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By Kevin R. Bridges


 The wind was light, but steady, blowing north. There was smoke
in the air from a fire that had gone out during the night. Every
day smelled like smoke.

Harry's Market stood patient
and accepting as the two men worked. Moss covered the north wall of
it, and ivy grew up the south side. A few broken strands stuck to
the opened front door.

They stood beneath a clear sky, but clouds
would catch them within a half-hour, which might mean rain. They
had to get the fire hot before that happened.

The siding was cedar, which was much better
for burning than the drywall inside. They were stacking quick-start
logs, bags of charcoal, and unopened bottles of lighter fluid under
a dusty neon sign advertising Miller.

Allen emptied a bottle of lighter fluid onto
the pile with quick, experienced motions. “Go?” he asked when he
finished.

“Yeah, we're
golden.”

The odor of the burn pile was dizzying. It
smelled like chemicals and civilization. Allen touched the corner
of a coal bag with a flame. The fire hesitated for two or three
seconds, as if shy, and then spread to every corner of the pile
like a blue net.

The two men jogged across the street. They
weren't afraid of the fire, but they respected it. A year before,
flames had burst a propane tank, burying a piece of metal in their
friend Colin's stomach. It had killed him. The fire had its own
agenda, and to think it was following yours was a mistake.

“I'm hungry,” said
Allen.

“I saw rabbits behind the
school. There's carrots and mint all over this area.”

Neither of them could set a good trap, but
there was a slingshot in the bag. As Marcus fished it out, Allen
glanced north, down College Street, distracted.

 




After the Itch had washed, rinsed and
sanitized humanity off of the planet, Allen was the first survivor
that Marcus had run into. In his forties, Marcus had twenty years
on Allen, but they were kindred spirits, all the same.

The first building they burned was a very
beautiful three-story house. When they found it, the shrubbery was
still restrained, the fountain in front still running. They called
it a signal fire, saying the smoke might attract survivors. It was
clear even then, though, that their motives were more complex than
that. The men were suffering from a dull, heavy guilt that they
hadn't yet put a name to, but every survivor they would find in the
following years would understand.

It was only after the systems of society had
grown still, and survivors had found life after the directed
electron, that it had become clear how extravagantly they'd lived.
How profoundly pointless their excesses had been. The motors, the
plastic pieces, and the circuit boards had been a drug. So
obviously necessary when they were still high, and so obviously
dangerous after withdrawal. Every plank of treated wood, every
cubic foot of asphalt, was a hit of something strong and
mind-numbing.

The burning had been an apology, from a
junkie to his mother.

For a while, they kept finding survivors. Don
and Mary. Terry. Colin. Amanda. There were seven of them at the
most, and only after all seven were gathered, burning the ruins of
civilization to the ground, did they begin to die off. Don ran into
a beehive. Colin caught a piece of propane tank with his stomach.
Terry drove a car into a tension cable, and it mangled his leg.
Infection took him quickly. Amanda went to bed one night, perhaps
with the wrong breed of spider, and never woke up. Mary simply
disappeared.

Allen wondered why they didn't run into
survivors any more. Marcus said that it was because of beehives,
burst oxygen tanks, and tension cables. People didn't know how to
stay alive.

 


They got a rabbit and put a pot of meat and
zucchini over a fire. There was still canned food everywhere, but
it was salty, and sometimes caused diarrhea, which was no longer a
risk worth taking. The food growing out of the dirt was just
fine.

They enjoyed their stew, still in good view
of Harry's Market as it became heat, smoke, and ashes.

Marcus sipped broth out of a stainless-steel
cup. “24th Avenue next.”

“Oh. I was thinking
27th.”

Marcus didn't reply, but Allen's simple
statement had gotten his attention. For better or worse, Allen
never questioned him. Though he'd been trying to sound casual, the
statement hung in the air, awkward and dishonest.

At dusk they found a house with clean beds.
With nightfall came a chorus of crickets and frogs unheard of in
the previous, civilized, world.

 


Allen stared at the ceiling of a young girl's
bedroom, surrounded by posters and figures of things he had only an
indistinct memory of. Care Bears. Unicorns. Writing looked like
pictures. Allen sometimes wondered if he was just guessing at
words.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/128454
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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