Of course, that was what the rational side of my brain would say.  The illogical, fantastical, ironic side told me this was all too easy, to beware of the too-good-to-be-true demon readying itself for a massacre on my soul.  Naturally, I listened to that side. 
 
    While I didn’t trust Carmen at her word based on my own destructive brand of mistrust, I needed to trust her.  She was completely truthful and nice, and all I could see at the time was lies and manipulation.  But can I be blamed?  After seeing the worst of the human race for twenty years, I was jaded enough to let myself think this way, and it was terrible. 
 
    I ate some not wonderful food that night followed by, of all things, beer.  I loved it, no matter how watery or weak it was.  I had no idea where the CA got this ‘Climber’s Queue Brown Ale’ but I didn’t care.  I drank the entire set and got far drunker than I probably should have.  After my worrisome adventure into hell, I deserved it. 
 
    I thought of Gene that night.  I should have been thinking of Minnesota, my cabin, getting my life back, and enjoying myself.  Instead, Gene infiltrated my daydreams and even my real sleep dreams.  He couldn’t be shaken from my mind.  I hated caring about him as I did.  He didn’t have any right to rent an apartment in my head.  But he did it anyway. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Home Sweet Somewhere 
 
      
 
    It was a fairly simple ride back to Minnesota.  Two security guard-looking gentlemen, clad in uniforms with badges written in German, were in the front seat of the long van, one driving and the other talking.  I remained in the far backseat by myself. 
 
    “My name’s Clark,” said the talker.  “Kentucky Number-7 Development.  I signed on to the CA about four years ago.” 
 
    He was so young.  Odd, because most of the children alive when the Ire hit didn’t survive the onslaught of terror that followed.  “What was your age in 2030, Clark?” 
 
    “Me?  I was eight years old.  I was sick that day.  Mom went to the store.” 
 
    I did not expect nor want to hear the entire story.  But it was too late. 
 
    “I never saw her again.  I was hearing awful tales on the news of people killing each other everywhere.  I went to the basement of our house in Paducah and stayed there.  Carefully entered the cabin program.  Didn’t feel the Ire for the first time until about ten years later.  Guy got too close to my cabin.  I think his necklace was broken.  I killed him.  That was all.  I’m what some call a One-Offer.  I killed one person and no more.  Rare, really.  So, Carmen tells us you’ve killed six people?” 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “Reginald here has killed over fifty.” 
 
    Reginald was the polar opposite of the boy in the passenger seat.  The driver was large, bald, bearded, portly yet muscular, and not much for talking.  It was instantaneous how much he reminded me of Gene. 
 
    “Is this true?” I asked Reginald. 
 
    “It is,” he said in a deep voice also very reminiscent of my friend.  “Rampages, I call them.  Started in Colorado when the Ire started.  I killed a family or two from the beginning because I thought I had to.” 
 
    “We all think we have to when the Ire hits,” I added. 
 
    “This was different, Auker.  I sought them out.  I hungered for it.  I needed to kill, even when nobody was even close.  I have a condition that can’t be all that explained.” 
 
    I knew the condition.  I was ready to ask the man if he knew Gene, specifically if he was related to him.  A large part of me tried to convince myself it was, in reality, Gene I spoke to and that he had somehow infiltrated the ranks of the CA in an attempt to get me back to Minnesota.  Such a thought was quickly thwarted, however, when reality over the timing, the reasoning, and the benevolence of the CA set in. 
 
    “What’s the worst thing you’ve done?” I asked Reginald. 
 
    “Well, I burned down a cabin with a man inside, no way for him to escape.  That was bad.  That was real bad.  I wanted him dead.  I staked out his cabin and he stood no chance.  That was about nine years ago and I’m still atoning for it.” 
 
    “There is no atonement for the things we have done,” Clark said.  “We can only learn from the things we have done.  I know I try.  How about you, Auker?” 
 
    “I try.”  I lied, as I wasn’t a big fan of atonement in our world of lawlessness. 
 
    As the van traversed speedily forward, I collected my thoughts in the backseat, disavowing all knowledge that anybody else existed but me, at least temporarily.  The most important thing I needed to ponder was the idea of the Ire coming back unannounced, and especially in this van.  I would likely be able to destroy both men, although Reginald would be far more formidable than the boy.  But I would not want that to happen.  I wanted to be free of the Ire evermore, free to converse with all people without worry.  I was an enigma, undoubtedly.  I apparently was changing the game.  It was not a role that suited me well, for I was generally a private person. 
 
    What of Gene?  What was he doing now?  Did he even want to go back to Minnesota?  I would shortly find out.  Then again, I could get back to Minnesota and opt to not find him, to leave him out of my life altogether.  Such a glorious yet dreadful dream.  He had that dominion over me, the type that drills into the flesh while blessing the blood. 
 
    I honestly cringed at the thought of what he’d done in the day or so since his return.  The webs of malice he could weave were unprecedented.  Even this man, Reginald, who seemed to be ripped from the same cloth, had more morals than that.  Then again, I didn’t know Reginald while I did know Gene.  Vastly contrasting universes. 
 
    I felt the end of this ordeal coming.  The smell in the air was different while also refreshing, a telltale sign of change.  I anticipated it and plainly welcomed it.  I should have surmised easily that more crap was to fall on my head in the coming days.  I knew better than to allow complacency rule my hours.  It’s a yin and yang thing, one positive and only equaled by a negative, the balance eternally there. 
 
    I reached the development and was placed in another vehicle.  The car and its overly bloated driver transported me from the central office in the Minnesota Number-5 Development to my cabin, the same I’d left two months ago.  Nobody had touched my house.  Nobody had set foot in it.  Furthermore, nobody had planned to do anything with it.  This was according to the conversation I had with Statesman Jean-Terry Moreau upon being dropped off by the CA people. 
 
    “You are one with a lot attached to him,” the Statesman, a far more plump stature on his body than the first time I’d met him, said to me.  “Wallace Auker, you have the Centralized Authority’s ear at full-force.  You know that, right?” 
 
    “I think I know that,” I answered.  “They like my blood.” 
 
    “They say it’s magic blood.  I say it’s too much wishful thinking.  Regardless of their thoughts, is that why you left?  To seek out that place in Missouri?” 
 
    “Not at all.  I left to help a friend find his sister.” 
 
    “How in this great green world would that benefit you or your friend?  Nobody could talk to each other.  Unless you anticipated Flegtide working as well as it does.” 
 
    “I see you’re on it right now, Statesman.” 
 
    “How else could I chat with you?  Of course I’m on it.  So, were you thinking of Flegtide when you left?” 
 
    “Yes, but in a different way.  We were going to find his sister in Oklahoma to sway her from ever taking the drug.  My friend was adamant against it.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Too much occurred on the way down.  Our goal shifted reasoning.  We still needed to find the sister, but after too long we began to wonder why we needed to find her.  The persuaded resistance of Flegtide wasn’t really what drove us anymore.  It was rough.” 
 
    “This friend,” the Statesman said.  “Who and where is he?” 
 
    “I believe you already know that answer, Statesman.  Del Gregory.” 
 
    “I just wanted you to say his name so your stories lined up.  And they do.  He is back at his cabin and now, after confirmation, you are allowed back in yours.  I said before, Auker, that this is not a prison.  You can leave when you like without consequence.” 
 
    “If it were without consequence, I would not have to explain myself right here and right now.  So no, you’re wrong about consequences.” 
 
    “Perhaps you’re right.  Auker, welcome back to Minnesota Number-5 Development.” 
 
    “Thank you, Statesman.” 
 
    “You may like it better than when you left two months ago.  People converse now.  People are people again.” 
 
    Right, until their heads explode. 
 
    “Your cabin has been untouched since you left, Auker.  Enjoy your life resumed.” 
 
    My first act in my old cabin was falling face-first into my nice leather couch in the living room.  The rain began beating down on my cabin’s roof.  My air was cool but not cold.  Remarkably, my floor was relatively clean.  And I could see my reflection in my mirror on my wall across from my couch—I was dirty.  It didn’t matter, for this was my house. 
 
    My cell, badly in need of a charge at 2% battery life, began to buzz.  I took it from my pocket and looked at the screen.  J Babblerook, White Male from St. Cloud, 42 Years Old.  “This guy again?” I said aloud.  After Gene, I wanted nothing more to do with people. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    Immediately 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take a full 24 hours for Gene to contact me.  Ten hours, in fact, and at five in the morning no less.  How would I handle this?  Could I answer him and reignite the swirl of misery he’d caused me?  I let the cell jingle several minutes before he gave up, giving me a little relief.  But then it happened again, myself once more not answering.  The cycle repeated six times before I caved. 
 
    “Hello, Gene,” I said, my face obviously looking disinterested on his cell. 
 
    The man was naked and sweating, odd for October.  His beard was longer than I’d ever seen it, although I had only seen him five days prior.  And his eyes looked nothing short of defeated.  “I see you made it back to our place,” he said in a voice that formed the image of a brain on its edge. 
 
    “Back at last, yes.” 
 
    “Did you not answer the first five times I called because you were asleep or you’re mad at me?” 
 
    “Both, Gene.  More the latter.” 
 
    I saw Gene lower his head despondently.  Maybe I should not have said that to him. 
 
    “I miss you, Wallace.  You’ve grown to be a part of me and after the storm on the island I kind of lost you.  We should chat.” 
 
    “It’s too fucking soon,” I retorted with aggression.  “Gene, the world we live in now is different and I need time to adapt to it before I can be around you again.  And you sound like we’re a couple.  We are not!” 
 
    “I will back away,” Gene responded.  “I know you’ll come back around, but now is not the time.” 
 
    “It’s not.  I’m sorry, Gene, but it’s not.  Goodbye.” 
 
    I was so rough on the man that honestly was never trying to be bad.  He’d been dealt a superiorly rotten hand and he had nobody else to help him deal with it.  I hoped maybe, just maybe, the drugs the CA gave him in Missouri would help him.  But according to his face during that call, they were harming him. 
 
    Nevertheless, I had to say it.  My life was back after such hunger and loss of sanity and discomfort.  Finally.  I could watch the television again.  But my cell buzzed again.  “Goddamn it, Gene!”  I looked at the screen to see J Babblerook, White Male from St. Cloud, 42 Years Old yet again.  No better time than now to get going with it. 
 
    “Hello?” the voice answered with a pitch black screen.  It was gravelly and somewhat high, that voice.  Unusual. 
 
    “Is this J Babblerook?”  Of course it was; no need to ask a question whose answer was obvious. 
 
    “This is he.” 
 
    “Are you incognito?” 
 
    “No, I just forgot to turn the light on.  One moment.” 
 
    The light arrived and on my screen appeared a man in a red and black plaid robe, slightly thin, a thick goatee in salt and pepper, and a smile wider than the Mighty Mississippi River.  I had everything to lose by talking to him.  So, with my dream of dying in a sunny green field still at the forefront of my mind, I continued. 
 
    “It’s been some time since you first started to get my attention, J.” 
 
    “Twenty years.  You were one of the first I reached out to when we were still in the huts.  I reside in a completely different development now, however.  Over in the UP of Michigan.  I just thought I would try again for old time sake, you know, since it looks like the world is attempting to get back to normal.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed with such little enthusiasm that I could hardly muster an inner grin. 
 
    “Have you been in your development this whole time?” 
 
    What a weird question.  Why would J think I might have gone away for a while?  Did he know more about me than he led on? 
 
    “I just got back here yesterday.”  I should have been far more discreet.  “Helped somebody since I was able to interact with them.  Left for a development south of Minnesota and now I’m back.” 
 
    “You sound like an outstanding kind of person.  A girl?” 
 
    “No, not a girl.” 
 
    “Interesting, but okay.  I forgot to ask, is your name really Wallace or is that to hide something?” 
 
    “It’s Wallace.  No tricks.” 
 
    “Well, Wallace, it is nice to finally talk with you after two decades of trying.” 
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    “I’m currently back in the Number-5 Development for another couple of days.  Visiting an old friend, Yves.  We promised each other if the day came where we could meet sans-Ire, we would meet.  So I came to him.” 
 
    “You’re a good friend, J.” 
 
    “I try, I do.  Anyway, I would like to share a cup of coffee.  There is a stand, like a bar almost, that opened up in the center of the development next to the CA central office.  People are going there to converse.  Would you be at all interested?” 
 
    No, and I appreciate you leaving me alone, regardless of how nice you are.  I can’t afford to be squashed by another person who starts off nice and ends up raving mad. 
 
    “I don’t see why not.”  My contrast of thought and speech made me sound a hundred kinds of bland, I’m sure.  When I felt pressured, my vocabulary fell to a crawl at best. 
 
    “That is fantastic, Wallace.  What do you say, three this afternoon?” 
 
    “Alright.  I’ll be there, J.” 
 
    “I will see you later.”  J ended the call. 
 
    I had no idea whether this Babblerook fellow would be the nice comrade to shake me from the Gene disease or the thorn that would be that last in my side.  It mattered, too.  I would be placing myself in ‘harm’s’ way if the latter were to be the truth.  I had nothing much to gain if it were the former.  These were the sorts of risks I’d taken my whole life without giving them much thought.  I should have learned by now. 
 
    If there was one person I wanted to talk to about this, it was Gene.  ‘Hey Gene, I talked to the person who was the first to request a friendship with me after the Ire struck.  It’s like full-circle.  Isn’t that weird and awesome?’  I wanted to talk like that with Gene.  I wanted it badly.  But it would not happen.  He was a different man, broken by the magnitude if his own dire cruelty.  He was Gene V.2 anymore, and sequels typically cannot even compete with the original on every level. 
 
    I felt more than concerned about this meeting with J.  Something about it felt more unnerving than the idea of being led once again into cannibalism by Gene.  It may be the coincidence about it, maybe the irony of being contacted by J one day after I arrived just like one day after I was in the hut at the beginning of the cabin program he contacted me, or maybe it was just the overly kind mannerisms of J.  He was, after all, kinder than most people I’d ever met.  This was a red flag, for Gene was just as kind. 
 
    Also, and this cannot be understated, this very circumstance mimicked terrifyingly closely the one in which I mourned Haydon and Gene came along.  History was repeating itself, the only real exception being that Haydon no longer lived while Gene still breathed just a mile and a half away from me.  I wished him dead, however.  Sometimes I wished it.  Well no, I never wished him dead.  I dreamed of wishing him dead, because dreams are not real. 
 
    So yes, I was extremely timid over meeting J, no matter how benign his intentions.  There were ghosts around me that morning, and they all wanted my attention. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    A Cup of J 
 
      
 
    It may have been for coffee, but my tongue actually thirsted for some booze, specifically of the vodka variety.  But coffee, black and pretty disgusting from being stored away for decades, had to suffice on this scorching mid-October afternoon. 
 
    The lady who ran the coffee stand, Lela, was older than all of us combined perhaps.  Moreover, her smile was brighter and more authentic than all of ours combined.  She was truly in her element giving, not selling coffee to the masses who could now interact with one another.  It was pleasant to see pure joy for once. 
 
    She gave me my coffee in a black plastic cup with a handle.  It seemed like kind of her thing, as the other twelve or so people around the stand all held the same cups in their hands.  And of course, they all chatted, some in groups of two or three and some in larger packs.  I’m certain many of them thought I was a loner, too afraid to talk with others.  No, I could talk.  I just didn’t really want to talk to them.  My world was more jaded than theirs, as I’d eaten people recently, not just killed them. 
 
    The time was right about 3:30, thirty minutes later than his planned ETA to the coffee stand.  J approached while wearing a blue and black plaid button-up shirt, black kakis, and a hat that I swear resembled a tri-corner hat from the days of the Revolution, only modernized to an amusing degree. 
 
    “Wallace?” he said, smiling. 
 
    “I assume you’re J?” 
 
    “Nice to finally meet you, Wallace.” 
 
    He shook my hand.  I panicked at first, thinking yes indeed this would be the moment the Ire ultimately took me over and I killed him followed by the innocent folks surrounding me.  But his hand I shook and all was well.  I still felt the anxiety, however. 
 
    He sat on the chair across from me.  His face went from kind and cozy to long and tear-covered.  His sudden crack was not anticipated.  The tears broke him down. 
 
    “What is wrong?” I asked. 
 
    J struggled to say anything.  “So long it’s been since I’ve been able to truly talk to somebody without the fear of Ire coming back.  And I’ve lost so many people and never had a chance to mourn them through talking about them directly with another person.  It’s tough, Wallace.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’ve lost people too.  But I’m probably colder than you, J.  The Ire came and I cared mostly about myself.  I’ll admit that.  It was the only way I figured I could survive.” 
 
    “Have you cared for anybody since?” 
 
    “Well yes, a good bit.  But I keep getting bitten, thus—” 
 
    “Thus you are less likely to accept new people,” he finished. 
 
    “You are correct on that thus, J.  Yes.” 
 
    “So, you’re Wallace Auker.  Tell me, what kind are you on right now?” 
 
    “Kind of what?” 
 
    “Flegtide.  Street brands, doubling up on the CA mixes, or make your own?  Everybody anymore has their poison, even if it’s only been around about a month.” 
 
    “Well...”  I didn’t know if I could trust him in telling him anything about my special situation.  He may not believe me, he may hate me for it, or he may try to steal my blood.  Trust was everything, and it was much harder to earn it these days.  “Street ones, I guess.” 
 
    “You guess?” 
 
    “Yes, I guess.  Who knows really?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Wallace.  I’m so sorry.  This is not the pleasant conversation I wanted to have.  I’ve ruined it.” 
 
    I sighed.  This is typically when I would cave and offer an amending set of words to sooth the downing person.  Not this time.  “J, you wanted to talk.  You’ve wanted to meet me for twenty years.  You have and, yes, you have ruined it.  I make no apologies for me saying that.  You’re a sad man and I get that.  I do.  But I’ve already dealt with my fair share of damning people, and I rightly don’t think it’s worth my valuable time anymore.  You can speak to me again in the future if you want.  I won’t ignore you.  But for now, it seems you need to get your senses together while alone.” 
 
    “Alone,” J whispered. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “I am alone, Wallace.  Even now, talking to somebody at last, I’m alone.  Even after decades of seeing nobody, I am alone.  I just want a new friend.” 
 
    He was now sounding wholly pathetic. 
 
    “Sure, there’s Yves, but he’s not all that friendly.  I was hoping for that friend to be you, Wallace.  Perhaps I’m not ready.” 
 
    “Then get your fucking ass ready before you come out to a place like this!” I growled. 
 
    The many people still occupying the place around the coffee stand all stopped their conversations and looked at me.  They would have been more concerned had they not understood the Ire—when it approaches, the person does not speak intelligently.  So it was strange for them 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he reiterated. 
 
    “Don’t be fucking sorry, J!  Be pissed!  Be angry at the world and at the god that would let us become ravenous in this way!”  Clearly, my boisterous rant was no longer about the man weeping before me.  It was deeper and pretty much all about me.  “Have yourself a day of not giving a damn about the world and about the people you’ve not been able to see.  Go fuck somebody!  Go beat up somebody!  Be a human, for we’re finally getting that title to our species back!” 
 
    And by now, many of the people standing around were beginning to think the Ire may be creeping in, albeit in a mutated fashion.  Most turned and walked away. 
 
    “You!” Lela shouted while pointing at me.  She climbed over the counter and took to a steady, forceful walk in my direction.  “You’re ruining this for me.” 
 
    “Ruining what?” I angrily asked. 
 
    “I have a good thing going here and you’re scaring away the patrons with your neo-Ire bullshit.” 
 
    “Relax, lady.  You’re giving the coffee away, not selling it.” 
 
    “I’m giving it to them for now, but eventually they’ll be back and I’ll demand restitution for each cup.  But not if they see you come here and let some bastard semi-coherent version of the Ire take you over.” 
 
    “If you think I’m becoming Ired, Lela, why not run for your life right now?” 
 
    Lela swiftly pulled a handgun from her back, hidden very obviously, and stuck it directly on my temple.  “Because I stopped running the second people were able to talk.  And I am not fucking around anymore.  If you are becoming Ired, I will kill you.  Your friend here can taste your brains.” 
 
    Yes, now I was scared.  I believed she would perform such an act.  And being a new kind of myself over recent weeks, I decided to be loathsomely stupid. 
 
    “Are you trying to bring back the money system, Lela?  It’s been twenty years since we had it and you want to resurrect that awful disease?” 
 
    “Times are changing, son of a bitch.  Money will come back and I’m going to be at the front of the line when it does.” 
 
    I felt her hand squeeze tighter on the handle of her pistol.  My time was limited now to only a few seconds.  She was going to shoot.  I closed my eyes and waited for the green field in the sunlight.  All went quiet.  I couldn’t even hear the birds in the area.  A gust of wind took over my back.  Something had happened, but I wasn’t sure what. 
 
    Opening my eyes, I saw J standing before me.  His face was yet again smiling, a far separation from the mental angst he displayed only minutes prior.  And in his hand was the very gun whose barrel had just been touching my head. 
 
    “How the hell?” 
 
    “Look behind you, Wallace.” 
 
    Lela lay on the ground asleep with a small stream of blood coming from her forehead.  She was far from death.  I turned back to J. 
 
    “You?” 
 
    “Just a rock,” he said, pointing to the fist-sized boulder beside the ailing woman.  “She was going to shoot you, Wallace.  I couldn’t have that.  You’re real and you’re honest, not placating my emotions to suit me.  I don’t want you to be dead.  I want you to be alive and my friend.” 
 
    “You could have killed her,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, that was a risk.  I really don’t care.  She can’t go around killing people just because she wants to become the new capitalist.  Understood?” 
 
    “Plainly.” 
 
    It was settled now.  J rather forced the friendship on me through his act of valor.  I could not resist it anymore.  Tit for tat.  Even so, I wouldn’t go head-first into this like I did with Haydon and Gene, for they were blazing examples of how not to handle new interpersonal relationships. 
 
    And Gene, oh that Gene.  Something about speaking with J made me think of Gene, and I could never put my finger on it.  They were not alike—they looked different, had different thought processes, different angles, different styles altogether—yet Gene and J seemed to be cloaked in the same brand of mystery that somehow attracted me.  However, after what I’d been through recently, I would be as cautious as an elephant on ice. 
 
    Thinking of how J reminded me of Gene brought out another emotion.  I was missing Gene.  Of all people, the man who nearly had me killed several times through his own selfishness was at the forefront of my mind.  I’d known myself long enough to realize where this was leading.  I needed to break my dialogue embargo and chat him up. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    Fidelity 
 
      
 
    I called Gene the next day.  It was very short. 
 
    “Come to my cabin,” I said. 
 
    “I will,” he returned. 
 
    I was nervous.  It had been around three weeks since I’d spoken to Gene, and that was immediately after I arrived back at the development.  I had no logical reason to be nervous, however.  I never feared the man, nor did I really pity him anymore.  After analyzing my recent paths, I realized my trepidation was over telling him about my new friend, the man known as J from St. Cloud. 
 
    To me it truly felt like I was cheating on Gene with J in friendship.  No other person that I could ever imagine would hate for me to have another friend more than Gene, and it hurt me to know that I might hurt him with that.  I understood he was fragile, especially since leaving for Oklahoma.  Still, I needed to divulge this bit of information, to get it off my chest.  I was a wreck, unreasonably so. 
 
    He walked the full distance from his cabin to mine a couple hours later.  It was strange anymore being able to invite people over since it was absolutely unheard of up until now.  Nevertheless, I had him as my guest.  He came inside my house, sat across from me at my dining room table, and stared.  He just stared, myself doing the same to him in return.  Three minutes this lasted before I broke out of the conversational funk. 
 
    “You’re looking awful,” I said, seeing his unshaven face, dirty clothes, and heavy bags beneath his eyes. 
 
    “I look how I feel, Wallace.” 
 
    “How so, Gene?” 
 
    “You’re slipping from me.  Fuck it, that is a fucking lie.  Yes, I miss you, Wallace, but that’s not what has me devastated.  I think I brought ghosts back with me into my cabin.” 
 
    “What?” I chuckled. 
 
    “I’m serious, Wallace.  Since I got back it hasn’t felt the same.  I think it’s Jack.  I think I just miss him so much...”  He began crying again.  “The fact that I’m able to talk to you means if he were alive today I could talk to him.  You’re a great person, Wallace, but Jack was the one person in the world I could talk to for days on end.  If I could only speak to another person for the rest of my life, it would be Jack.  No question about it.  Yet that was stolen from me by the goddamn Ire.  I’ve been over at my cabin the last week or so looking at old pictures of us on my slate.  I probably shouldn’t because it just makes me hurt.  I can’t help it.” 
 
    “You should probably not do that, Gene.” 
 
    “You’re just repeating me, Wallace.  There’s something funny about it though.  I know I said I feel his ghost or whatever, but it doesn’t feel like a spirit.  More like an essence, like he’s not dead at all.  Is that possible, might you think?” 
 
    Gene required saying nothing more for me to get where he was going with this.  I’d already followed him into Hell without fully recovering.  I’d be damned to do it again. 
 
    “Don’t think it,” I said.  “Don’t dream it, don’t pretend it’s been told to you, Gene.  If you’re honestly considering setting off on another trek to find something that most assuredly isn’t there, I’ll restrain your big fat ass until that thought leaves you.  Do you hear me?” 
 
    “Wallace?” 
 
    “Do you fucking hear me, Gene?” 
 
    “I won’t think it.” 
 
    This was the moment I realized the man wasn’t trying anything manipulative.  Sometimes we’re able to find the lone spot of authenticity in someone in the most desperate of moments.  I saw that in Gene, his head lowered, his bottom lips trembling, his nose trying to catch the tears, his eyes wondering lost across my floor, his fingers trembling excessively.  As he leaned forward, something fell out of his flannel shirt pocket.  It was a black capsule. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” I said. 
 
    “Yes and no, Wallace.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    “Yes, it is a desire pill.  I have it.  I have one with me that I carry everywhere anymore.  And no, I have no intention of using it.” 
 
    “You dressed yourself this morning, Gene.  Poorly, but you still dressed.  You had to have put it in there this morning.” 
 
    “I started carrying it a week ago.  I just haven’t removed it from my pocket.” 
 
    “So you were going to ingest the desire pill.” 
 
    “No.  Maybe.  It’s all blurry.  All I know is I have no plans to right now.  You see me a disgusting mess of a person, still your friend I hope, and you see somebody who’s lost everything.  I feel that way.  That said, I know my limits, and the desire pill is not part of that limitation.  It’s just in case.” 
 
    “In case you want to die?” 
 
    Gene stood quickly and punched me square in the face with his right fist.  He then stood still, looked at the pain in my scowl, and punched me again.  I fell to the floor.  Gene knelt down and punched me one more time. 
 
    “You think I’m down at the bottom, Wallace, and I’m not!  This little black pill, it’s insurance.  Think nothing more of it.” 
 
    I remained on my back looking up at Gene.  “You always resort to smacking me up when you get frustrated with me, Gene.  It’s getting tiring.” 
 
    And yet again, Gene fell along the wall to his rear where he broke down in tears.  I saw a man hurting for the lack of good things that would benefit him.  He wanted me to be his friend, but he also wanted me to be Jack and I was not.  I would never be Jack, not even a small portion.  That hurt him. 
 
    A few minutes passed with neither of us speaking, the lull in the air allowing us to collect our thoughts and cool our rage.  His rage, I should say. 
 
    “I keep doing that to you,” Gene solemnly said.  “I don’t know why.  You’ve stood by me through everything.  I couldn’t ask for a better friend.  Why do I do it, Wallace?” 
 
    “Because I think you want to hate me, Gene.  You want me gone for some reason, but you know you really need me around.  It’s a nasty cycle.” 
 
    “No.  No, my friend.  No, I can see my problems.  It’s him.  It’s Jack.  Everything I do is for him.  My mind tells me each little act I make, no matter how insignificant, will magically whisk him back to me from the grave.  I don’t want to forget him.  On the other hand, life would be so much easier if I could.  He rules me and never even meant to.  He’s dead and has dominion over me.  Wallace, does that make sense?” 
 
    I shouldn’t have known what that was like.  I’d never given myself to someone like he had Jack.  But I did know.  “It does, Gene.  I get it.” 
 
    I needed some air.  Moreover, I needed some alcohol.  After he left I took from my cabin, the night air crisper than normal, and headed for the common stores.  It was an area in the center of the development, very close to the coffee stand in fact, where the CA constantly dropped off supplies for our use.  With the Ire waning, we no longer required our supplies being dropped at the walks in front of our cabins. 
 
    Gene rented a space in my head the whole time.  I couldn’t shake the image of his fists laying me down, his tears laying him down, and his sorrow covering him with dirt.  Whereas before I couldn’t feel sorry for him, my exhausted soul could only find pity in the man.  And boy did I pity Gene. 
 
    Something took my attention away from Gene, something strong.  It was what I walked through, and at one point over, on my way to the common stores.  There were bodies, many of them.  All were once living not long before.  And they all maintained one mutual trait—their heads. 
 
    All the corpses I passed, probably fifteen total, had misshapen or worse heads.  A couple near the opening between buildings to the common stores lay next to each other with what appeared to be the very tops of their skulls missing, akin to being scalped but not at all cleanly.  Their brains leaked out onto the concrete.  Others had grossly bloated heads, one with a neck that had filled up and burst, and another with the entire right side of his head, face included, seemingly melted off. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate.  I entered the area with the bins, found a bottle of whiskey very generically marked Grade-3 Whiskey, and immediately headed back to my cabin.  I wanted no part of the chaos happening in my development, and likely around the world.  I knew it was Flegtide.  I knew the ultimate side effects were finally coming to light.  I knew it and wanted to blind myself of it.  The alcohol helped that too. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    Good Morning Winter 
 
      
 
    Although we had the common stores anymore, the Centralized Authority still occasionally made strategic trips out to our cabins to drop off supplies, as there remained many that would not venture outside in fear of the Ire coming back.  Just like old times.  And what could be said of the Ire anymore?  Well, it just wasn’t what it used to be. 
 
    These were the days the world had dreamt about in the autumn of 2030, when we were no longer controlled by the sudden bitch slap of rage brought on solely by the presence of another human being.  Yes, it still crept out on occasion, but it was rare.  The change was abrupt, so abrupt that we truly could not adapt to it quickly enough.  The populace should have been dancing in the streets and swiftly re-forming ad hoc governments and printing new moneys.  We should have been draped in nothing but smiles.  We weren’t. 
 
    It was the third of November.  Our cells said it plainly through text, although it probably didn’t say it loud enough.  And it was rushed, as told by the poorly worded English translation for us former American readers. 
 
    Announcement ZRR-8-KTYWW-46-2 All Human Existence.  3 September, 2049.  09:34 GMT+1.  The Centralized Authority is within power of it to announce the withdraw of SPMS from persons or peoples afforded to this planet.  We were strived throughout these years of 20 and ours has persevered for long last.  The disease beholding us has vanquished from most us over these last month, which is four weeks.  Testings show from Bern that SPMS is a factor in only 2 percent of the population now today.  Some of these ones 2 percent are residual effectives felt with little to nothing of forced assaults onto the other ones.  A small portion of these 2 percent are permanently ingrained with upon a very more violent version of SPMS.  As before mentioned in previously, these few ones must be cautioned against and told to the Centralized Authority fast immediately for extermination.  They are the risk of us.  Ladies and men, this is this time to at lastly enjoy our lives and build again more.  End of transmission. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps it was the mangled translation that did it, but we were all less than overwhelmed with the news we’d waited twenty painful, everything-changing years to hear.  I hadn’t felt the Ire in some time.  I had already undergone the change, likely much sooner than the rest of the population.  So, I guess, it wasn’t news to me.  Also, I was beginning to feel migraines from the change, and that thwarted a hefty chunk of my enthusiasm. 
 
    The next morning I arose to a very bright image.  A storm had dumped about a foot of snow on my property.  It was glorious.  I wasn’t excited about the end of the Ire, but I was mightily thrilled by snow in Minnesota.  My senses, obviously, needed tweaked severely.  I opened the front door to breathe in the fresh new cold.  Instead, I was greeted with the grizzled, forlorn face of Gene del Gregory. 
 
    “Gene?” 
 
    He simply walked in, right past me, and sat at my dining room table.  It was apparent he wanted me to do the same across from him. 
 
    “Wallace, I’m being hunted,” Gene said in a very normal, non-threatened fashion. 
 
    “Hunted you say?”  I knew he was being paranoid.  And he carried himself very well through it. 
 
    “I read the message yesterday.  I told you back at the island, Wallace, that I’m the dead rat.  Somehow they know about me, that I still have the Ire.” 
 
    “Are you sure you still have it, Gene?” 
 
    “Oh, I do.  I saw a man walking in front of my cabin two nights ago and it took everything in me to not remove myself from my chair and take him down.  I mean that literally, Wallace.” 
 
    “But you didn’t go kill and eat him.  That has to mean something, Gene.” 
 
    “It might.  If he’d come another step or two closer I believe I would have jumped out of the chair and ended him.  I heard it.  The world telling me he needed to be my food.  Maybe it’s changing in me like everybody else, maybe it’s not.  I have not gone to seek people out, however.  I can proudly say that.” 
 
    “That is very good.”  I felt like he needed me as his cheerleader at the moment. 
 
    “Still, Wallace, they know about me.  I keep getting calls on my cell, always from a different name.  The people in the picture are darkened so as to not give away their identities.” 
 
    “What do they say?” 
 
    “They usually say nothing.  I hear them breathe mostly.  One guy simply said ‘Cinder’.  The fuck if I know what that means.” 
 
    I looked at the man and said nothing, unable to hide my disbelief in his story.  Unfortunately, he was able to read me too well. 
 
    “I figured you would assume me a liar, Wallace.  So I recorded one of the calls.  Here.” 
 
    Gene pushed play on his cell and slid it over the table for me to view.  On the screen was the image of a heavily silhouetted man with the bright sun through a window behind him.  He said nothing for one full minute before stating ‘Cinder’. 
 
    “I didn’t lie,” Gene said. 
 
    He attempted to take the cell but I stopped him because something was happening on his recording.  The silhouetted man turned to the side and unzipped his pants.  Even the urine streaming from him was in a flashy silhouette.  He then said ‘Del Gregory’ in a sinister, almost cartoon-villainous whisper.  The recording ended. 
 
    “Have you not seen this all the way through?” I asked Gene. 
 
    “No, I keep stopping it after he says ‘Cinder’.” 
 
    Gene watched the rest of the recording.  I could see him go from concerned to utterly terrified in just two seconds.  This man, who had killed countless people, eaten countless more, was truly afraid. 
 
    “I’m worse than a dead rat, Wallace!  They want to do inhuman things to me!  They think I’m not a human!” 
 
    Can you blame them?  “I’m sure they’re just scared too, Gene.  And like we’ve already discussed, your Ire is possibly waning like it has with the rest of us.” 
 
    Like clockwork, Gene began to cry.  This time was different, though.  He cried over not knowing anything—who was threatening him, what would happen, if I was going to support him.  Of course I would support him.  Defend him?  Well, most likely.  I loved him and hated him, but I couldn’t fathom the idea of not standing in to protect him.  After all, his cannibalism was never his own fault.  He didn’t desire being that way. 
 
    “I have so many things beating me up inside right now, Wallace.  And do you know what hurts the worst?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Jack.  The thought of Jack.  He would be my drug to change everything.  I wouldn’t care about anything if I had him.  That includes you.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, no.  I understand.  Jack was your world.” 
 
    “He was more than my world, Wallace.  Jack was the universe the entire galaxy needed to swirl around.  You think I’ve put him up on an unreasonable pedestal and that my memory of him is stronger than the reality of him, but you’re wrong.  If anything, I don’t give Jack enough credit.  Why did he have to get taken from me, Wallace?  Why?” 
 
    It was the same conversation.  I could not avoid it.  Jack Jack Jack.  Nevertheless, I would never know what Gene was going through, so I could not complain.  His love of Jack, or at least Jack’s memory, did not harm anybody else, including me. 
 
    “Gene,” I said, pulling my chair up next to him and wrapping my arm around him.  “Jack is dead.  He’s not alive.  He is dead.  Very dead.”  So much for a future in social work.  “You keep his image around, no matter how true or false, and it’s not fair.” 
 
    Gene wobbled back and forth in thought.  “I know it’s not fair to me, Wallace.  I can’t help it.” 
 
    “No, it’s not fair to me.”  I removed my arm from his shoulder. 
 
    “Wallace?” 
 
    “I’m goddamn sick of hearing about Jack every conversation we have.  Sure, he was the love of your life and he was taken from you so quickly.  However, you are still alive.  You still breathe.  Jack hasn’t had a single breath in twenty years.  I say this not to make you upset, but to give me a break from hearing his name muttered each time we fucking talk.  Do you understand?” 
 
    In all honesty, I hated talking to my friend in such a manner.  But I assumed I needed to play tough in order to get the point across that Gene required living, not to just be alive.  Perhaps social work, or maybe psychiatry, was in my non-existent future. 
 
    “I understand that you’re being an asshole,” Gene said with a small chuckle. 
 
    “If you need me to be your asshole for a while, Gene, then I’ll gladly be that.  I can whore smack you into coherence if need be.” 
 
    “It makes me happy that we can laugh again.  Seriously, Wallace, we’re not the same friends we used to be.  It doesn’t have to be that way.” 
 
    The bliss of brief mutual admiration.  We chuckled because we were both certain it would not last.  Our history dictated it.  That, in itself, was sad. 
 
    “I can’t believe they’re hunting me,” Gene said. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    The Other One 
 
      
 
    Over the next week Gene would make his way to my house every day except for the lone Thursday when he begged me to come to him.  He used his recent proven hunted status as a pretense to see me, but undoubtedly he just wanted me to stay his friend.  He sensed there was another person, a friend to ‘take’ his place.  Had he not tried, I’m sure he would have been right. 
 
    I received a call from J.  He had apparently stuck around for a while.  For whatever reason I didn’t know, but he was still in our development.  I agreed to meet him again at the coffee stand, for it was neutral and I truly did not feel like it was cheating on Gene if I met him at neither of our cabins, even if his was temporary. 
 
    “How have you been?” J asked me, sipping a cup of hot black coffee. 
 
    “Just the same as before,” I answered. 
 
    “Seems you’ve been keeping your distance from me, Wallace.  Why is that?” 
 
    “I’ve been burned by new people.” 
 
    “A lot?” 
 
    “Twice.  But once is enough.” 
 
    “Perhaps I need to explain my universe a little better.” 
 
    “What difference would that make?” 
 
    “Wallace, look around you.  People are conversing and it is not the result of Flegtide.  The Ire is all but dead.  Society is returning.  Civility is important once again.  The truths we tell each other now mean something again.  So do the lies.  There should be no lies.  I need to tell you my name.” 
 
    This was just unnecessary.  J was trying too hard to be my friend. 
 
    “J, I’m fine the way things are now.” 
 
    “Well I’m not, so shut the hell up and listen.  My name isn’t J.  It’s Wolfgang.  Wolfgang Hubert Babblerook.  J is just something from my past.  The past is just that, the past.  I needed to move forward.  I only realized this recently.” 
 
    “So you want me to call you Wolfgang?” 
 
    “No.  J is fine.  Or Wolfgang, whatever you like.  Point is, I don’t want to hide from myself.” 
 
    “Well, J, it seems to me that you don’t like your Wolfgang title and were running from it.  I’m Wallace.  Who has that for a name?  I mean come on.  Wallace?” 
 
    “It’s a name of nobility.  William Wallace.  Scottish champion and a real good one.  You should feel honored to own that name.” 
 
    “J, being called Wally as a kid did not make me feel like the man I wanted to be.  It made me feel like a fucking plush doll.  Wally, Wally, couldn’t catch the bally.  But Wolfgang?  Now that is a name with some testicles behind it, my friend.  You probably have to shave your name it’s so manly.” 
 
    That brought on a good laugh.  Not my intention, really.  I was being truthful.  And this was what J was mentioning.  Since semi-marshal law was going the way of dinosaurs, we were finding the sudden requirement to endure our lives without covert veils.  No more falsities. 
 
    All said, I wasn’t ready.  I’d existed as a bundle of secrets and unspoken nothings for twenty years.  It grew on me. 
 
    “So J,” I said, “are you willing to give up all you’ve kept inside?” 
 
    “I’ve no secrets.  I have a history.  I’ve lived, I’ve wronged, I’ve given, I’ve taken.  And love.  Damn.  Why did I mention it?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” I asked as I saw J’s eyes begin to water. 
 
    “Nothing.  My past.  Glorious, genuine past.  But the past.  J was then too.  This all makes sense, Wallace.  Believe me.  It’s all part of the same system from where I came and has brought me here.” 
 
    “What exactly are you still doing here, J?  Weren’t you here for some Yves person for only a few days?” 
 
    “I spoke to Yves.  He’s not the same person.  I tried investigating what his problem was and I got nowhere other than that whatever haunted him had changed him too much.  He’s a fine fellow, of course, but suspect to being duped by the pretend ills we’ve placed on ourselves since the Ire went away.” 
 
    Speak English or say nothing at all, you shit.  “Could you please elaborate, J?” 
 
    “Yves thinks everybody is out to attack him.  He doesn’t have that latent extreme version of the Ire like I’ve heard in the news, but he’s still too paranoid.” 
 
    This sounded far too familiar. 
 
    “Yves has lost himself in the process of fearing everybody.  I’m sticking around to talk to him since we can now do that in person.  There is a life waiting for me back in the Upper Peninsula.  Good life.  By the way, did you know the state of Michigan is trying to become an actual state again with a government and borders and everything?” 
 
    “I didn’t know that, but it feels about right.”  I just didn’t care a damn thing about that. 
 
    “And Minnesota is trying too.  Bern thinks we’ll have functioning states within the next five years.” 
 
    J could see my fervent lack of interest.  After eating people, perspectives change drastically. 
 
    “It’s not a big deal to you, Wallace, but it’s immensely important to me.” 
 
    “So will you see Yves again soon?” 
 
    “Maybe.  Maybe not.  He’s elusive.  It doesn’t matter.  I’m from this area originally, as you know.  You were one of the first I contacted when we got in the huts.  Applied and transferred to a Michigan development.” 
 
    “Why is that?”  So deep in the rabbit hole already, but I had nothing left to lose. 
 
    “I was haunted.”  The manner in which he stated that showed me he had thought of this many times, as though it had been pressed so deeply in his psyche that it was almost no longer an issue.  “Things weren’t here anymore, things I wished were.  But again, I was too buried in the past with no regard to my future.  That’s different now.  Wolfgang Babblerook hence forth looks forward.” 
 
    “You sound like an old public service announcement.  Wolfgang changes lives.” 
 
    I laughed.  However, it didn’t carry over to J.  He was breaking himself or something, for in speaking his last few sentences it seemed to take away something from within him.  It was apparent talking about his past made him think of it, thus hurting him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. 
 
    “You!” the coffee stand lady shouted at me as she was suddenly hunched over with a dreadful scowl planted on her face.  “What the hell are you doing back here?” 
 
    “Easy, Lela.  There is no Ire, just like last time.” 
 
    “I will destroy your ugly white ass if you don’t leave my fucking coffee stand area this very minute!  Do you understand?” 
 
    “Fine.”  I stood and turned to her.  “There is no future for you, Lela, if you think you’re going to be bringing back the monetary system.” 
 
    “I’ll think what I want, bastard.  Now you need to take your boyfriend there and head away from my stand before I let loose the hounds of hell on you.” 
 
    Wow, so angry.  It made J and I laugh.  Much of me thinks she was doing it to get a rouse out of us, like she wanted us to have a story to tell.  Otherwise, she would have likely pulled through with her veiled threats. 
 
    “I must go,” J said.  “I promised a woman I knew from long ago I would go to her cabin and catch up.” 
 
    “Knew her as in you dated her before the Ire or something?” 
 
    “No, no!  She was one of my cell-only acquaintances at the beginning of cabin life.  We chatted each other through some hard stuff.  Megan was her name.  We promised if ever the Ire went away, we would face each other in the flesh.  I always keep my promises, hence being here to help Yves too.” 
 
    “Well nice talking with you again, J.  I mean Wolfgang.” 
 
    The pleasantries of our second meeting were over, and quite pleasant.  Again, it felt like cheating on Gene.  And for some unknown reason I kept the entire presence of Gene out of our conversation.  I think I was under the impression that if J knew I had a friend as messed up as Gene, he would not want to associate himself with me anymore.  It was illogical indeed, but my illogic seemed to always supersede pragmatism in my case.  Perhaps J knowing of Gene would make him see the my own borderline insanity.  I wanted him to be my friend.  Goddamn it, I was wanting another friend. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    Upon the Shadows of These Forests 
 
      
 
    Looking at myself in the mirror, I was observing what was becoming of me.  My life was rapidly deteriorating into bitterness, ugliness, and cynicism.  I was always alive and aware, but now the thing in the mirror was about to be a soured lame duck.  I could not have that.  I would not have that.  Changes were afoot for me; otherwise I would live as something I hated. 
 
    The shift toward pardoning myself, as I called it, began with one person.  It would not be Gene, but also it would not be J.  Absolving my wrongs against them—although I was being incredibly gracious in Gene’s case by not demanding full absolution from him first—would prove to be Herculean in difficulty and stress.  Furthermore, I was wisely unsure of what I needed to apologize for to J, as the only wrong I could see I’d done to him was not telling him about my other friend. 
 
    Instead, I needed to start small.  I needed to start on my sudden pseudo-religious escapade where I’d been the previous day.  What was required of me at this moment was bagging up a big, fat apology, lugging it all the way to the center of the development, and producing it for that horrid coffee vixen Lela to play with.  Why her?  I seemed to bother her for some reason.  And frankly, I knew nobody else anymore.  She was one of three people in need of my apologies, no matter how unreasonable I was being. 
 
    I headed down to the coffee stand.  I expected the place to be busy, for the day shone brilliantly with unusually warm sunshine for November.  I got none of that.  The place was dead.  The entire development, in fact, appeared barren, with the typical groups of people chatting I’d seen in recent weeks all gone. 
 
    When I reached the coffee stand, Lela was busy doing something in her little structure. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said.  “Lela?  Remember me?” 
 
    She popped up from behind the counter, her eyes daunted and sweat dripping from her brow.  “You’re that guy.  The one who kept ruining my business.”  Her eyes kept darting around me, not precisely into mine. 
 
    “Yes, and that’s why I’m here.  Lela, I’m sorry for—” 
 
    “No need, no need, son.  It’s all water.  Consider it done.” 
 
    “Well, I was hoping to get an apology to—” 
 
    “It’s over, guy!  Now please, I have to get my shit together and leave.  It’s not safe here.” 
 
    “What?  Why?  Oh no.  Is the Ire back?” 
 
    “Your name.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Your name, son!” 
 
    “Wallace!” 
 
    “Okay, Wallace.  You are apparently woefully out of the loop for some reason.  No, it is not the Ire.  The Ire may be welcomed over this.” 
 
    “Then what is it, Lela?” 
 
    “You really haven’t gotten the alerts on your cell?  For three days, son.  Three goddamn days!” 
 
    The last time I touched my cell was the previous morning when J asked to get coffee.  Then I remembered removing the emergency alert system because we were getting so many and all were not important, such as tips on in-person chats, possible plans for the CA, and governments being rebuilt.  Boring. 
 
    “What’s the emergency?” I asked. 
 
    Lela repeatedly looked behind me as she kept on packing things in a box.  “Fucking sniper, Wallace.  We have a man, or men, out in the tree lines shooting at us.  Three people from this colony have been killed in the last three days.  One was right over that by the common stores.  Poor little Dougie Halstead.  He was just going for some toothpaste.  Shot him down.” 
 
    “It makes no sense, Lela.  Why would somebody want to kill us now when the Ire is pretty much kaput?” 
 
    “You just said your own answer, young Wallace.  The Ire was felt by everybody who walks around today.  For some people the release of killing felt good.  They gladly did it.” 
 
    This was sounding mournfully familiar. 
 
    “There are those who have the residual mega-Ire thing.  That’s not this guy.  This guy kills because he misses the feeling the Ire gave him.  He’s in longing of the release of death by his own hands, and so this is his way.  Whereas during the Ire this sort of thing would be very mildly investigated and quickly dropped, now the CA takes such things very serious.  The word ‘murder’ has returned to our vocabulary.  He’s murdering people, Wallace.  And he’s whacking his dick to it.  So I’m packing up my stand and heading back to my cabin.  Fortified walls, areas away from my windows.  We had our differences in our brief time, Wallace, but I don’t want to see you dead.  You’ve obviously fought this hard to remain standing.  A fellow opting survivor.  I would hate for that to happen to you.  You should find sanctuary in your cabin too.” 
 
    I had no allusions of sanctuary at the moment.  I had to reach somebody immediately.  I left Lela and her sudden shift toward kindness for the cabins, one in particular. 
 
    Outside of Gene’s cabin I stood, waiting on my feet to drag me forward.  I was stuck with no good reason.  Move, damn it!  It would not happen.  I could see him moving inside from my position on the road before his cabin.  He was busy with something.  I would have called him on my cell if it were not being charged back at my cabin.  I had to know.  I had to know right away. 
 
    “Open up please, Gene,” I said while knocking on his front door after finally being able to walk toward his cabin. 
 
    He opened, his big body naked less the puny boxer shorts that exposed his balls from the pee gap.  He was very sweaty and out of breath.  “No ring first, Wallace?” 
 
    “Let me ask you something.  Are you aware of what is happening in this development at the moment?” 
 
    “The sniper?  I am.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Gene walked out onto the front porch and slammed the door behind him.  He made his nose touch mine in a very intimidating manner.  “Don’t say another word, Auker.  I know what fucked up rags of thoughts are floating through your mind right now.  No, I am not the sniper.  No, I do not sympathize with him.  And no, I do not wish I had the idea.  Contrary to your beliefs, I do not harbor a grudge for the human race.  I like people.  My cannibalism aside, I don’t want to hurt anybody.” 
 
    Very strong words that seemed to negate themselves on the spot.  “Can you blame me, Gene?” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    Gene’s continuing statement was cut short by the greatly recognizable sound of a gun shot very close in proximity.  He grabbed my by the shoulders and pushed me inside his cabin.  He then led me to the area behind his couch beside the wall to his bedroom and forced me on the ground. 
 
    “You may have heard a gunshot, Wallace, but what I heard was proof.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Proof that it’s not me.  See?  I’m frightened.” 
 
    His hands shook.  Truly, he had fear in him.  However, his actions—the ease of taking me inside, shielding me from the possible bullet, his nonchalant demeanor of the whole experience—told me Gene was actually enjoying his fear.  He felt comfortable there.  I let him think I believed he was truly afraid. 
 
    “That’s the second one I’ve heard today,” Gene whispered.  “First was early this afternoon.  Farther away than this one and possibly from the east that time.  Daylight then, so I looked but saw nothing.” 
 
    As Gene rambled on in his excitedly quiet way, I began to notice something different about his cabin.  Namely, the recliner had been pushed to the door beside his pantry in the kitchen as if to keep it shut.  Something began to form on the floor under the chair.  It was dark and thick.  No delineation was necessary.  It was blood.  Gene had just made a kill. 
 
    I wanted nothing more than to expose him, to call him out on his minutes-old lie of liking the human race.  He had just killed a person, maybe somebody who had plans to meet with friends the next day or was in the early stages of a bright new post-Ire relationship and wanted to start a family.  Whoever it was, Gene removed all their plans from existence by removing them. 
 
    “Are you listening to me, Wallace?” he muttered louder. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “I said I hope they catch that sniper soon so I can finish making your treat.” 
 
    “Treat?  Dear God, what treat?” 
 
    “Christ, Wallace!  I’ve been telling you I shot a deer yesterday and I’m now in the process of making you some jerky.  I certainly can’t be standing up in my kitchen, with windows, and make it.  When you knocked I got spooked and tossed the carcass in my pantry.” 
 
    “Gene, you don’t get spooked.” 
 
    “I do when I’m being hunted by not only the sniper, but all the rabble out in this development who want me dead because of my super-Ire.  If they kill me, I don’t want them to have my deer.  It’s all yours, Wallace.  All yours.” 
 
    It was kind, and things were making sense.  Was I honestly seeing a new face of this monster with a hundred faces?  Maybe, but time would tell. 
 
    We heard no more shots.  If anything, that shot was yet another person out in the development following Gene’s motions and hunting for deer, as they were aplenty.  I left with a newfound sense of hope for the man and our friendship.  I still opted not to tell him about J.  Not the time, really not the place. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    I Am Remarkable 
 
      
 
    Lela wasn’t lying when she said the CA was all over the case of the sniper.  Only two days after hearing about him they’d located him and taken him into custody.  Marshal Law, ushered into play the moment the Ire broke out onto the world’s population, appeared to be dead to rites. 
 
    He was Gerhardt DuBoine, originally from Marquette, Michigan, but had been a Development Number-5 resident since its opening.  At 5’4”, 150lbs, and 66 years of age, he only had his rifle as a defense.  However, DuBoine used it as a piece of offensive material.  And Lela, that bitter yet wise old coffee pusher, was right in another aspect.  He did it because he missed feeling the Ire. 
 
    After following the sounds of the rifle, they found the little man in a cabin, no longer inhabited, about two miles from my own.  He surrendered, although if I were him I would have definitely left this world in a hail of gunfire.  They took him to the central station and put him on camera for our development, and eventually the world, to see. 
 
    “I did it because everything was taken from me.  I didn’t hunger to kill.  I hungered to feel that feeling lady Ire gave to me that made me want to kill.  I was captivated by her every time she made me feel that way.  I would have done everything she asked.  She was my lady.  She was my world.  She loved me for twenty years and then somehow, without warning, she was ripped from my arms.  I knew, I just knew that taking bullets to the heads of strangers would bring her back.” 
 
    “Well, did it?” the CA official asked. 
 
    “Yes.  And no.  And yes, but then no.  Lady Ire was watching as I killed, but I couldn’t see her.  I knew she was there, though.  The feeling.  But she did not want to come over and touch me.  She felt betrayed, betrayed that I would go on without her.  But I waited!  I’ve waited weeks for her return!  This is on her!  Ire is to blame because she left!” 
 
    Undoubtedly, the sensation felt during the Ired process mimicked the sensation of narcotics.  In many ways, it was even stronger than just being ‘high’.  It brought out primitive urges long suppressed by the human mind.  It made the world into a legal monochromatic playground of death and destruction.  It was the release of all releases.  Indeed, the Ire sent us forward potentially hundreds of thousands of years in the arc of human evolution while simultaneously sending us back to the early stages of caveman I-see-I-kill days.  The juxtaposition was simply too incredible for our little minds to take. 
 
    What they planned to do with Gerhardt was almost impressively archaic.  Like witches uncovered in Salem, he would be the poster child of a renewed tract on authority.  They announced the plan the day after his confession, their judgment beyond swift.  Gerhardt would be hanged naked by the legs from a height of one hundred feet.  He would receive a small slash to his throat—not enough to kill him, but enough to make him bleed consistently over many hours.  These hours would see him panic and writhe in agony, a fitting punishment, in the CA’s hive mind, to killing when killing was no longer allowed. 
 
    Too archaic and morbid?  Perhaps, but after all I’d seen I wouldn’t wince from it.  After all, the small man reinitiated the act of murder over simply killing because the Ire told us so.  Nothing mattered of the apparent fact that Gerhardt was tremendously sick and deluded enough to think the Ire was a real person.  His acts needed to be exemplified, and I could not have agreed more with it. 
 
    This was becoming personally significant to me.  The reason was none other than Gene.  By the Centralized Authority’s new standards, they would inevitably consider his actions in the past as criminal.  Even if he was stopping, like it seemed he was, his super-Ire status could cause the CA to present him with a punishment similar to that of Gerhardt DuBoine. 
 
    No matter our differences and fights, I couldn’t stand the thought of seeing the same thing happen to Gene.  We’d been through too much and talked over too many things to allow my eyes to see him in the same light as DuBoine.  My kindness was going to be my bane, as I would forego logic for friendship.  I needed to protect Gene.  This included his being hunted by the rest of ‘us’ who were now normal again. 
 
    I’d taken a trip with Gene before.  It was awful.  I needed to do it again.  It was required of me to take him away from the area and people altogether.  And there was only one place in existence where I could see me protecting him for the rest of his life.  Renee Island. 
 
    The rest of his life.  Was I honestly ready to give up everything to protect a man who constantly delivered violent punches at my face?  A man who spit in the face of humanity by eating humanity?  It was either save him or forever live with the image of him dangling from a cable to bleed out.  The latter was not an option.  No matter how hard I tried not to care, I cared far too much. 
 
    I started to pack my stuff.  I would take Gene the next day, even if he wasn’t in agreement.  With great confidence, I knew I would never see this cabin again.  I soaked in its musty odor.  And I heard its charming ring.  Well, the ring came from my cell.  I saw it was J calling me. 
 
    “Wolfgang,” I said.  I really didn’t have time for this.  Like the cabin, I would have to say goodbye to my new friend.  In many ways, I thought I had kept a reasonable distance from J this whole time just for this very purpose, to make it easier to say goodbye.  I may have been an amazing person for ruining my life for Gene, but I was also a sniveling rat for not having the balls to hang onto companions. 
 
    “Hello, Wallace.  I wanted to know if you would like to have coffee again now that the sniper has been caught?  Lela reopened her stand.” 
 
    “Well—” 
 
    “Coffee, Auker.  Simple request.” 
 
    “Got the barfs, J.  I’m sorry.  I can’t join you for the next few days.” 
 
    “I don’t care about your vomit,” J said.  “The fear of everything has passed.  It’s like now, at last, we can finally breathe and I want to open up.  I need to live up to my past and I have no other real friends who can listen.” 
 
    “What about Yves?” 
 
    “He’s gone.  Not dead or away, just not there mentally.  He doesn’t count.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you, J.  You’ll have to wait until I’m better.”  Blowing him off was easy, and it didn’t hurt me.  Interesting that I cared for nothing but Gene’s well-being and approval.  J was being unbelievably kind to me and I let it go right past me.  A man on a mission spares no bystanders to reach his goal. 
 
    “Very well, Wallace.  I’ll wait.  Timing means everything to us anymore, but I’ll wait until you’re well again.” 
 
    I had wasted valuable packing time in talking to my now-almost friend.  I needed to gather my clean clothes, my spare batteries, my new cell, some food, and whatever else I may need.  I was not excited.  In fact, I dreaded the idea.  Nevertheless, I nearly wanted to faint thinking of Gene being strung up by the legs.  My choice was clear. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
    The Hurts’ 
 
      
 
    It was a blizzard times ten.  So much snow and so much wind, and so early in the season too.  Such a sendoff to my development, for I would be leaving everything this day.  Being the smart guy, I neglected to locate a vehicle to take us south to Louisiana.  I didn’t think of this until I’d already reached the walk in front of Gene’s cabin.  Fuck it all!  I got to get a car! 
 
    I could barely make out the outline of the cabin while it stood only thirty feet from me.  All things were a brilliant shade of white.  The air was cold, but somehow soothingly cold, even with the merciless wind.  I’d become comforted in the idea of helping Gene.  My world was a brilliant shade of denial. 
 
    Approaching Gene with the correct words to convince him to go with me would prove a monumental challenge.  There was no question about it.  Head-first and with little wiggle-room, I would have to charge at his vulnerable side and hope for the best.  I could make it happen. 
 
    The snowy air went into my lungs as I made my way down the walk to Gene’s door.  I could not see whether or not he was inside.  As it stood, I was unsure as to why I didn’t call him first to tell him I was coming.  Perhaps the element of surprise would somehow work in my favor. 
 
    I knocked.  “Gene?”  Nobody.  “Mr. del Gregory?  Hello?” 
 
    This was an empty cabin.  I walked inside.  Immediately, I was pelted in the face by an odor, the odor.  I’d smelled it before.  Death loomed.  Gene had killed yet again.  I thought seeing the blood coming from his pantry the other day was suspicious, not a deer.  I had to open it to see what despicable things Gene had done.  I would look the other way, of course, for I had come to expect these things of my friend.  And I could remove his threat from the development at the very least. 
 
    Like too many stupid people in almost every slasher movie, I took slow, studied steps toward the pantry.  Each step closer brought a stronger wave of foulness to my nose.  The bodies were likely piled atop each other.  I finally reached the pantry door.  I swiftly opened it see just that, a deer hanging from its legs, the blood long gone from its body. 
 
    “Damn it,” I whispered. 
 
    My body trembled unreasonably.  I had no reason to be afraid.  Even if my earlier guess had turned out to be correct, it would not have been a surprise to me.  Gene’s cabin contained a distinct air of peculiarity that I could not piece together with logic.  He was out, likely hunting more animals.  He’d spoken true of the deer in his pantry.  Nothing was out of place.  Why did it feel odd? 
 
    The blizzard outside began to grow in intensity, as described by the wind rocketing around at a suddenly devastating pace.  I couldn’t see past the windows throughout Gene’s cabin from so much snow falling and being blow about.  I heard a massive crashing sound directly outside his living room wall.  A large blue tarp flapped madly in the gales. 
 
    Bracing myself in my sturdy wool coat, I went outside to investigate.  The first thing I noticed was the tarp had been forced from its position over a large piece of plywood, which itself was being slightly moved around by the wind.  I pulled up on the board to see stairs leading down into darkness.  I took the handheld beamlight from my pants pocket, stuck it in my hand, turned it on, and traversed the badly-corroded stairs. 
 
    This was the source of the odor, not the deer upstairs.  Death, as it were, resided in the makeshift basement Gene had dug.  And not recently either, as evidenced by the sheer amount of stuff I spotted everywhere with my beamlight.  Stacks of papers, maps, boxes, very dirty clothes, it was a microcosm of hoarding down there. 
 
    Then there was the mound.  At the deepest portion of the ‘basement’ where I didn’t have to crouch anymore lay a mound all the way to the ceiling, or the bottom of the main story floor.  It was covered in a dirt and grime-laden clear plastic tarp. 
 
    “Gene,” I said.  “Don’t let this be what I think it is.” 
 
    I reached the mound.  I then pulled the cover to unleash this basket of snakes.  My whirlpool of dread was woefully confirmed.  They were bodies.  Dozens of them.  As I looked closer, I began to surmise there may be a hundred or more.  I fell to my knees, all the while unable to take my eyes off the tremendous spectacle of disarray and human degradation. 
 
    Most of the bodies had limbs removed, skin removed, and in some cases holes in their torsos where organs had been hastily removed.  All were naked.  Indeed, the dead in this ‘basement’ were not respectful in death.  Each was a victim.  I saw very young people in the mound, some possibly born after the Ire happened, part of the few successes of the birthing program.  It saddened me to no end. 
 
    But nothing prepared me for what I saw next.  In between the bodies on the outer portion of the mound I could view shining things down toward the center of it.  I looked closer and shined my light.  Skeletons.  Gene had skeletons under his cabin.  Old ones. 
 
    I stood and looked away before screaming at the top of my lungs for possibly an entire minute, I can’t remember.  This happened as I began to tear up in total disdain over what Gene had done.  Skeletons meant Gene had been killing and eating people long before I knew him.  He would have been considered a serial killer before the Ire. 
 
    Moreover, Gene lied to me about it all.  He was a cannibal before I knew him, and a prolific one at that.  He killed like a normal person shits, a normal bodily function. 
 
    “I can’t believe you,” I whimpered to the absent Gene del Gregory.  “These deaths, they’re all you are, Gene.  You never could stop.  You never will.” 
 
    Forgetting my surroundings, I fell to my butt and let my back lean on the pile of human bodies.  I needed to be somewhere, yet I couldn’t bring myself to move.  Just then, the arm of one of his victims, a fresh one, fell onto my shoulder.  I didn’t jump, for it didn’t scare me.  But I read the bracelet on the wrist.  ‘Corrine Hurt, B.  January 5 2036 Minnesota Development 5 Birth #20’ it read in a small, plain font around its surface. 
 
    I stood and looked at the pile.  The body to the right of Corrine looked awfully familiar.  It, too, wore a bracelet on its wrist.  ‘Bonnie Hurt, B.  October 15 2037 Minnesota Development 5 Birth #22’.  Sisters.  They were born of the same mother, possibly the same father, in the ill-fated birthing program. 
 
    Although it would change soon thanks to the Ire’s exit, seeing children was a rarity.  Seeing child siblings who looked alike was even scarcer.  Seeing child siblings dead right beside each other was almost unprecedented.  How special must I have been to see the trifecta of child spotting? 
 
    This ‘basement’ was a tomb.  It contained the remains of humans through two generations.  I wished just then that ghosts were real so they could talk to me and tell me all the things Gene did to them while they were still alive.  He was a genuine devil. 
 
    I cried next to the mound of bodies for another half-hour or so.  Shocked, I also felt it was my duty to be there beside so many lifeless bodies strictly for their comfort, to give them the respect in death stolen from each of them by Gene.  I wanted to be their mother, their nanny, their priest, and their brother.  I wanted to let them know their deaths meant something.  In thinking this, I realized that in fact it was my obligation to remove Gene.  Wow, such a flip in orientation—whereas I’d arrived at Gene’s cabin to take him to Renee Island for his safety, I was about to leave Gene’s cabin to roll out the plan to have him extinguished. 
 
    The walk back to my cabin, of which only hours earlier I was certain I would never see again, was wrought with perilous wind-driven snow blasts and a sudden drop in the temperature to a bone-biting degree.  Even so, I was much more likely to be torn apart by the fresh collection of devastation built up in my heart over what I’d discovered of my friend.  And he was my friend, regardless of his villainous constitution.  Even Hitler had a buddy, although his wrongs were directed by hate and malice while Gene’s were directed by the environment and his vulnerability. 
 
    How could I go on knowing Gene was a creature of great evil?  I had to sort it out.  And no matter what I now knew about him, I continued my intent to not allow him to be strung up like Gerhardt DuBoine.  Gene had to be eliminated by a hand that cared about him.  If his sister were still alive, it would have made the next task exponentially easier. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
    Nice Guys Finish Dead 
 
      
 
    “Gene?” I said to him over the cell. 
 
    “Hello, Wallace.  Sorry I haven’t contacted you in the last couple of days.  I was out hunting deer.  I need to make you plenty of jerky.  I make it really good.” 
 
    “Worry not, my friend.”  Saying pleasantries hurt worse now than ever; it took all my energy not to break into tears.  “I was wondering if you would meet me somewhere.” 
 
    “Somewhere?  That sounds rather ominous.  Where, Wallace?” 
 
    “Do you know of the old Atadulc Water House?  It’s a pub in the remains of St. Cloud that hasn’t seen a soul since the Ire.” 
 
    “I recall that place, yes.  Why?  What’s there?” 
 
    “Something I found.  And you can give me some of that delicious jerky while you’re at it.” 
 
    “I’ll go, sure.  I have a car I found and got working so I can drive there.  Thinking tonight?” 
 
    “I am.  I, too, have a car.  I’ll meet you there around six tonight.” 
 
    “Can’t wait, Wallace.  Goodbye.” 
 
    I was alone on the cell call now.  “Please, Gene, don’t go to the pub.  You’re going to die.”  All said to a dial tone. 
 
    With a quick question to a completely random stranger in the development from my cell, I was able to locate a small handgun.  It had three bullets in its magazine.  With the promise that the man’s Ire was absolutely vanquished, I took the quick trip about five cabins over to obtain Ben’s gun, a .380 ACP Re-Harp.  Ben, his age seemingly about to eclipse a thousand, told me as he handed it to me, “I’ve used it once to shoot a moose.  If you must employ it, I hope to God it’s to save yourself.”  Charmingly fearful words for sure, but wise overall. 
 
    I hopped in the little minivan I’d found a few days earlier and started for St. Cloud a handful of miles to the north.  The warn-down vehicle handled the many inches of snow on the ground very kindly.  If only the drive were longer, maybe I would have had time to rethink the venture of chaos I was about to undertake.  It would have benefited me and possibly the world if I had. 
 
    The pub was dark, scary, and hardly recognizable as a pub anymore.  It now seemed nothing more than an establishment buried between five or six other establishments on the same row, only with a bar in its structure and no people around to enjoy it.  Ghost towns would cringe at its sight. 
 
    I walked to a very dusty, very broken table toward the rear of the pub.  The only light in the building came from a street lamp outside—why that one power pole still had electricity after twenty years of abandonment would remain a tedious mystery.  I sat upright on the rickety wooden chair at the table without touching the pistol currently in my pocket. 
 
    My tension was already at its peak.  Nothing of the coming moments would be good.  Not a goddamn thing.  My best friend, my companion who I’d shared everything with and vice versa, was going to die at my hands.  Every inch of my body trembled and ached in anticipation of the creature I prepped inside.  I cried a little, then borrowed down in gumption, and cried once more.  The cycle would go this way for another twenty minutes. 
 
    I saw headlights approaching from outside.  All common sense told me it would have to be Gene, as this part of St. Cloud hadn’t seemed occupied by a soul in a decade at best.  The car stopped and quickly exiting its driver-side door was Gene, his face embraced with a smile.  Why did he have to smile? 
 
    “Wallace?” his voice echoed through the empty pub as he came through the door.  “You here?” 
 
    I’m right here, Gene.  And I’m going to shoot you before your kindness toward me makes me back out of it.  No, I said nothing.  I was stone in fear and preemptive sorrow. 
 
    “He’s not here,” Gene whispered.  He turned and began to walk out the door. 
 
    “Over here,” I feebly muttered from the darkened table before he could reach the door.  “I’m in this direction Gene.”  I put my hand on the gun. 
 
    “Oh.  Hi, Wallace.  What is it about this place you wanted to show me?” 
 
    “Um—” 
 
    “I was last in here 2028.  Me and Jack came here.  I don’t even remember if I was old enough to legally drink.  There was a song board over on that wall toward the back.  We sang that Howard Baymond song ‘The Hand We Share’ together.  That was our favorite.” 
 
    Again, it was devolving into the mourning of Jack.  And this time it was my heart breaking, not his. 
 
    “Gene, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s fine, Wallace.  I’ve been trying to think of things other than Jack.  But when I do, he comes right back into my head.  It’s like he’s still around or something.  I’m trying.” 
 
    “I’m not sorry about that.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    I stood from my chair, its legs almost breaking on me as I did.  “I went to your cabin yesterday.” 
 
    “I thought I saw tracks of mud and water in the living room that weren’t mine.  You must have come when I was out hunting deer.” 
 
    “Deer?” 
 
    “Yes, like the one hanging in my pantry.  Oh, that reminds me.” 
 
    Gene tossed a sandwich bag on the table.  It contained jerky. 
 
    “Go on, Wallace.  Give it a bite.  I think it’s very good.  Who said you need a smoker to make jerky?  Idiots.” 
 
    I couldn’t fathom eating Gene’s gift for me then killing him.  The contrast would have been too incredible to stand.  However, I wasn’t ready to destroy him just yet.  I stepped outside of myself, honestly kind of seeing my standing body from the ceiling of the structure picking up the jerky and putting it in my mouth.  I do not recall how it tasted, as every motion I did was misery enough to attempt to forget the entire hour. 
 
    “Good, no?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “What is with you, Wallace?  You are not yourself.” 
 
    It was an epically long moment of silence.  I could not bring myself to say a word.  My tongue was frozen. 
 
    “Talk,” Gene insisted. 
 
    Finally.  “I searched for you.” 
 
    “Yes?  And?” 
 
    “Outside, Gene.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re walking me to something.  Speed it up.” 
 
    “Under your house,” I very faintly whispered. 
 
    “Speak up, Wallace.” 
 
    “Under your house, Gene!  I found the area in the carved-out crawl space under your house!” 
 
    Gene instantly went quiet while losing a large amount of blood in his face.  I saw it turn white even in the dim light coming from the street lamp outside the pub.  The shift had begun.  He fell on his butt to let his back lean against the bar. 
 
    I positioned the rickety chair directly in front of Gene and sat down, my nerves apparently momentarily gone.  “A surplus.  A supply.  Extras.  I don’t care what you are calling it, but I found the secret you’ve kept from me, Gene.  I found it.  I found your death.”  Thinking of the sisters again made me tear up badly. 
 
    “It was my secret,” Gene said under his breath, his eyes unable to look into mine.  “The lives, I took them.  I wanted nobody to know.” 
 
    “How could you kill so many people, Gene?” 
 
    “Wallace, I’ve known of my desires for a long time.  I killed when the Ire hit.  But killing wasn’t enough.  I needed more.  I needed the dead to become me.  Become me.  The people I killed needed to live on in me.  Just like you heard the universe telling you the person before you needed to die the six times you killed someone, Wallace, the universe was telling me to make the dead me.  To eat them.” 
 
    “When did it start?” 
 
    “About eight months after the Ire hit.  My first victim, a young woman from the next development over.  She was settling into her new cabin and I killed her and brought her body to my cabin where I removed her limbs and ate her flesh and muscles raw.”  His lack of tears told me his remorse was so ingrained that he could not bring out the relative emotions.  “Her skeleton is at the bottom of the pile under my cabin.” 
 
    I should not have been all that shocked, as I’d known of Gene’s unfortunate habits long enough.  Nevertheless, I was mortified, more than when I found the supply.  “Why couldn’t you tell me?” I wept. 
 
    “You already saw me as a monster.  No, that’s bullshit.  Bullshit, Wallace.  The real reason is because if I admitted to myself that I have been eating people for nineteen years, the ghost of Jack would hear it and he would no longer love me.  Illogical and superstitious and dumb, I know, but that’s the honest truth.  I’ve told you many times I can’t shake Jack.  I can’t.  And the more I try, the more I realize I just don’t want to shake him.  I want him with me at all times, even if it’s just a memory.  And every goddamn person I’ve killed and eaten, I’ve hoped to any God above that Jack was somehow not watching when I did it.  Probably was watching, but I hang on to that doubt.  Make sense?” 
 
    “Yes.”  No, Gene. 
 
    “What were you doing at my house anyway, Wallace?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “The hell it doesn’t!  Tell me!” 
 
    I sighed.  “I was coming to take you to Renee Island.” 
 
    “Louisiana?” 
 
    “Indeed.  I wanted to get you away from here and from those hunting you because I saw what they did to that DuBoine guy and I couldn’t let that happen to you.  I was going to force you to come with me.” 
 
    “Can we still go?” 
 
    The question whose answer I’d dreaded like knives to the eyes all day.  “No.” 
 
    Gene began to lightly cry as he remained sitting on the floor, his legs stretched out before him.  “I’m crying again, Wallace.” 
 
    “Yes, you are.” 
 
    “I know why.  I’m about to die.  What is that in your pocket, Wallace?” 
 
    “The gun...”  I broke down in a colossal cry.  “The gun I brought to remove you, Gene.  It has three bullets, and one will end your life.” 
 
    “I see.  It would either be you or the hunters that followed me.  I would prefer you.  My chair has sympathy.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yes, I was followed.  I saw them park a ways back without headlights.  They aren’t good at hiding.” 
 
    “Oh, Gene.” 
 
    “I don’t want to die, Wallace.  I really don’t.  I know I deserve it, that the world needs me gone.  But I want to live.  Can we go to Renee Island?  Is it not too late?” 
 
    Tears fell on the barrel of the gun as I removed it from my pants pocket and halfheartedly pointed it in my best friend’s direction.  “It is.  I’m so sorry, Gene.” 
 
    “Such is the fate we fabricate.” 
 
    Fate.  It was a familiar term.  It made me remember the jacket I was wearing, that I’d worn it nearly two decades earlier when I found Haydon’s body after the explosion.  I reached in the pocket and removed the tiny sheet of paper, its surface crumpled and stiff as a used coffee filter. 
 
    “On the sad wings of destiny,” I accidentally read aloud. 
 
    “What does that mean, Wallace?” Gene sincerely asked me. 
 
    I had a friend before you that died and wrote this, and that is why it was so hard to be your friend.  “Means nothing.” 
 
    “There is another thing I wanted to tell you.” 
 
    “No, Gene, there is no need for any more admissions.” 
 
    “You need to hear this, so you need to shut up and listen the fuck up.” 
 
    I was so scared and nervous, my hands shaking at a very noticeable level.  I sat back and let Gene say what needed said. 
 
    “Your special circumstance, the one that’s allowed you to be free of the Ire for a while, it’s not what you think.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “What I will say will make it easier for you to kill me.” 
 
    He now had my full attention. 
 
    “I gave you Flegtide on our way to Oklahoma, Wallace.” 
 
    I went silent and perfectly still.  The rage I’d replaced with sorrow very swiftly began to reemerge beneath my skin.  “Come again?” 
 
    “In Tracy, at the Catholic church.  I gave you a bottle of water after my little sojourn out to meet the Blip Blip people.  And eat them.  I found their stash.  They had all kinds of experimental versions of Flegtide in their stash.  Most came with notes, very detailed notes of the known success of each one.  One pill, a big orange one, had XVX scrawled on its surface.  The note said ‘Lasts indefinitely’.  After eating Blip Blip, I crushed the pill and put it in a bottle of water.  That water, Wallace, I gave to you.” 
 
    How dare you, you sick son of a bitch!  All I did for you and you stick me with the drug against my will!  “Cold and contemptible, Gene,” I softly responded. 
 
    “It was all I could do.  I was losing myself, Wallace.  I needed to talk to somebody soon and I knew I wanted it to be you.  When the wall came crashing on you, I knew it was my chance to see if it worked.  A gamble, but it paid off.  We talked without the Ire.” 
 
    “But you still had the Ire, Gene.  How were you able to talk to me?” 
 
    “This secret comes with more secrets.  I haven’t felt Ired, or at least the way you feel Ired, in eighteen years, I believe.  It changed in me.  I think I was able to control it, which is why I chose not to target you for my rage.” 
 
    “No, no!  In that second town we came across at the beginning of our trip you said you had to back away from me for two nights because the Ire was approaching due to my proximity.” 
 
    “Wallace, I was hungry.  I couldn’t tell you.  I needed to find food.  When I say food I mean people.  I lied to you.  I never felt the Ire around you.  Never once.  Never fucking once.” 
 
    “The entire reason for our trip to Oklahoma was to stop your goddamn sister from taking the goddamn drug, Gene!  And you go ahead and practically shove it down my throat without telling me?  You goddamn...it’s hard to like you right now, Gene.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Gene said amidst a new stream of tears.  “You are about to kill me anyhow.  At the very least, I’ll be able to see Jack again soon.” 
 
    I tried to tell him he would, that all would be well, that all bad things would end.  I tried to explain how his death would bring nice things about.  But I could say nothing. 
 
    “Jack.  Open your arms for me, honey.  We’re about to be one again.  I can show you how much I love you for eternity now.” 
 
    I heard the sounds of walking nearby with an overt shout from one of them to another.  The hunters were at the doorstep. 
 
    “Wallace, you need to pull the trigger on your little gun.  You need to do it right now.” 
 
    The men outside would not kill Gene.  They would make him an example just like Gerhardt DuBoine. 
 
    “Gene del Gregory...I love you, sir.  I never wanted anything in this little party to happen.  You deserve better.”  For a very brief moment I considered changing all the plans and taking him down to Renee Island, away from the death that circled us.  But logistics got in the way.  Also, killing him was far more humane than watching him like a child as he slowly devolved into a mess of a man until his eventual death anyway. 
 
    “You’re my brother, Wallace.  No person has done for me what you have.  I’m glad you finally answered my call.  Your seventh kill will be your best.” 
 
    I put the barrel of the gun against Gene’s forehead. 
 
    “Now, Wallace, make right what I’ve made wrong.  Because on the sad wings of destiny, we are our own gods.” 
 
    The men rushed me and tackled me as I exited the Atadulc Water House, pinning me to the badly overgrown street blanketed with snow.  I didn’t resist.  No reason anymore. 
 
    “He’s dead,” the tall man in the group of four said to the others.  “Bullet in his head.  Asshole’s brains are everywhere.  I’d say this sucker got to him first, but—” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” the short one said.  “Del Gregory is no longer a threat.  It would have been nice to have taken him into the CA for his condition, but this is just as good in my opinion.  You.” 
 
    “Me?” I said apathetically, looking up from my forced prone position on the ground. 
 
    “Yes, you.  How long have you been hunting that one?” 
 
    “As long as you’ve been sucking my dick.”  My sarcasm earned me five sharp kicks in my ribs and one in my head, not quite knocking me unconscious but getting a good point of pain and dizziness across nonetheless. 
 
    I simply did not care what they did.  They could have killed me right there on that snowy street.  The worst moment of my life was only three minutes old.  The grief was immediate and paralyzing.  And as the men drove off in their badly broken car, I remained on my stomach, breathing in the flakes of snow that fell while enjoying the bits of blood peppered on my face.  They belonged to Gene.  A flash of time ago he was a living, walking, thinking, doing human being.  Now his life was no more.  I remained there all night.  It was the worst night. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
    The End of Ignorance 
 
      
 
    The time was about eight in the morning.  I’d found myself in my bed, somehow transported there by my feet and possibly the minivan I was driving.  All of it, however, was completely lost on me as to how I was able to do it.  I don’t remember a single thing after being thrown to the ground after Gene died. 
 
    No alcohol, no drugs, no inebriant resided in my body whatsoever.  And yet, I felt as hungover as ever that morning.  Stress from the previous day, plus the grief I carried with me at all hours now, wore on my mind like sandpaper on ice cream.  I didn’t want to think of a damn thing, especially the events of last night.  I did, and it made me hurt worse.  Then an alert came across my cell screen.  ‘Research Victory, SPMS Cause Tentatively Discovered.’ 
 
    To say this was big news would be to compare D-Day to the M.A.S.H. finale.  It was huge.  Beyond huge.  We knew what turned our existence upside down now, or at least we now had a grasp on it. 
 
    It started with ions.  A charge in the sun, or a solar wave, was strong, but not too strong to destroy us.  Instead, ions were suddenly mutated on the spot that day in 2030.  The mutated ions attached to oxygen, which then immediately altered our brain functions as we breathed it in.  It corrupted our neurological feed to alter our brain activity, its greatest effect being our rage capacity toward other humans.  And it only affected humans because our brains are incredibly more complex than those of all other species. 
 
    This effect had a lifespan of twenty years on our brains before normal cognitive function resumed, meaning SPMS went dead almost on the spot.  It was pure irony that Flegtide wasn’t ready for the public until the Ire had lived almost all of its life.  Tragic irony, as it were.  For this, nobody knew if in fact Flegtide actually worked as previously deemed.  Gene covertly gave me the drug and I was able to speak with him, but at the same time the Ire was going away in almost everybody.  With that in mind, it’s hard to tell whether or not it worked on me.  I tend to sway toward the direction that yes, it had some effect on me, much in the way booze aids the high of a narcotic. 
 
    Even so, Gene’s situation, with his super-Ire, was also explained through the announcement.  When the Ire started to wane, there was a small percentage of people whose Ire only strengthened and made them walking time bombs.  Such was the case with Gene.  Their brain chemistry caused the mutated ions inhaled to remain and breed within them, ultimately enhancing the Ire while gradually allowing the host to lose touch with reality and many specific common-sense activities.  It explained why Gene was able to ingest other humans without his conscience superseding progress. 
 
    We knew.  I knew.  Knowledge was the key to fixing everything.  Unfortunately, the end of the Ire was when we found that knowledge, and by then the damage was done.  And that damage, it was scattered upon every inch of ground on our planet.  Humans ruled the earth.  But when humans could no longer assemble, interact, and even touch each other, the system instantly fell apart.  Society was ruined in a split second. 
 
    The task was left upon us, we who had chosen to remain alive after committing terrible acts of murder, to piece it back together.  Giving us this very informative piece of data was the Centralized Authority’s first act in making us a civilization once more. 
 
    Such news did nothing to help Gene.  If anything, it would hurt him, even in death.  I would remember Gene, of course.  But he had nobody else left to remember him, both for his good parts and bad parts.  His sister was dead.  His husband and son were dead.  His legacy sat firmly within me, and I had no idea what to do with it.  Truthfully, his legacy is little more than a lame duck.  But I owned it and had to do something with it. 
 
    I waffled with the idea, but eventually settled on removing his remains from the pub and putting him in the ground.  Some people demanded the return of religion alongside the sudden return of human interaction.  I, for one, would have benefited from a person of the cloth when I buried Gene.  Otherwise, his send-off would not have been so bleak and somewhat meaningless. 
 
    I stood above the grave on a small hill without trees a short distance behind my cabin.  About a foot deep was all I could reach beneath the soil.  Dirt covered my drab gray clothes.  My hands were haphazardly crossed in front of me. 
 
    “There were malls before the Ire.  We walked, we shopped, we ate, and ultimately we hated them.  We liked the ideas of them mostly.  But in each mall was a map and on each map was a tag.  ‘You Are Here’.  Quick and simple then, everything now.  You are here now, Gene.  You’re here.  You’re beside this tree in Minnesota Development Number-5.  Soon to be an actual state again, I believe.” 
 
    I couldn’t let this go on without something resembling a true, traditional funeral carrying on.  The tears breaking from my eyes took that role. 
 
    “You have been lifeless only two days and already the world feels different.  Singularly adjoined upon the axis of another universe.  My way of saying it all feels foreign.  Gene, I needed you to be gone for the health of everyone you would have killed in your involuntary quest for meals.  But also, and you’re going to hate me saying this, I needed you gone to make me better.  Not a better man, but rather a healthier man.  The hours I’ve invested in you are too many to count.  And for each one, I think I have lost a bit of my soul.  I pined over your sorry ass more than I deserved to.  Than you deserved.  You made me be your friend.  In the end, it was a decision...that I still have no verdict on whether it was good or bad.  The love I felt for you made me like humanity again.  The hate I felt for you made me, well, hate, and there’s nothing human about that.  But all in all, Gene, I know deep in me that I would always do it over again.  Retrospection makes you think differently than in the moment.  Your memory is stronger than your reality, and that fucking sucks, Gene.  You were too great a human to make me think that way.” 
 
    Wind shot through me like Gene smacking my face with his fists.  I bet it was him telling me it was either fine or wrong of me to say it. 
 
    “You made me cry, like I am now.  Nobody else has brought out such passion.  But enough about me.  You are here, Gene.  Well, your body is here in this little grave.  You are probably with Jack now.  And you know what?  You belong there.  If there’s anything good I can say that came of this bullshit we’ve been through together it’s that you got back to Jack, the one you’re destined to be with.  I can sleep well knowing that.  My love and my all to you, Eugene del Gregory.  Your place is wherever you are.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
    And So On 
 
      
 
    It appeared society was getting back on track in a long-built hurry.  People began moving back into the cities.  Minneapolis went from once-was to a city with a population growing by the thousands daily.  What we’d taken for granted before the Ire was now a luxury, the most of which being the ability to talk.  Oh, and sex was now a regular occurrence between all takers.  The real, unequivocal Baby Boom would be happening in nine short months. 
 
    My life three days after the burial was no boom, only a bust.  Depression hit hard.  I missed Gene and I missed him dreadfully.  I had no plan, no direction for my actions.  Whereas I had planned to remove Gene from society by taking him to Renee Island, that idea was in shambles now.  Or was it?  The purpose would be completely different, but the end results the same.  I could still go to Renee Island.  The notion sat and festered in my mind. 
 
    My cell was not buzzing.  I’d expected J to contact me at any moment.  But since days had gone by with no movement from him, it was plainly obvious that he had gone back to his original development.  No problem.  I didn’t need a new friend.  Likely never again.  Haydon hurt me.  Gene destroyed me.  What the hell might J do? 
 
    A nice cup of coffee was in order.  I grabbed a small bottle of No. 87 Crème Liqueur and headed down to Lela’s stand.  It was busy, far busier than anytime I had previously seen.  People were talking.  They were happy.  A tinge of joy permeated the air.  I had not felt this ecstatic ambience throughout my life. 
 
    “Hey, you asshole!” Lela said to me from behind her stand with a mammoth smile.  She leaned over the counter and planted a wet kiss on my cheek.  “Wallace, right?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s me,” I said with a stammer.  “What was that?” 
 
    “Triumphant jubilation.  That’s what that was.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Were you born dumb or did isolation breed it in you?  Wallace, look around you.  We aren’t getting ready for something big.  The big thing is here.  We are a society again.  People again.  We are human beings living like human beings instead of caged pets on the earth.  Everyone here, you, me, that girl in the blue sweater, that guy in the white business suit, we are all here because we survived.  The war is over and we won every goddamn battle thrown at us.” 
 
    The man in the white suit looked familiar.  Yes, it was J dressed for business. 
 
    “Happiness is all around,” Lela continued.  “You would be a fool not to imbibe in it yourself, Wallace.  Here.  This cup of coffee is for you.  To enjoy our old world renewed.” 
 
    I was losing sight of J through the growing and very busy crowd of people. 
 
    “Take the damn coffee, Wallace.” 
 
    “Oh.  Oh, yes, of course.”  I took the coffee with little thought.  “Thank you, Lela.  I have to go.” 
 
    “Do what you must.”  She couldn’t be broken of her jovial spell. 
 
    I ran in the direction I had last seen J.  He was gone so fast, possibly a ghost.  My grief was intense enough to give me hallucinations.  Walking along the road away from the coffee stand, I spotted the man in the white suit again from the back.  “J!” I shouted, far louder than I’d intended. 
 
    The man turned.  Indeed, it was the man in question.  He walked toward me and I to him, both of us stopping in front of the life-sized garden gnome statue.  It was weathered and its left hand had fallen from the pickaxe it held.  Its face looked directly at me and J. 
 
    “Wallace?” 
 
    “I’m glad you heard me, J.  Wolfgang.  Whatever.” 
 
    “Are you out enjoying the world like everybody else?” 
 
    “Something like that.  The suit.  Why?” 
 
    “Society is back, Wallace.  We need to start acting like businesses will be opening up again, because they will.  I don’t want to be left out when that moment happens.  You should probably be doing the same.” 
 
    Why did I stop him?  I didn’t want to be his friend anymore.  I wanted nothing to do with him.  He could have kept walking and nothing would have changed in my life.  “You might be right.  I’ll do whatever I need to do.” 
 
    “What were you before the Ire?” 
 
    “Me?  Nothing, really.  I was a college student.  No job, no career.  Hell, I have no prospects if business does get started back up.” 
 
    “Not if, when.  We’re kind of in the same boat, you and I.  College.  That’s what I was doing when we all became Ired.” 
 
    “Ironic.” 
 
    “I suppose so.  I had such a future.  New child, new marriage, it was all going to be great.  There was something awfully special between my husband and I.” 
 
    My mind did a double-take.  I hesitated.  “Husband, you say?” 
 
    “Yes.  So much love.  A seemingly endless supply of it between us.  I have no idea why he insisted on calling me Jack all the time.  Never Wolfgang, only Jack.” 
 
    I felt a haze bubbling up in my head, the image of J becoming somewhat fuzzy right in front of me.  A surreal aura overtook my mind.  “Your...name is Jack.  Jack?  Your name...is Jack?” 
 
    “Well yes,” he chuckled.  “As he would always call me.” 
 
    “Who?  Who is he?” 
 
    “My husband, of course.  Eugene.” 
 
    I felt every demon in the universe enter my body at once and grip every muscle, organ, and vein and twist them into mangled nothingness.  This could not be. 
 
    “Eugene?” I was able to spit out in my near-catatonic state. 
 
    “Eugene del Gregory.” 
 
    I began to lose my balance. 
 
    “Wallace, are you okay?” 
 
    I stumbled closer to the gnome statue. 
 
    “Are you sick?” 
 
    I tried to catch myself on the bulbous nose of the frightening statue, but it immediately crumbled, sending me to the cold ground below.  A river of vomit shot from my mouth onto the pickaxe held by the gnome. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” J pleaded.  “Wallace, talk to me.” 
 
    What was real and what was not?  This could not be.  Jack seemed to be suddenly resurrected before my eyes, all the while he needed to resurrect in front of Gene’s eyes, but Gene was dead.  Dead only five days.  Five fucking days.  This could not be. 
 
    J, or Jack, knelt down by my side and put a dry rag on my forehead.  “Do I need to see about doctor for you?  I hear a clinic is opening up in the development.  Just like old times.” 
 
    I couldn’t look at him, let alone speak to him. 
 
    “Goddamn it, Wallace!  What is it?  Did I say something?” 
 
    Finally, my eyes met his, a silent admission to his last statement. 
 
    “Eugene?  Did you know him?” 
 
    How easy it would have been to have told Jack I knew Gene, that I had spent the last two years with Gene, that I helped Gene find his sister, that I saw Gene through all his misery and all his monster, that I knew so much about Jack already simply through Gene because he never stopped talking about him, and that I was in attendance at his death less than one week ago.  I could have said that, but then I would have had to watch yet another perfectly good person sink down into something dreadful.  Timing was pitiful. 
 
    If only Gene had told me Jack’s real name once we arrived back at the development, or if Jack had told about his husband likewise, I could have reunited two people that were clearly meant to be one.  Alas, neither happened, and the result was me being stuck with this burden that was likely worse than anything Gene felt in his awful condition before his death. 
 
    I had to pretend.  It would be a leviathan charge that could have easily ended up in failure.  “I didn’t know Eugene.” 
 
    “Okay.  You made me wonder.  Look, the blood is coming back to your face.  You seemed to have a stroke all of the sudden.” 
 
    “J, what happened to Eugene?” 
 
    “He died.  The Ire.  I don’t think he made it past the first day.  We lost contact that day.  I had the baby with me and had just dropped him off at the nanny’s.  Don’t ask about William, the baby.  Wallace, please don’t.  I don’t know what happened and I don’t want to think what happened.” 
 
    “So Eugene died?”  It hurt to lie in question, especially about someone so close to me. 
 
    “Well I never heard from him.  Cell communication was nothing in the weeks after the Ire took hold, only news feeds.  I know for a fact if he survived then he would have found me.  No fate would be so cruel as to keep us apart while both of us were alive.  And it hurt.  I loved him so much.  So, so much.” 
 
    You have no idea how much love he returned to you, Jack.  Gene was designed for you. 
 
    “I never got over losing him, Wallace.  Eugene was special.  His mind worked different from others’.  Creative, intuitive, incredibly smart, and also funny.  In many ways, I’m glad he wasn’t alive while I did some of the things I did due to the Ire.  He would have felt how ugly I’d become.” 
 
    Gene kept saying he felt like Jack was around, but that it was his ghost touching him.  Their bond was so strong that he was likely feeling the actual living person residing in his development.  A matter of a few miles away. 
 
    “I considered looking for him when I returned to Number-5 Development a short bit ago, but I knew turning up nothing would only break my heart more.  Worthless.  Can’t conjure up old bones when they aren’t around, right?  I even did a cell sweep a few times to see if his name popped up.  Nothing.” 
 
    Strange because it showed up perfectly on my cell.  Perhaps fate was being an asshole.  Or maybe it was simply a technological glitch for the worse. 
 
    “I did find you right after the developments were established, though.  I remember sending you an invitation to be my friend.  You turned me down, Wallace.”  The grin on his face told of his insincerity over the statement. 
 
    “Sorry, J.  I wasn’t the friendly type.  Still not.” 
 
    “Well, should we find you a doctor or are you feeling better?” 
 
    “Better, yes.  But thanks.” 
 
    “I’m on my way to see Yves.  He has problems.  Again!  Will I be seeing you around, Wallace?” 
 
    I didn’t want to see him anymore.  It reminded me of what I, myself, took from him and Gene—each other.  But I defected to the ‘dear friend’ side.  “Yes.  Yes, you’ll be seeing me around, J. Jack Wolfgang Babblerook.” 
 
    “Fantastic!” 
 
    He left a happy man.  Such ease it would have been to crush him with the truth.  I hated life.  It wasn’t fair.  It wasn’t fair to Gene, Jack, or me.  Life wasn’t fair. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~ 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
    Number Seven 
 
      
 
    Five months I’ve spent in silence, in forced seclusion, making this memoir.  A word or two I spoke to J on occasion, but nothing else.  And now, the first Saturday of May, 2050, time is a thing.  I left a letter with Lela early this morning to give to J the next time he comes along. 
 
      
 
    Dear Wolfgang “Jack” Babblerook 
 
    I am a liar.  Your husband, Eugene, I did know him.  I knew him quite well.  And through him, I knew you long before I ever met you.  I will tell you how, you are going to hate me, you will be justified, and so will my next move. 
 
    Gene survived the Ire.  He befriended me over two years ago.  We grew close.  He was a true friend.  Last year, when the news of public Flegtide release was around, he began to worry of his sister, who lived in a development in Oklahoma.  He begged me to go with him to stop her from taking the drug.  In the process, Gene gave me the drug against my will.  A large dose that was experimental.  I was able to talk to everybody immediately and almost never felt it again.  However, I am now feeling the stab of its side effects greatly. 
 
    One thing Gene never stopped talking about was his love of Jack.  He cried over how much he loved you, how punishing it was that you were taken, and that everything he did, good AND bad, was for you.  Toward the end, all of our conversations eventually ended with your name involved.  You were everything to him. 
 
    It is my sorrow to inform you that Gene was one of the misfortunate few whose Ire was never lost, only strengthened.  He grew a taste for human flesh almost from the start.  I found his victims beneath his cabin, which is Cabin 89 in this development, in November of last year.  Too many to count.  At the same time, Gene was losing touch of his own reality.  He was a danger.  I brought him to an old pub in St. Cloud’s ruins a few nights later with every intention on killing him, putting him out of his misery.  I could not do it.  I tried, but the trigger would not squeeze.  Although the beasts hunting him were only minutes away from ending him, I still could not kill him.  Gene grabbed the gun and put a bullet in his own brain.  He knew his time was up. 
 
    It was only four days later when I found out who you were, Jack.  Had I known earlier, I assure you the two of you would be together today and extraordinarily happy.  I was the medium that did not allow that to happen.  No sorry is large enough to remove even a small portion of the damage I have done. 
 
    Gene’s body is buried beside a tree in a field a short distance behind Cabin 50.  I will see you there. 
 
      
 
    Your friend who never was, 
 
    Wallace 
 
      
 
    And it was all true.  I didn’t kill Gene.  As much as the universe needing me to kill him, I defied that logic.  My current condition, wrecked in both guilt and the strangling effects of Flegtide, is the trade-off.  My head is a medicine ball of wrong.  It cannot stay this way. 
 
    The friend thing?  It was a disaster.  I tried and tried and it didn’t work out.  Isolation was meant for me, so now that it’s gone I don’t have a world to hang onto. 
 
    This cabin, it has been my home.  This development, it has been my family.  This world, it started as my cradle but is now my casket.  But my chair is sympathetic to me.  I have a big fat black capsule I am taking with me to the field, that lovely field void of many trees.  I will lie down next to Gene’s meager grave.  The sun is shining.  The air is warm.  It’s perfect. 
 
    The suffering of the world is done.  We who trudged the mountains of shit to make it through the darkest twenty years in our species’ history can stand high and proud.  I’ll boast of myself in that regard while I’m off doing my next thing, in fact.  When I mentioned I’ve had seven kills, one was a preemptive notion.  Number seven will be me, and I could think of no idea sweeter on the tongue than to own my own destiny, Ire be damned. 
 
    My ghosts are no more.  Haydon is off being Haydon, all nice and best-friendy.  Gene?  I want to know what Gene is doing now, but then again I truly do not want to know, the same inconsistent back-and-forth I always felt around him in his life.  All those others, including my parents, are mere shadows of thoughts anymore.  No expectations of seeing them soon. 
 
    But a new ghost has appeared at my door.  Peace, you have finally found me.  I was lost and left alone twenty years ago.  Now, after ten lifetimes in those twenty years, I’m going home.  Thanks for the hand. 
 
    ~~~~ 
 
    ~~~~ 
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