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Chapter 1 Journey from Mourning

 


“Crimson,”
he says again.

The motorcycle looks neon purple, but Pamela ignores
the salesman when he says crimson. The skinny, sweating man
presents the color of the bike as either the biggest or the only
selling point.

“C’mon, crimson is the color of hellfire,” he
exaggerates, wide-eyed. “The same color as those things that ripped
up Capital when you were a kid, remember them?”

Yeah, she remembers demons – the sheer variety of
names for colors and an absence of brochures in the junk yard, and
the lack of even a single Owner’s Manual, lets this guy to use any
inspired word he wants to describe hues. In her hunt for a bike,
here and other sales lots, Pamela hears a lot of exotic, made-up
names like “eggshell” and “oxblood.”

The color really doesn't matter. She plans to go
into the desert alone. Too many people grow old and die while she
watches – she just stands and watches. Pamela knows she is an angel
of death, and not the romantic, metaphorical kind. She is a literal
incarnation.

“I’ll even wash it for ya’,” the seller tempts
Pamela. “But that will cost extra.”

Pamela squints at the thin, dark-skinned man. She
hopes he recognizes the spiteful stare. The morning sun shines
bright, so Pamela speaks to him in the shade of ramshackle shacks.
They see each other in perfect detail. Wrinkles around his mouth
deepen. His eyes slowly sink into his prominent skull and Pamela
recognizes the signs. Her hunger ages this fellow.

Her body feeds from his life force and he’ll feel
famished and exhausted very soon. She's like a parasite. Pangs
never prick her stomach while she's around other people, and none
bother her now.

The motorcycle looks good for traveling the Shur
desert. A rigid chassis and aluminum frame means it will handle
light and agile. Its high ground clearance will allow Pamela to
stay away from roads. The machine promises an enduring, long,
purposeful life and the color remains incidental.

Winter will also be kind to both Pamela and the
machine. The temperature in the Shur never drops below freezing.
Her exclusively black leather wardrobe looks good, protective and
will be comfortable for months. The season also supply plenty of
rabbits and coyotes for food. Pamela doesn’t worry about hunting
and cooking them. They’d taste wild anyway, like copper.

Instead, she plans she will automatically consume
the animals as she crosses their paths, just as she does with this
man now. Merciful, instead of hurting him any further, Pamela
decides she'll purchase the bike and find some genuine food.

“Seven thousand,” she offers low, under half the
worth of the vehicle. She expects argument and barter will follow,
but the negotiation won’t last long. Her body leeches the man’s
energy. She hates herself when her mouth salivates. The reaction is
probably some sick, unconscious acknowledgment that she knows her
unconventional meal stands near and is absorbed into her aura.

“What?” the man yells. Sudden weariness sabotages
his indignant outrage. He yawns. “I asked for twenty grand!”

That price was courageously high. The circumstances
as to why an unused bike sits in a junkyard demands a clearer
perspective on its worth to the local population. Pamela knows the
price of the vehicle, especially here. Her childhood spent
salvaging the dead city of the Chosen provides an education. Pamela
uses the facts to her advantage.

“You won’t get anywhere close to that price in the
encampment. And it cost you nothing to drag it out of the cursed
city.”

“I had to risk my neck against ghosts and demons,”
the man protests. He totters a bit, signaling the end of
negotiations.

People living in the encampment make valid
disclaimers like these the man lists. Many of them have watched
Capital burn. Ghosts did not haunt the blackened limestone beyond
the wall the city lies behind, but stories about demons are true,
at least on that day when everyone in Capital had been judged
wonting of sin.

As a little girl, Pamela lived in Capital with her
mother. She, alone, walks from the wreckage of the city, the
legendary sole survivor. Pamela walks through fire, naked except
for a thick coat of soot. People in the encampment rush toward the
cry of the little girl. Everyone believes she is a miracle,
preserved though divine intervention. The absence of even a scratch
on the girl is testament of the messiah who, that day, is said to
have come to the Promised Land. Millions of Chosen perish and yet
the Living God preserves this little girl, a little UnChosen
girl.

Capital had been smote almost twenty years ago. Ever
since, people dwelling in the encampment have scavenged the lost
and abandoned remains of the city. Existence demands the brave
forays into the haunted city of monsters. Pamela scavenged, too,
until she accepts that she drinks the souls of the people who only
sought to give her shelter. Her curse fills her with remorse and
she thinks for a solution, long and hard.

Her own answers inevitably always seems to involve
exiling herself to the Shur desert. Dying alone in the sands makes
everyone safe, Pamela hopes. She's died once before, in an
explosion preceding the flames that engulfed Capital, and returned
to life in that very maelstrom of fiery bombs and monsters. Ever
since that day, she’s never been sick or feels hungry. Any injury
she suffers heals quickly – while the people around her suddenly
age and grow thin.

“There are no ghosts or demons,” Pamela insists. She
balls her hands into fists and pushes them into either side of her
waist. The bartering requires a dose of reality. “You got this bike
for free, poking around in ruins. Anything you get for it is all
profit. I bet a lot of people here in the encampment have bikes
like this, and will trade them for a loaf of stale bread and fresh
water. I got both and all day to look for that deal.”

“Are we gonna haggle the price all morning?” the man
asks. He looks fatigued. Stubborn irritability keeps him from
taking Pamela’s offer then and there. Her comment about food most
likely starts the audible growling in his stomach. The man might
have had a full breakfast already, but he needs to eat for two this
morning. Pamela knows to always remind people to find food once
they wane. She never tells them anything more.

“Nobody in the encampment has that kind of money.
That bike will sit here until it’s stolen or the military returns,
and confiscates every looted thing they find.”

“The military ain’t coming back,” the old man
grumbles. The tendons on the backs of his hands push against
contracting skin. Stubbornness will be the death of him. Pamela
takes a step backwards, ready to walk away. She refuses
responsibility for any more death. When the dealer shrinks further,
she takes a second step back.

“Okay,” the old man relents. He doesn't realize
Pamela saves his life. Only the preserving a sale interests him
“But you’re right. Nobody’s buying. How 'bout ten?”

“I said seven,” Pamela states. She has already won.
The man’s ridiculous counter offer sounds like a last gasp for air.
He is fortunate to literally have one. In Pamela’s dark past,
people fatter and younger than him have dropped dead. She holds out
a stack of bills in an assortment of large denominations.

“Fine,” the man answers with a gruff woof. He tosses
the keys of the motorcycle to Pamela and takes the money from her
gloved hand. The man collapses against a stripped car. He does not
count the money.

“Hey,” the seller calls as Pamela straddles her new
bike and kick-starts the engine. “I think there’s something wrong
with me.”

“You just need to eat,” Pamela advises before she
drives away. She has another stop to make before leaving town. Her
supplies are stashed in a shack at the center of the sprawled and
overcrowded encampment. There, Pamela will have a chance to grab
real food for herself.

Navigating the streets might be difficult; they
always change direction and sometimes end abrupt and unexpectedly.
Before Capital burned, temporary hovels often cropped up
spontaneously and streets redirected around the hodgepodge of
obstacles without notice. The new buildings sometimes last only a
few hours. Surviving shacks often became permanent. Tenants are
always performing shoddy patches to the damage inflicted by weather
and age.

Pilgrims no longer come to Capital. Consequently,
nobody comes to the encampment, but the people who remain still
chaotically reshape their neighborhoods. The unorganized
reconstruction originally continued out of habit but has become an
obsessive-compulsive tradition.

The dynamic growth of the encampment once
accommodated waves of people coming to and rejected from Capital.
That city’s foundation lies upon the biblical Promised Land.
Capital's brilliant white wall warns thieves and terrorists with
ghosts. The wall still stands, but its gates are all open. The
Chosen's military abandoned the city upon its destruction and the
temporary return of the messiah.

Pamela decides she will seek that messiah in the
desert, assuming he went into the Shur. She's heard stories that
claim he came out of the Shur on the shoulder of a priest. She's
met the messiah, when he was a boy years ago in Capital. He cured
her blindness. That boy may have even brought her back to life
after an explosion killed her. Nobody had greeted Pamela to her
resurrection. The boy-messiah had vanished and everyone was dead,
their smoking bones covered in ash.

If Pamela finds him, she will ask the messiah to
heal her again. Once he lifts her parasitic vampirism, she will
then ask him what happened in Capital. How and why did she die? Why
is she cursed? There are so many questions. Pamela especially wants
to know why she alone had been spared.

Everyone else had been killed when the warehouse
ignited. Why did the messiah allow the bomb to explode in the first
place? Crucial questions include – Why he did he leave the Promised
Land and if will he return? Pamela can offer the messiah her
service. She believes in him. Pamela is the living proof of his
greatness, and disciples are a tough commodity to keep. The priest
she remembered that boy traveled with, a man named Benedict, has
also disappeared.

Before then, Pamela’s mother had learned of the
messiah from an old woman at the indigo factories along the coast.
Long ago, that old woman, the boy’s mother, announced the arrival
of the messiah. The lady was miraculously made young again, before
her mother's eyes – before the eyes of doubting witnesses. The old
woman announced the ascension of her son, but she never
returns.

The neglected ordination may have driven the Living
God away. Pamela resolves herself to fulfill the praise for the
returned messiah, if she ever finds him. The boy have been a little
older than Pamela when they first met and he must now be a grown
man. She always dreams of meeting him again.

When she was a little girl, she imagined he would
find her in the encampment, they became friends and even more – the
boy was the messiah after all. As an orphaned child, Pamela needs
someone with strength and wisdom. The messiah incarnated those for
her. Her mother died in the same explosion that killed Pamela the
first time.

Pamela never knew her father. Her mother never
speaks of him. His memory made her cry. Still, Pamela's heard
rumors that the man had problems with military patrols after curfew
in Capital, at a time when soldiers confined people to their homes
at night. Pamela imagines soldiers took her father away.

Her memories of those childhood days in Capital
consist only of sound, touch and smell. Those sensations became
irrelevant when her sight was restored. Pamela was fine with that
trade. Although, just the sight of poverty and crime in the
encampment overwhelms her. If her other senses had remained as
fine-tuned, as when she was a child, any additional sensitivity to
the dismal stimuli would cripple her. The truly sad part of the
city’s destruction was life in the encampment didn't change after
Capital burned. People have always lived as they do today.
Immediately after the destruction, many people used drugs peddled
from heathen sympathizers, but even that escape eventually
dried-up.

Pamela did not bother to use streets to reach her
stash. She grew-up a native of the encampment. She knows shortcuts
not subject to the changing nature of the place. Some people would
describe her route to be a series of adjacent backyards, but
calling any patch of ground in the encampment a backyard is
generous and optimistic. Pamela exploits passages between
opposite-facing shacks, each with openings large enough to
accommodate the jutting handle bars of her motorcycle. The growling
short, fat pipes rattle awake any night owl.

This shortcut comes to a dead end. A new dog house
blocks Pamela’s path. She wriggles the bike back to the street –
her destination still twenty minutes away. Luckily, a cart selling
burritos looms ahead. Pamela recognizes the business. A family has
pushed it around the encampment for at least a generation.
Stainless steel panels preserve the restaurant from rust. Rotted,
hard rubber wheels verge on crippling the mobility of the whole
operation.

An old couple had sold hand-rolled burritos off this
cart since before Pamela comes to the encampment. They become the
encampment’s first victims of the little girl’s hunger. Both fall
over dead while Pamela watches the woman heap tangy smelling shreds
of meat into a flour tortilla. Pamela’s mouth had watered as her
meal was prepared, but her hunger was sated when the old couple
died. The memory helps her recognize the involuntary reaction to
the nature her curse.

The grandchildren of the poor deceased couple took
over the family business and now run the cart. Pamela appreciates
young people and children. They're resilient against her automatic,
leech-like consumption. Young people can eat a lot of food, too,
which is the key and how to survive an encounter with a hungry
Pamela.

“Rainbow,” calls a teenage girl from the cart. Kids
in the encampment have given Pamela the nickname. They tease, in
happy and friendly intent, her preference for black. Pamela thinks
about trying other colors but she never feels any hue feels
suitable. Black works perfectly, given her preference for a
monochrome wardrobe.

Three sibling teenagers now operate the family cart
business. The brother and both sisters attend the operation this
morning and stock food for the next few days. Usually, a pair staff
the operation alone at any given time. The girl who welcomes Pamela
is the youngest sister. The girl’s brother, nearly eighteen, is the
oldest, but they all are small children.

“Give me five egg burritos,” Pamela orders once she
stops her bike before the food cart. The engine cuts off sharp and
she removes the key.

“Nice bike,” the boy compliments. “We got soda.”

“Thanks,” Pamela answers. “The soda from
Capital?”

“Yeah,” the youngest girl interjects. “I’m making
runs now, too.”

Pamela addresses the young girl directly. “I’ll take
whatever you find, Patty. There’s not much left of anything in
there. Did you find it yourself?”

“Nah, Sally did. We carried out. Paul had to stay
with the cart.”

“Good job, Sally,” Pamela says to the second girl.
Sally matured quickly. The girl already possesses the shapely hips
and breasts Pamela will never grow. Sally’s figure makes her
jealous, in a nostalgic sort of way.

“Thanks,” answers Sally.

The food this morning looks like it has been
pre-prepared. The teenagers either innovated or got lazy. The
quality of food from vendors in the encampment is never the
highest, anyway. Still, cooked food from a cart is the finest
dining experience that can be found in the encampment.

As they're presented to her, Pamela stacks the five
burritos on her left arm, braced against her ribs. Paul, the oldest
of the three kids, hands Pamela an open bottle of warm cola.

Pamela gorges herself with the burritos while they
young man holds the soda at the end his extended arm. She doesn't
feel hungry, but with so many people around her and near, she never
does. Nevertheless, food in her stomach will be a good idea once
she rides alone in the desert. She can then ride all day, Pamela
guesses. For her, legitimate hunger was still an unknown
experience.

Paul and Sally stand the same height. Patty has
already grown as tall as Pamela, and the girl will grow about two
more inches. Knowing that the girl still has some growing yet makes
Pamela feel a little dejected, as well as short and skinny.

Away from the encampment, her petite physique makes
Pamela a target. She knows too well her appearance is actually a
lure. Because her uncontrollable curse, she isn't afraid people
will try and hurt her. If they do, the unwitting and horrible fall
into a terrible trap. Long ago when she salvaged the ruins of
Capital, she once used this curse in self-defense.

Pamela became rich that day a gang of raiders
cornered the salvage team she had joined as a little girl. In her
youth, the only living people who visited Capital either hid or
killed each other as they plucked the carcass of the dead city. For
the sake of safety and to haul goods from the grave, scavengers
went into the cursed place in teams. The kids on Pamela’s team were
once the only friends, sisters and brother she had ever known.
She'll always feel guilty that her adolescent stupidity had
revealed their hiding places to murderous raiders.

 


****

 


The leader of Pamela’s fated, self-organized team
had been a young man named Jon. He could not have been more than
seventeen, and he wore a downy black mustache. The boy looked like
a full grown man to Pamela, primarily because she was only about
ten or eleven years old. Her short life in the encampment quickly
blurred memories about herself – important life data such as her
age and even her birthday. She suspects she was older than she
bothers to remember and she grows impossibly slow. The secession of
her adopted parents all looked old, but Pamela may have been eating
them.

Jon had a girlfriend named Freddy. They scoured the
ruins of Capital together with another girl named Juno. Juno looks
much closer to idealized Pamela’s age, but the girl never shares
details concerning herself. Like everyone in the Shur, Juno was
suspicious of familiar strangers – but she had collected her
personal share legitimate reasons. Everybody tells lies and acts
selfish. They have even before the destruction of the Promised
Land.

Juno trusts only Freddy, so much that she emulates
her androgynous role model in speech and dress. For a long time,
Pamela assumes all scavengers push and yell at each other, and
bully weaker team members. Scavengers act assertive and butch, just
like the Chosen people Pamela remembers seeing when she was a
younger girl, before heathens decimated the caste. For years after,
she crawls over their bones.

When Freddy first invites Pamela to join the team,
Pamela wonders why Freddy and her boyfriend are even interested in
her. Despite the tragedy in her life, Pamela remains true to her
station in the UnChosen caste – meek and unassertive.

“You’re lucky,” Jon proclaims.

“You got out of the siege on Capital all alone,” he
tells Pamela. “If there aren’t any Chosen alive today to tell the
Mortal God what to do, luck is the only grace left.”

While growing up, luck seems the only asset Pamela
possesses. Her stunted growth leaves her short and skinny, not much
larger than the girl who came to the encampment. Pamela just never
grows the girth pushing people around requires. Her size did not
stop Jon and Freddy from picking up their lucky charm, their
mascot. Luck is all they care about that day the team goes into
Capital and dies, the day Pamela eats them alive.

“Let’s go, Pam,” Freddy encourages her.

Freddy, Jon and Juno always come to the shack where
Pamela then stayed with a friendly middle-aged couple. The couple
are typical UnChosen people – poor, mild and tame, like her own
mother. Pamela could not say she loved them, but they are kind
people that deserved some trust and compassion.

As with everyday, her adopted parents were working
that day, trucking garbage into the desert – a common chore in the
encampment. The dead often go to the same locations and the
family’s flat bed truck functions as a mass-transit hearse.

Throughout much of her life, Pamela thinks everyone
calls the Shur desert a waste because that's where trash goes. She
more recently learns the encampment and all the Chosen’s cities
weren’t considered parts of the Shur. These hand-dug oases
distinguished civilizations from “waste.”

The team – Freddy, Jon, Juno and the newest member,
Pamela – breach Capital through one of a dozen open gates through
the shining Wall – one on the far southwest side and in the
morning, if she recalls. A neat grid of parallel and perpendicular
streets crammed with scorched and abandoned automobiles outline
block-after-block of burned-out, concrete-block buildings.

Everyone splits up as the team combs through empty
apartments and cars. No one wanders any further than the sound of
their voices. The skeletal corpses of the dead tenants of the city
aren't disturbed. They lie where they had suffocated to death,
undisturbed until years later when someone comes along and
turns-out their pockets.

Pamela shirks tasks that involve handling dead
people. Looking at the gross bodies make her feel sick, but
touching them always causes Pamela throw up. Juno impresses Freddy
and has no qualms about robbing the dead. At noon, the brave girl
stops looting, seeks her teammates and finds Pamela.

“Pam, where’s Freddy and Jon?” Juno demands in a
hushed tone. She carries blackened purses and a backpack. The
boyish girl looks more nervous than usual. “I heard something.”

“I don’t know,” Pamela answers. “Yell for them.”

“No,” Juno threatens. “I heard people coming our
way, they might be raiders – can be heathens.”

“Oh,” Pamela answers naive before Juno tugs her from
the doorway of the empty ground-floor apartment the timid girl was
searching.

The two girls steal into bright sunlight and crouch
behind wrecked automobiles. Outside, Pamela hears the echo of
squeaking wheels on a shopping cart. Someone pushes it, rumbling
over cluttered and greasy streets. She knows neither Jon or Freddy
have carts. Pamela spots her older friends across the street. They
come out of a building together. The unnerving sound of the cart
echos from the opposite direction a block away.

Juno see the pair of team members before Pamela
alerts her mates. The girls looks at each other, make an unspoken
agreement and sprint between dusty and rusted vehicles. The team
gathers on the curb before the apartment building Jon and Freddy
have slipped out. The two older kids are disheveled, with messed
hair and unbuttoned shirts.

“Fred, someone’s coming,” Juno tells her
role-model.

“I know, I hear them,” Freddy says. “I doubt it’s a
demon, I don’t think monsters go shopping.”

“Heathens,” Juno insists.

“Rival teams of UnChosen can be just as bad,” Jon
reminds the team. “Quick, hide whatever you got.”

“Where?” Pamela asks, feeling helpless.

The team splits up before she gets an answer. Jon
and Freddy go back into the apartment building and Juno hops across
the street again. Pamela trails after the boyish girl
empty-handed.

“Where are we going to hide?” Pamela braves and
calls to Juno. The other girl throws her haul behind the flattened
wheel of an old flatbed, fumigator’s truck. Once they have secreted
their unknown prizes and a moment later, Jon and Freddy slip out of
the apartment building.

“Too late,” Juno says loud enough for her team mates
to hear while she drops onto her knees. “They’re here!”

Pamela crouches and loses the locations Juno, Jon
and Freddy have gone. Assaulted by the sound of the cart,
reverberating and muffled like thunder in the ash-filled valley,
Pamela gets scared and pokes up her head. She fears being alone and
wants to see if the street is clear, so that she might discover the
hiding places of her teammates and join them.

Five men dressed in tattered brown camouflage and
carrying assault rifles appear over the hood of a gutted sedan.
These men push the noisy shopping cart, and another. Both carts are
overfilled with stuffed canvas duffel bags. The men dress like
Chosen soldiers, except the disrepair of their clothes. The state
of their appearance brands them as heathens, but UnChosen
scavengers also often wear whatever they find.

“Stop where you are,” one of the suspected heathens
shout at Pamela. Once spot, Pamela races across the street, into
the apartment building in which she originally saw Freddy and Jon
disappear.

“Dammit, not in there,” Juno shouts at Pamela,
giving away her own location.

“Grab 'em both,” one of the ragged uniformed men
orders.

Only one man goes after Juno. The others follow
Pamela into the shaded apartment building. Pamela enters the
apartment. She is just about to search for her friends in the
second room when the armed men catch her.

“Pamela, what are doing?” Freddy scolds the little
girl, with very unfortunate timing. The luck Pamela was supposed to
bring to the team dries up completely and reveals Freddy, too.

“UnChosen kids,” a man in uniform mumbles when he
and his cohorts enter the apartment. They bring Juno with them. The
man points his rifle toward the direction from which comes Freddy’s
voice. “Come out, or we’ll kill these two, find ya’ and cut out
your tongue. You’ll die choking on your own blood.”

Jon steps from the second room instead of Freddy;
the macho girl stays hidden. After sliding into plain view, Jon
promptly raises his hands and surrenders

“We don’t want trouble,” Jon promises the armed men.
“We’re just exploring.”

“That’s a load of shit,” decides the man who first
shouted at Pamela. “Where’s the other girl, the one that just
spoke?”

A couple armed men shoulder their rifles and grab
both Pamela and Juno. The man who holds Pamela giggles and pulls
her across his stiffening crotch. Tears well in her eyes while she
bears the harassment without complaint.

“It’s just us,” Jon claims.

“Hurt the tomboy,” an armed man commands
another.

The man who holds Juno promptly snatches the girl’s
right hand and bends a thin finger until it snaps with “pop.” Juno
immediately wails and all the armed men laugh.

“Please,” Jon yells, then falls when a rifle muzzle
slaps across his forehead.

“Don’t,” Freddy begs and appears from a closet in
the same room in which everyone stands. “Please, let her go!”

“Well, three girls,” chuckles the man giving orders.
“There’s plenty to share. Put the boy out of commission.”

The man who knocked Jon to the floor drops his
rifle’s barrel and immediately fires a bullet into the boy’s groin.
The armed men then join Jon’s scream and squeals with cheers and
laughter.

Freddy screams and jumps toward her boyfriend, only
to be belted on her jaw by the man who shot him. She falls over,
just out of reach of Jon. After her daze lifts, she whimpers and
begs, but broken teeth and blood in her mouth make her pleas
incomprehensible.

“And now the rest are all ours,” brags the
commander. “Go find hotel rooms, boys. I’ve got the big girl for
myself.”

“But the other two are kids,” complains the shooter.
“Besides, Ralph has crabs, and he’s already rubbed up against that
one.”

“I’m marking my territory,” the man molesting Pamela
claims. “But you can visit. Besides, we all got crabs. They’re just
not biting you sour assholes, 'cuz you taste bad.”

“Shut up, Ralph,” the commander says and turns back
to the shooter. “Alright, you can have mine when I’m done.”

Two of the men have already pulled Juno from the
apartment before Ralph twirls Pamela around to face the entrance.
He's shouldered his rifle and now holds a large serrated knife.
Pamela hears the commander say one more thing before Ralph pushes
her outside.

“Sorry, honey,” the commander tells Freddy. “This
means I’m not keeping you.”

Freddy's screams join Jon’s howls the moment Pamela
stumbles into the bright daylight. The two men who have taken Juno
are bent into open doors on either side of an immolated car just
outside the apartment. They chuckle and no sound comes from the
girl, but Pamela is certain Juno squirms in defiant silence inside
the automobile.

Outside the apartment, Ralph pushes Pamela to the
concrete sidewalk and drops upon her. He presses one strong hand on
her throat, pinning the little girl to the ground and strangling
her. Ralph uses the knife in his other hand and cuts her pants into
ribbons. The wiry and stinking fiend tightens his grip as he strips
the small girl. All the while, Pamela gags and watches stars wink
in and out between her and her attacker.

The scraggly man pushes himself into her, like a
fist through a drywall panel. Pamela feels paralyzed within a field
of white light – a light so bright it dims the overhead sun. The
bludgeon of brilliance then suddenly extinguishes, dropping the
hurt and terrorized little girl into darkness. Pamela wakes a
moment later, staring into the blazing noonday sun. Everyone dies
that same instant.

Waking brings back the memory of the devastated
warehouse the day Capital burned. New and horrible memories are now
added to the vision. Pamela wants to scream, but the small miracle
girl has already honed her instinct for self-preservation. She
bites her tongue, hard. A dried-up mummy lies on top Pamela,
between her bare spread legs. Only leathery skin, bones and clothes
remain of the man who had raped and awakened an angel of death.

The small girl rolls the corpse off of her. Ralph
tumbles completely away when Pamela sits up. Her crotch is painted
with sticky, mostly dry, blood. Pamela debates pulling on her
shredded pants or pouring out the rest of her canteen and washing
the gore off her body. She unconsciously scrapes blood from her
inner thighs with her fingernails and pants.

Pamela sobs as she scratches dry swathes of blood
off her skin. Her cries rot away the early hours of the afternoon,
until all the blood has dried and Pamela has rubbed the clots into
dust. She brushes the red film from her body without conscious
effort.

After exhausting herself, she stands up shaking,
looks around and listens. No sound comes from inside the apartment.
The shriveled bodies of the men who assaulted Juno lie halfway
inside the car at either side. Juno makes no noise. Pamela intends
to look for the girl, but first wants to see what became of Jon and
Freddy.

Pamela creeps to the door of the dark apartment.
When she see no movement, she steps inside. Everybody is dead, her
friends and the perverted raiders. They are all just dried-up
bodies, just like those she woke to find, years ago here in
Capital. Apparently, the man who had awaited his turn with Freddy
had discovered the food the woman and her boyfriend had hidden.
Four open bags of dehydrated beans and pasta now sit near the
entrance.

Pamela thinks the messiah – his name is David - the
Living God has returned for her. Not a single cut or bruise remains
on her body, whereas everyone else has withered into mummified
husks. Pamela stands alone. She gathers the bags of food her team
had recovered and goes back outside. Juno fares no better. The
tough little girl is now nothing more than dry, papery skin and
bones.

Pamela grits her teeth and unceremoniously claims
the pants her dead teammate wears. Once her nausea passes and she
stops shaking, Pamela inspects the luggage of the attackers. They
carry money, gold, ammunition, and anything and everything else of
value that remains in Capital. She spends the rest of the day alone
and numb, hiding her inherited treasure.

A little after sunset, Pamela quietly returns to the
encampment without her team. She never tells anyone the truth of
what happened that day in Capital. Instead, she spins a partial
yarn. She reports an unknown gang chased her team and only Pamela
got away. The fate of everyone else remains unknown.

Years pass and she uses the excuse and often says
she looks for old teammates whenever she forays into Capital. She
lies again and again. In retrospect, nobody believed the excuse
after a week. But people in the encampment either allowed her a
protracted period of mourning or minded their own despair. Survival
consumed everyone.

Her horded resource keep Pamela’s currently adopted
family – really, fond strangers – and friends well supplied for
years. Pamela already had the reputation as the girl who came out
of the destruction of Capital, alive. She then becomes an anonymous
benefactor.

Long after Capital had been scoured dry, no one asks
how she manages to find money. People spread rumors she ventures
into parts of the city where demons have disappeared and make
lairs. The whispers don't bother her. Rumors scare people from
following her into the basement in which she keeps her trove.

 


****

 


“Are you gonna drink this or what?” Paul asks
Pamela. “My arm’s getting tired.”

The boy’s bent arm droops. Pamela can’t apologize
because her mouth is stuffed with eggs. Instead, she smiles, shrugs
and takes the bottle of soda from Paul.

Paul gestures at the motorcycle. “So, that’s the
bike you’re taking into the desert. It looks pretty good.”

“You’re still going into the Shur, alone?” Sally
asks scowling at the idea. The only criticism Pamela receives is
the girl’s pessimistic scrutiny of the plan. Pamela nods her head.
She's told the three business-kids too much already. Real food
makes her chatty.

Pamela splits the last of her resources and sends
everyone she knows, as in whomever she owed a debt or for whom she
feels grateful, to the closest city – a place called Gomorrah. She
keeps a good chunk of the share for herself and pays for the
motorcycle. Her friends and pseudo-family believe they'll see her
again in Gomorrah. They might still. That depends if she finds the
person she goes looking for. If blessed and luck has returned, she
may bring back the lost messiah from the desert.

“It looks like fire,” Patty, the youngest girl,
says. She comments on the motorcycle’s paint and strokes the
bulbous fuel tank. The motion reminds Pamela to fill the tank
before she straps the spare container on the back seat.

“That’s something like the guy who sold it to me
said,” Pamela answers with her cheeks stuffed with chewed
burrito.

“Is that the color of your helmet, too? Did you
finally pick one, Rainbow?” teases Paul. His sly sisters grin at
him. Pamela gladly disappoints their mischievous yearnings.

“Nope, my helmet’s black too. You can wave goodbye
to me once I get it, and my gear.”

Pamela swallows her last burrito nearly whole. The
remaining soda washes down the dry chunks. She jumps back unto her
new motorcycle and kicks it to life. Pamela revs the engine once
and smiles.

“I’ll see you kids,” she says and races twenty
meters before slowing and swerves around dawdling trucks on the
unpaved road.

“Ride, Rainbow,” cries little Patty. Sally and Paul
wave at Pamela’s back. The three will miss the frequent visits of a
good customer and an interesting woman and friend.

“She came out the cursed city all by herself when
she was a little girl, younger than me,” Patty whispers to her
older sister.

“And she always came back with lots of useful stuff
and money...” Paul repeats.

“I hope she didn’t get it all,” Patty wishes
aloud.

“Pagans, heathens and demons haunt the Shur,” she
whispers to Mark, careful Sally does not hear. Talking about
terrible things still gives their little sister nightmares.

“Rainbow always got away in the past,” Mark replies.
“She’ll be fine and she’ll find the messiah. She’s lucky that
way.”

“I hope so,” Patty says. The girl has grown sharp
overhearing secret discussions between her older siblings.

 


****

 




Now that she has physical food in her stomach,
Pamela does not rush to collect the rest of her stash. Weaving in
and out of traffic on a motorcycle today isn't difficult. She often
saw people do the same. Today marks the first time she rides a bike
in town. She learned to ride in the desert. Her lessons involved
traveling a straight line as fast as she can. Pamela intends to do
just that after leaving the encampment. The destination is south of
Gomorrah. The most recent stories she's heard say a man wanders out
there in the desert, performing miracles.

Pamela stops once she reaches a two story structure
pieced together with wooden shipping palettes and covered with a
huge, originally clear, plastic sheet. Age, weather and fungus has
permanently discolored the sheet a streaked gray. A single, angry
man can knock down the rickety building, so the kids living inside
made certain everyone likes them. Being nice to neighbors and
strangers not only preserved their home but also kept them fed. The
palette structure, built by a gang of children is the encampment’s
default, do-it-yourself version of an orphanage. In the absence of
the Chosen's Church, the house was built the heathen way.

“All right,” Pamela calls to nobody. “Get my stuff.
You know the deal. I’ll give you half, but I first pick-out what I
want to keep.”

The structure creaks and rocks with the scamper of a
dozen small feet. The excited noise and scene makes Pamela giggle,
amused by the happy elves in their magical house. She wonders if a
place like this would have been available when she was a girl.

A place like this would have been a blessing if the
people in the encampment had not been so kind to her – certainly
not this slapdash mansion. The crates come from the shipyards in
Capital. When Pamela was a girl, people hadn't gotten so far
salvaging the city, not until almost five years ago.

“Rainbow,” a little boy shouts. All the kids use
Pamela’s nickname. It caught on fast. Pamela likes the name when
they laugh when the kids says it. The name might be the first sweet
taste of irony for many of them. Life was already bitter and unjust
for these children. So many people suffer, and that is why Pamela
must leave. She'll make it up to them once she finds the
messiah.

“You got it,” the little boy says and passes Pamela
a black motorcycle helmet. Its visor is tinted opaque. The snug
seams make the helmet appear molded as a single oblong plastic
ball.

“You saw me coming.” Pamela smiles at the boy. She
twists her long black hair into an unknotted braid as she waits for
the delivery of the rest of her things.

“I watched you between the slats,” brags the boy. He
might have followed Pamela’s approach even if he have not looked
for her specifically. The building was nothing but slats. Wind and
dust blows straight through the place.

“Top or bottom?” Pamela asks. That’s how the kids
distinguish the floors – the structure lacks a staircase. A ladder
and a couple ropes replace the missing stairs.

“Top,” the boy declares as if announcing a strategic
discovery. Proud of his lookout, he shares the location of his
position with Pamela. He fits right in with the other kids.

“Now, you’re Ben, right?”

“Yep!”

“Good job, Ben,” compliments Pamela. “Thank you for
bringing my helmet.”

The little boy grins and sways. More children
arrive, carrying a couple backpacks, saddle bags and a red plastic
container. The child carrying the container arrives last. The full
ten liters of gasoline makes the load heavy for a boy his age and
thin stature.

“Sorry, honey,” Pamela apologizes to the boy lugging
the container. “I need both, I’m going to fill the tank before I
go.”

The boy mocks insult. “Honey? My name is Tee!”

“All right, Tee,” Pamela corrects. “Can you get it,
please?”

“You don’t even know our names,” accuses an
empty-handed girl.

“Sure I do,” Pamela counters, bluffing through her
difficulty recalling everyone’s name. She had been lucky to quickly
remember Ben’s. “You all call me Rainbow, so I’m going to make up
names for you.”

A couple children groan, but the game Pamela
introduces excites most. Tee will miss playing. Touting a container
with nearly twenty liters of fuel is tough work for any kid his
age. The errand takes him some time. Pamela removes her gloves and
points at each present child.

“You’re Cometa, you’re Bailarin, and Feliz, Timido,”
Pamela pushes out her bottom lip when she nicknames the bashful
boy. A frown darkens her expression when she reaches the next
child.

“Grunon and Sonoliento. Ben, you can be
Narcotizado”

“I liked my other name,” states one of the girls who
had groaned about getting a new nickname. Pamela now calls her
Bailarin.

“Well, now you’ve got a new one,” Pamela says. “But
I’m the only one who gets to call you that.”

“But all the names are too long, except Grunon and
Feliz,” complains one of the boys who initially supported her
game.

“That’s what I’ve got for you. Hey, where are the
other kids? I know I hear more coming.”

“Soose and Dee went to hide. They’re afraid of you
because you wear black all the time,” explains the girl now Rainbow
now calls Cometa.

The statement makes Pamela laugh. Most of the
children living in the palette house now join their grown friend.
The overwhelming noise in the neighborhood becomes the sound of
these joyful children.

“Here,” Pamela prompts the kids, “Help me tie this
stuff on my bike.”

While Pamela ties on the saddlebags, Tee lumbers up
with the twenty-liter container swinging side-to-side. His face and
shirt are wet with sweat.

“Thanks Tee,” Pamela says. “I need the water
too.”

“Ah, c’mon! Somebody else get that. I’m tired,” Tee
shouts. His outrage makes Pamela laugh. She expects she has
exhausted little Tee. The boy now called Grunon sprints up and into
the children’s mansion.

Pamela tops the motorcycle’s tank with gasoline from
the smaller fuel container. The larger can goes onto the back of
the seat. Her two canteens of water arrive on a military issued
utility belt. An empty ammo pouch still hangs on the middle. All
gear the military once issued to soldiers is camouflaged brown, so
the belt doesn't clash with her outfit. Like everyone else in the
world, she didn't have a color choice when Pamela scavenged the
accessory,

She inspects both the saddlebags and backpacks
containing a light set of camping and automotive tools, clothes,
blankets and – most importance – food. Pamela had packed the bags
herself and everything seems intact. She already knows what she'll
leave the kids. A backpack with clothes and junk food goes to Ben,
a pity Pamela already forgot the nickname she gave him. She had
thought to give the boy the most descriptive one she might
imagine.

“Do you remember the nickname I gave you, sweetie?”
Pamela asks him with a sly smile.

“Narcotizado,” Ben answers and pulls a candy bar
from his inherited backpack. The boy knew the candy had hid
inside.

“See, you forgot the nicknames already” shouts the
girl Pamela calls Bailarin.

“I’ll especially remember yours, Bailarin,” Pamela
answers waving her finger at the girl.

The kids stole the backpack from Ben. Everyone wants
a share of the junk food, but the stash wasn’t be enough for all
the kids – so many kids. The game of survival awarded those you
claim a share first, or stole winnings from another player.

“That’s it, kids,” Pamela says, hoisting the brown
backpack and sliding in front of the plastic fuel can tied on the
seat. The kids cheer and wish her luck on her trip. They don't know
she isn’t going to join her friends in Gomorrah. Most don't realize
she won't return tomorrow.

Pamela pulls her helmet from the handlebars. She
tightens the loose braid in her hair before wrapping it on top of
her head. Then she puts on the helmet. Cheers and well wishing are
instantly muffled. The artificial handicap reminds Pamela of being
blind as a little girl. The sudden lack of a sharp field of vision
tempts her to leave the helmet behind.

She convinces herself the helmet protects her
hearing against the drone of the bike. When wind blows sand in her
face and the sun burns hot, she'll also need and thank the tinted
visor. After a few seconds of thought, Pamela decides she'll leave
the helmet on. The bike growls when it starts and purs the few
seconds it sits idle. Pamela leaves the encampment without another
word and tears into the desert while the sun is still low in the
eastern sky.

 


Chapter 2 Bright Colors

 


The purple
paint on the motorcycle flickers sunlight as the sun climbs a
cloud-feathered sky. When Pamela had bought the bike this morning,
she did not notice the metallic sheen of the regal paint. The
glitter distracts her even through the tinted visor of her helmet.
She has no other complaint about her ride. The bike’s engine runs
warm and steady. A large air filter does a remarkable job of
cooling the bike in the desert. The efficient engine was not the
only modern enhancement of the machine. Bumps and jags in the
landscape hardly disturb the smooth ride.

Pamela leaves the road from the encampment when it
veers toward the east. She wants to continue southward. The road
goes to Gomorrah, which lies to the south, but the broad, barren
expanse itself is her general destination. Pamela’s exploration
will continue until one canteen empties. If she did not discover a
means to replenish the water, she will turn toward Gomorrah. Food
and gas can then easily be replenished in civilization while she
seeks a bigger canteen. Water is her leash.

With her practical plans complete and the travel
underway, daydreams commence. The images in her head are not soft
wishes, but bitter memories beginning in blackness. As a child in
Capital, Pamela helped her mother at an indigo dye factory by the
ocean. Her mother blamed the dye for causing her daughter’s
blindness. Pamela can not know for certain as the woman never took
her to a doctor. The fees were beyond the means of her modest
mother.

Her disability prevents Pamela from helping her
mother in the factory any longer. So much of the little girl's time
passes away from the tedious task of moving caked buckets, that her
blue hands fade back to pink. Even though Pamela could not work,
her mother still takes her to the factory.

Back then as it is now everywhere, no one in Capital
would care for a blind girl a straight fourteen hours each day
without a daily, upfront flat payment. Pamela’s mother would have
turned over her day’s wages to a babysitter. But first, the woman
had to find a way to come up with enough money to cover the two
weeks before her next paycheck.

Her mother explains to her little girl, ad nauseam,
about the unforgiving choke on finances and the strain put on her
because her child lost the ability to work. The woman repeated the
complaint and pain to her blind daughter every day, six days a
week. Pamela listened to the same grievances from her mother twice
daily during the long bus ride to the docks and back again to the
crowded apartment house where she and her mother lived. Repetition
helped her puerile mind understand how starvation and back-breaking
work related to her becoming handicapped and lazy.

At minimum, Pamela earned a little serenity and
spent days on the shore waiting for her mother to finish her long
shift. The girl's skin tans to an umber shade of coffee with cream.
The sunlight and cool ocean breeze feel wonderful and were perhaps
the only sensations she enjoys blind.

The string of factories went to the only port in
Capital. Loading and unloading cargo, and spilling fuel, spoiled
the potentially peaceful retreat. The smell of dead fish and
diesel, as well as an endless echo of profanity and threats from
dock and factory workers sometimes made Pamela anxious. Few people
acknowledged the blind girl. Most did not even know a little girl
spent entire days on the shore.

Pamela missed meeting the messiah when he visited
the factories. Although, she remembers the day. People screamed and
the crack of gunfire came from the street. Pamela’s mother told her
devils had arrived and tried to chase away the messiah. The
heathen's Living God appeared as a boy. A priest, the same who
brought the messiah from the desert, killed a demon that day and
hustled the boy away. The priest was said to have instructed
everyone to meet at Saint Erasmus the following night. Pamela’s
mother takes her to the same church the next day.

Her mother skipped work. The infraction would get
the woman fired, but that didn't matter; the messiah had returned
and her daughter was to be given sight again. Such high ambition
only tempted fate and the fickle angel certainly answered the
prayer with scorn. By the end of that day, Pamela’s mother was dead
and Capital burned to the ground. All that was worth her little
girl seeing again. Pamela wonders if her vision actually cost her
mother’s life and the city itself.

The heathens preach examples such as Pamela’s story
to illustrate why she and her mother got what they deserved. The
pathetic UnChosen imposed upon the Living God. The zealot nomads
called heathens claim the messiah was the reincarnation of their
Living God and he sought retribution. They destroyed Capital with
fire in celebration of his return.

The fires began in the warehouse where the priest
and little boy took shelter. The military had chased away everyone
coming to Saint Erasmus because the Church wanted to speak with the
messiah. The Inquisitor brings the military with him. Pamela didn't
see and doesn't know what happened, only that she and her mother
soon follow the priest and magical boy to that fateful warehouse a
couple blocks away.

The warehouse smells overwhelmingly of sawdust and
gasoline. The fumes give Pamela a headache, but then she gains
sight. The images Pamela see in the warehouse might have been the
last she witnesses with her restored vision if she had not returned
to life. Everyone blamed gasoline fumes in the warehouse for
causing outlandish hallucinations.

The fumes did cause dizziness and they, or her newly
healed eyes, blurred her vision, but Pamela remembers seeing a
monster. It was a huge bloody spider. She knows the demon belongs
to the world in which the messiah dwells.

The boy representing himself as the messiah was a
few years older than Pamela, making him a teenager. Pamela
eventually grows as tall as the boy but she never exceeded his
height or girth. Her watery eyes take a few minutes and adjust to
the low light and thick shadow. The experience raises the question
that if Pamela have been blind for so long, why did she need to
acclimate to the darkness. Yet the explanation was academic; Pamela
relates only what she experienced.

The boy that had healed her, Davey, had an upturned
nose and his ears stuck out. The boy was ugly and looked like a pig
with small teeth. But the rude observations are limited to those
who did not understand his power. The messiah can appear as anyone
he wants. Also, the standard of beauty in a world crawling with
demons must be pronouncedly different.

The idea that the Mortal God of the Chosen’s Church,
the equivalent of the heathens’ Living God, lived in heaven was too
confining to her young mind. Pamela hated the fact she lived in a
city surrounded by a wall to keep out heathens. Her god did not
have the same boundaries. Pamela’s Living God, which everyone in
the encampment now referred to as the messiah, can live at once in
hell with demons and on the earth with mankind. He is
omnipresent.

In truth, it did not matter what appearance the
messiah took that day. Pamela sees again! Besides looking into
David’s sad face, the remainder of her day filled her with
maddening visions. When Pamela opens her eyes, and David steps
away, she finds herself in a ring of dry corpses. She has no idea
who these people had been. Pamela wouldn't recognize any of the
strangers even if they have not aged to death so unnaturally.
Because she was once recently blind, Pamela could never have seen
their living faces.

Soon after David and the priest return Pamela to her
mother, a demon arrives and tries to kill the messiah. Pamela with
her new sight becomes inexplicably mesmerized by the man-sized
spider armored in bone and dripping blood. The monster moves toward
David. A second later, the air inside the warehouse sucks away,
replaced by a blinding flash of white light. Upon taking her next
breath, Pamela’s lungs feel as if they fill with boiling water. The
burning air made her choke and die. Soon after collapsing, she then
wakes from pain and darkness.

The warehouse lost its roof. Charcoaled timber poke
from the smoking walls and into the night sky. At first glance,
Pamela thinks she had lain in ash until night, then she watches
something dart in and out of the blackness. The ruins of the
warehouse are beneath a cover of its own smoke. The thing flying in
the curls of smoke looks like a large bird Pamela had, admittedly,
never seen before. Later, when she tells her story, someone says
she had seen demons. Someone calls them angels, but everyone else
insists the things are evil – nothing righteous lives in smoke.

Pamela digs herself from the greasy ashes. Dark soot
clings to her bare skin. As she carefully wades through the blanket
of ash and avoids smoldering coals, Pamela kicks up the baked
remains of people who died in the explosion. Grease has caked onto
the otherwise bare bones. The discovery of the dead people and the
sunset are the only things Pamela remembers until she see the world
outside the Wall.

She reels from the terror, disorientated by the
setting sun. She awakes alone and finds everyone dead, including
her mother. The realization leaves her inert while the sun appears
over a landscape of smoke resting opposite the ground Pamela stands
upon. The light of dawn flashes eastward, between burning buildings
and down the street. The otherworldly sunrise instantly becomes the
sunset of the reality Pamela rejoined.

She did not realize she had lost her clothes until
she comes through the Wall. At that point she stumbles toward the
only light visible in the night, besides the fire behind the Wall.
Pamela walks toward the encampment. She faintly remembers hearing
gunfire and explosions, but the cacophonous noise vanishes upon
rejoining the company of other people.

Complete strangers give clothing to Pamela and
insist she eat, and she did. They continually asks if the little
girl is hurt, which she isn’t. In fact, Pamela feels wonderful,
despite knowing she became an orphan. Pamela did not feel hungry,
either. She feels fine the entire time she lives in the encampment,
physically. And Pamela never gets hungry, despite skipping meals.
Still, in the beginning, she was just dirty, naked and covered with
itchy ashes.

Though heathens destroyed Capital, Pamela needs to
locate these desert nomads. Heathen might help her find the
messiah. They supposedly build a secret city in the Shur desert,
starting as nothing more than an oasis surrounded by a rotation of
tents. The patch of desert quicksand was nothing more than a
refilling station until after the sack of the Chosen’s city. The
spoiled riches of Capital soon encouraged the heathen to adopt more
civilized lifestyles.

Pamela hopes plenty of people still know the
landscape of the Shur and how to thrive in the waste. Traveling
alone allows her a chance to reassess her plan to feed herself. She
needs to learn where to find the coyotes and rabbits then get close
to her prey. Survival in the encampment revolves around scavenging
and foraging. Nobody ventured into the desert to hunt. Fear of
heathens still confined the UnChosen, such as herself, to their
cities.

The question why the encampment remained literally
untouched, when its conjoined sibling city burned to the ground, is
still unanswered. Heathens brings food and water with them when
they loot the ruins of Capital. Militants occasionally visit and
replenish minor provisions, but they tend to circumnavigate the
encampment on their way to and from the gates of Capital. The
heathen might have continued their genocide against the Chosen and
UnChosen uncontested then and there, and did not.

The rumor is that the appearance of demons frightens
the heathens. The nomads have gone too far when they scourged
Capital and after being warned by their “angels.” Heathens then
limited their holocaust and showed mercy to the UnChosen. Nobody
actually speaks the rumor, but everyone suspected. No other
explanation is reasonable, not considering heathens.

Once Capital fell, the military of the Church never
recover. In the beginning, the military pulled soldiers from the
desert to repel the unexpected heathen onslaught within the city’s
walls and that was a mistake. Pamela didn't know but did overhear
novice speculation that the sudden redistribution of Chosen forces
allowed heathen militants to rest and regroup. What remains of the
Chosen military within other cities then soon became harried by the
nomads, decimated and lain siege.

For a time, many cities harbored military
enclosures. They last until supplies ran-out or restless mobs of
UnChosen grow tired of the Chosen and their Church clinging onto
lost prominence. Mortars buried remnants of the usurped caste and
religion. The heathen finally overcame their greatest enemy –
ancestral, theocratic rivals since the shared birth of their
religions thousands of years ago.

Way back then, the recognition of a single Mortal
God caused generations of persecution from the now extinct pagan.
Nothing of that profane religion remains. No one will remember the
Chosen, either, and everyone will eventually become heathen, even
if converts first need to die.

UnChosen follow the gospel according to the Chosen,
which never confessed heathens are the original people of the Shur
desert. But now, the claim circulated without challenge. The news
further discounted the existence of the pagan. Memory of the pagans
pass into vague references to undefined villains in stories for
children. Heathens mention the mysterious religion incidentally and
the Church never discussed the subject. Both the Church and
heathens seems satisfied paganism decayed in antiquity long ago,
and are determined it remain lost.

The re-ascendancy of the heathen claims the Living
God smote Capital. The heathen militants merely act as His hand.
Rumors float through the encampment that heathens do recognize the
presence of the messiah that day. If the messiah did go into the
desert, the boy probably found them. They may keep guard for him
today. The messiah might even live in a palace hidden in the Shur.
If heathens keep these important secrets, Pamela will know them.
She absolutely must see the messiah.

The black leather pants and jacket wrapping Pamela
grows hot the moment she leaves the encampment. At noon, the sweat
inside the thick clothes feels as if it boils against her skin. Her
thin arms slide inside the taut jacket sleeves. When she moves her
legs, she feels them slip across the seams of her tight pants.
Pamela needs rest and to drink some water. The familiar sensation
of constant thirst stirs and yet drinking water is unsatisfying,
compared to draining energy from living things. Hunger itself was
still a foreign sensation.

Pamela knows how a groaning stomach aches. If she
spends a day alone inside Capital, she often returns to the
encampment feeling weak and dizzy, and with a throbbing headache.
Her stomach only pines for something solid when she smells food
cooking. The burrito cart operated by her young friends was the
recurring salvation of first choice. After hours of riding in the
desert, Pamela feels hungry but she's left the kids and cart
behind. The moment to crack open her supplies arrives.

Wherever she decides to quit driving is always the
best place to stop in the desert. She brakes the bike and it slows
down and halts smoothly. The noise of the shifting gears sound like
shuffling paper. Of course, Pamela wears a helmet. The transmission
probably sounds more mechanical when the gears ratchet down. Still,
everything about the bike impresses her, except for the sparkling
purple paint.

She first strips off her leather clothing. The noon
day sun can quickly burn her skin, even in winter, but she wants to
dry herself and her clothing. She hopes the task won't take long in
the desert.

Pamela unwraps and unzips her sleeping bag and
spreads the quilted nylon over her bike and shapes a lean-to. She
naps in the shade until evening, and thinks that is a good
idea.

She should travel at night, anyway. Her quest for
the messiah makes her anxious and she begins to feel she's been too
eager to leave the encampment. Pamela suppresses the doubt. Now
that she starts her quest, she refuses to turn around. She hopes a
long nap will resolve the angst of her the premature launch.

Before lying on the sand beneath the shade, Pamela
gulps water by the handful. She pours the water from the large
container she keeps strapped on the bike’s seat. The sand soaks up
more water than she manages to catch in her cupped palm. If she
wants the supply to last, she needs to take care. Pamela pours the
second handful more carefully. This time, the overfill trickles
down her bare arm and evaporates before reaching her elbow. After
the fifth attempt, she manages to pour the water and drink from her
hand without spilling a drop.

Pamela eats a couple crumbling protein bars while
she lies under her shelter. The air ripples above the sand and the
horizon is striped by rising and alternating bands of shadow and
light. The hovering heat appears the only feature on an empty
horizon. Waves of parent-less shadow also move, lonely, across
sun-baked sand.

At first, the still silence makes Pamela nervous.
She talks herself into attempting to relax and take the first
opportunity available to lie back and listen into the distance. The
vacuum hums softly. Pamela imagines she can hear a beetle poking
across the sand in the desert miles away. The imaginative thought
evolves into a daydream. And once Pamela falls asleep, she dreamed
of the beetle.

The black and otherwise nondescript insect crawls on
her sleeping bag. Initially, she dismays the feat the beetle
escapes her notice when it leaves the sand and abandons exploring
her campsite. The beetle then suddenly appears in the sand near her
face. Moving so close to her eye makes the insect look bigger than
reality – it is actually only the size of her small fist. Pamela
clenches her eyes shut and gasps. When she jerks upright, the top
of her hair drags against the hanging sleeping bag.

She chuckles about giving herself a bad dream. The
beetle had never come close; it vanishes with her dream. Nightmares
are as common for her as beetles in the desert. The same logic
applies to her waking life. Pamela did not need to manufacture
monsters from her imagination. They comes naturally.

The sun hovers over the western horizon and the
shadow of the lean-to recedes from her legs. The skin on the right
side of her calves looks pink and new. Pamela must have
unintentionally burned them as she slept. She wonders where the
energy to heal comes from and imagines a winding circle of withered
bugs and reptiles all around her. She was glad drifting sand had
already buried the dead. Their wilted husks tend to make her
nauseous.

Three or four more hours of daylight remains. The
temperature feels cooler, but Pamela slept in nothing more than a
pullover shirt and underwear. In comparison to the desert around
her, she feels chilly, except one side of her legs. That area still
feels hot.

Pamela picks up her leather garments from the spot
she dropped them in the sun. The black polish retained the heat of
the day. After a sting, she avoids touching the metal buckles and
zippers. At the very least, all her sweat has evaporated from the
clothing. The jacket smells like boiled beef, but the scent doesn't
disturb her. Beef became a luxury long ago. Boiling anything to eat
was truly a treat.

Pamela strings her pants and jacket over the
handlebars of her bike then squeezes her sleeping bag into a tight
roll. She dresses and laces her old military boots. Her chill
instantly dispels. The heat does not bother her, only the
accompanying perspiration. Neither are problems while traveling at
night.

Pamela caps her gas tank and notes the sun is still
hours from setting. She drinks a couple more handfuls of water and
gets on her motorcycle. The sun sinks beneath her right shoulder
while she continues southward. The dual headlamps on the bike
cannot substitute for the fading sunlight and her helmet narrows
her scope of vision. The tinted visor was never intended for
driving at night, but the desert is featureless and flat. As long
as she concentrates her attention on the path directly ahead,
Pamela hopes her confined visibility will not hide any
obstacles.

The cloudless sky remains its crisp blue as the sun
dims from white to yellow then orange. A sliver of red light traces
the western horizon as the sky goes black. Stars arrange themselves
into constellations until a waxing, crescent moon rises. Moonlight
then drowns the glow of dimmer stars that form the crosspieces of
more delicate constellations. After the complete transition from
day to night, everything looks sharp again, defined as either light
or shadow.

The bobbing light from Pamela’s motorcycle keeps her
mind from wandering toward lazy escapes. Although, the steady,
elliptical spotlight on monotonous sand and scrub nearly lull her
to sleep. At the edge of the light, where colors washed away into
gray, Pamela spots furry animals dart into squat, roving
tumbleweeds and hidden burrows. Surprising, more animals live in
the Shur waste than she casually guesses. Judging by what she see,
the wildlife consists chiefly of rabbits. Truthfully, the rabbits
Pamela sees can actually be anything else. She only catches a blur
of the bouncing beasts before they vanish.

Something slams into the left side of her back. She
feels herself shoved from her bike and falls before searing pain
makes her gasp. The gasp does not claim enough air and Pamela
heaves for more, but she cannot breathe. She does not even have the
strength to push herself from the ground. The headlamp of her prone
motorcycle illuminate a swath of sand twenty meters in front of
her.

A brown rabbit hops into the light thrown from the
overturned motorcycle, caught in the illumination while on its
urgent way to a sole bush. The rabbit tries to reach its hole, but
the animal never goes home; it shrivels and dies mid-stride.
Pamela’s eyes fall shut because the life of the animal was not
enough. The low thrum from the engine of her motorcycle serenade
her into nothingness.

Dawn flashes upon a landscape completely unfamiliar
to Pamela. Granted, she arrived at this foreign part of the desert
at night, but this expanse was unlike anything she has ever seen.
The ripples of heat, the sort Pamela witnessed the previous day,
have changed to ribbons of genuine flame. They wave over singed
tumbleweeds spilling green powder from broken branches. Mounds of
mummified rabbits hold many of the tumbleweeds in place. The green
powder dusts the corpses of the animals.

The vision persists in the blink of an eye, long
enough to create an impression. Darkness returns and the imaginary
desert vanishes. Pamela then loses herself in the emptiness of the
void again.

 


Chapter 3 Somber Shadows

 


The
overhead skies are stuffed with fat white clouds, all piled on top
of each other. Rain will fall today, coming as a seasonal deluge,
and sand-covered hills will be shorn until bare piles of rock
remain and washes become overfilled with mud. Anything forgotten
within the water-carved crevasses will be buried in sediment or
washed away forever. The last thought shakes Pamela from her
open-eyed daydream.

She does not remember where she had fallen last
night. Her motorcycle may have wound up in a wash. When she
attempts a jump to her feet, the waistband of her pants tethers her
knees close together. She falls backwards into the spot from which
she sprang. Her jacket comes open at the front. Pamela imagines she
blacked out and attempted to undress for some reason, or someone
else undressed her. If that was the case, she hopes the creeps had
been drained while she recovered and they got what they
deserved.

After pulling up her pants, and struggling, without
success, to make the stuck zipper cooperate, she looks for her
helmet. Rusting jeeps, motorcycles and ATVs surround her.
Half-buried human bones and skulls lie between the assortment of
vehicles. None of these things were here last night. She saves
exploration of the sudden additions last.

The helmet limited how much Pamela can see, but she
could not have missed entering such a congested junkyard,
especially one that now spread all around her. Pamela then recalls
she hadn't fallen from her bike, something knocked her off. Her
back and arm feels strong now. She attributes her energetic health
to the five shriveled corpses a couple meters away from where she
lies. They look “fresher.” The wind and sand, as well as the desert
beetles, have not yet stripped the dry, thin flesh from their
bones. These people may have lived til the moment Pamela opened her
eyes.

Her helmet lies under one of the bodies. Pamela
appreciates she did not need to turn over a bunch of dead people
when she looked for it. The body lies crooked with its jagged butt
in the air. It looks like it laid on something. The person had
probably fallen on the helmet when he or she died – the deflated
and wrinkled bodies makes distinguishing the sexes difficult. Using
the toe of her boot, Pamela kicks the corpse off her helmet.

Tiny holes pit the black surface of her helmet and
the visor has grown cloudy. The natural elements have worn away the
plastic and fiberglass, so Pamela must have lain in the desert a
long time. The stiffness of her jacket’s leather supports the
assumption. The folds have hardened into inflexible mounds. She
struggles to restore flexibility to the jacket, and pants too.
She’d have to leave them behind if they were permanently
hardened.

Pamela feels saddened by the fact the leather began
the ride with her in nearly pristine condition. The apparel had
been forgotten in a bike shop that once stood close to the Wall
within Capital. Pamela found the jacket and pants when she went
looking for a bike she hoped could be pulled from the cursed
city.

Other raiders got there first, cleaning out the
shop, as well as all the other motorcycle lots. She found the
leather and helmet just before giving-up. Pamela bought a
motorcycle from among the dozens that already been reclaimed from
the cursed city and are for sale in the encampment.

The desert elements have eroded the black polish
from every fold in the leather clothing. Many of the worn areas
feel thin. The originally white shirt Pamela wears is now stained
muddy yellow and bears large holes. Only the military boots
successfully resisted the perils of time. Pamela hopes the
skeletons in the sand have not lain there as long as she has. They
need looting for their clothes, and anything found in the process
that may come in useful.

For a moment, Pamela thinks her motorcycle has been
confiscated under the same self-preserving principles of
scavenging. She then spots a handlebar poke out of the sand – from
where she remembered the bike rolled. She wonders if her motorcycle
still works. The battery must be dead. Even if Pamela wasn’t
functionally deceased as long as she suspects, the headlamps on the
motorcycle were on when she went unconscious last night, or rather
“her” last night. Pamela might re-orient herself automatically once
she finds the current date. Currently from her perspective, she’s
been paused in time since last evening.

A shallow hole on the opposite side of the bike
suggests someone had started digging her motorcycle out of the
sand. She was glad someone shared her taste in bikes, as
demonstrated by the futile digging, and continued excavating her
bike. She pushes the motorcycle upright and the machine comes
unearthed from its grave. The bike will not stand by itself because
the kickstand doesn't have a firm surface to press against. Pamela
lowers the bike on its side again.

The water and gasoline, the most valuable assets in
the desert, are gone. Lacking either means death, which is
questionable for Pamela. The fuel tank on the motorcycle made thin
sloshing sounds when the bike was lifted. Despite knowing she had
plenty of gasoline and the gas cap was still in place. she
appreciates the plastic cover had not been lost in the sand when
someone came and siphoned the tank. No one may have bothered; which
was unlikely. But very probably, the running engine burned away
most of the gasoline.

The battery has indeed drained. Upon turning the
ignition switch, the nonfunctional headlamps and an entropic
silence confirm the battery’s anticipated state. Pamela hopes she
will find a replacement among the other bikes half-buried in sand.
Once she shakes the sand from the motorcycle’s air filter, she
looks. She especially wants to race ahead of the rain.

Pamela drains fuel from the tanks of other bikes
during her hunt for a battery that still clings to life. Taking one
of the other bikes might be faster and easier, but Pamela had paid
for the one that brought her here. It belonged to her, sparkling
purple paint and all. Failing to take her wherever she wants to go
means it comes with her.

The oncoming rain suggests the time of year is still
winter, probably late in the season. That also suggests Pamela has
lain unconscious for at least a month; but the abandoned vehicles
indicate she has spent at least a year dead, probably years. The
thought is appalling. She has died three times already; the day she
had been given sight, when she was raped, almost as long ago, and
last night. This last time took the longest before she awoke.

The sparse life in the desert and trickle of
accidental and hopeful looters did not provide enough energy to
bring Pamela back to life until this morning. The remote desolation
explains the bodies that look fresher – they had been her last
visitors. The truck that did not have wheels buried in sand must be
the one they drove. Even its tracks across the landscape are still
visible. The vehicle automatically was the ideal candidate to
contain the most up-to-date supplies.

Pamela finds none of her original supplies in the
truck. So obviously, these people are not the ones who knocked her
off her bike. Her shooter should be dead, sucked dry when he
investigated his kill. The absence of pain almost allows Pamela to
forget how she finds herself stranded in the desert, reassembling
her provisions from abandoned and dated bounty. She spontaneously
remembers the pain in her back she, subjectively re-experienced
last night.

Pamela reaches around her left side with her right
hand. She scratches the leather jacket with her fingers and finds a
stiffened crease. The back of the garment pulls forward when she
hooks her fingernails into the crease and yanks. The jacket
complains with a hollow sounding tear. Pamela then pokes her finger
through a hole. She takes the jacket off and inspects the
damage.

Her tug has ripped the hole open a little further,
but the tear looks like an old scar. Its edges have faded from
black to the color of bone. They have split and curled with age,
widening the opening. The hole looks like a bullet has torn the
wound – she's seen plenty of leather jackets with bullet holes.
Pamela probes the back of her tank top and its fabric disintegrates
under her frantic touch. She then admits she had been shot a long
time ago.

When the sniper came to gut his or her kill, Pamela
bet the coward died surprised. She hopes the murderer shriveled
that night like the rabbit she watched when she drifted into
nothingness. A single person, two at most, killed her. She knows
because they did not supply enough energy to even wake her up. The
rusting vehicles and the bones of their owners, all around Pamela,
brings her to the drastic conclusion.

Over the months, or years, one or two explorers must
have spot a glint from the mirrors and chrome on her motorcycle.
They stay after they come and investigated Their vehicles adds to
the attraction.

Despite the increasing size of the lure, too few
people at once had visited any given time. Pamela has never eaten
enough life to awake until today. She came to the desert and hoped
she could avoid this scenario, and she becomes a lethal tourist
trap. Pamela did not want more people to die because her. Those
dying here had probably been innocent scavengers like herself,
except the person who shot her. Pamela continuously hopes she
sucked the life out from that one. Whoever killed her has the
consequence that is her vengeance coming. Pamela makes herself
livid merely thinking of the opportunistic coward.

The truck contains food and tools, but especially
gasoline. Pamela lugs the ten liter plastic container from the bed
of the truck, back to her motorcycle. Enough fuel remains in the
container to fill the tank of her bike. The tools come in useful
for putting in a new battery. She hopes her bike did not also
require new spark plugs. But if it did, she must rely on her eyes
and experience to adjust the gap of the prongs on the plugs.

Over an hour pass while Pamela tests the batteries
on most of the corroding motorcycles. She finds one with strength
enough to power the headlight on the bike. The illumination of the
beam shines bright enough to light a swath of shady sand beneath
the day’s overcast skies. Pamela installs the battery into her own
bike. Another hour passes while she salvages the spark plugs she
hopes she will not need.

A thick raindrop falls when Pamela finished
replacing the plugs. The landscape, wrapped in shadow, does not
provide enough warning for her and the oncoming storm needs her
attention. The raindrop splashes against the gas tank so hard that
Pamela feels the disintegrated drop spray mist against her face.
The motorcycle rumbles to life, howling and growling. The running
engine no longer runs so quiet. Nevertheless, Pamela feels happy
she will not have to rock the bike from its hole and push start the
machine, especially on this flat terrain.

She revs the bike and makes it jump from its grave,
the moment rain falls in big drops and throw puffs of sand into the
air when they hit the ground. Pamela debates about making a final
pass through the vehicles before charging under the clear sky she
sees toward to the south. She finds water and rope just after
uncovering the gasoline and straps the containers on the back seat
of her bike.

Somebody has stolen her money, so buying clothes and
camping equipment is not a solution, even if there are shops
wherever Pamela finds herself. She'll take her chances out of the
torrent of rain. The storm front draws a pronounced line in the
sand. Pamela can literally step from wet shadow into a bright
afternoon and she instantly crosses the threshold of the storm,
into a dry day. Being under the sun again feels wonderful, but
second thoughts dampen her joy.

Pamela turns around and drives back into the soupy
sand. The wheels of the motorcycle throws mud into the air,
covering its rider. Graciously, she does not become mired in the
muck. The heavy rain washes off dirt covering head and shoulders,
and she feels water seep through the thin areas of her jacket. A
return to the shower may be worth the soaking if Pamela can find
water resistant clothing.

She did not imagine driving through the barrage of
rain being so difficult. During storms, she and everyone else in
the encampment, spend most of her time inside, catching waters in
buckets and patching holes in shoddy roofs. The raindrops splash
chaotic patterns on the honeycombed visor of her helmet and her
breathe fogs the interior of the translucent plastic. Besides the
mud, Pamela hadn't also anticipated problems with vision.

The short desert rains last about fifteen minutes,
but they come up fast, often with little advanced warning during
the annual winter rainy season. The current bout should end soon;
leaving rivulets in the sand Pamela intends to break with the tread
of her reclaimed motorcycle. The incidental, environmental
vandalism will be the only vindication available for having been
caught in the storm.

Brown water already pools in the hole from which
Pamela jumps her bike. The reservoir won't last long once the rain
stops – the desert quickly sucks up shallow water, and everything
else. The current storm persists longer than Pamela anticipates,
but it can never provide enough water to keep the hole filled until
the next torrent. The Shur hoards the commodity and feeds its
temporal oases – more than often far from places where the rain
falls.

Pamela tests her bike and rides from one rusted hulk
to another. The whole while, the rain falls and lasts throughout
her hunt. She doesn't have energy to expend clearing sand drifts
from the doors. Fortunately, someone broke the windows of the
vehicles some time ago. The rain now drives glass shards deeper
into sand and Pamela slips through the unshielded openings. Most of
the vehicles have nothing but the water Pamela sheds when she
crawls inside.

During fruitless search, she realizes that if she
had died months or years ago, she's lain exposed to the rains the
entire time. Looters must have traveled through this part of the
Shur frequently enough to discover her body and pull her from the
sand before the desert swallowed her completely. Granted, the path
Pamela had forged was unsophisticated; she had simply left the road
from the encampment when it turned westward and she drove south
over sand.

One of the remaining vehicles preserves Pamela’s
backpack. The truck with her stuff sits buried up to its
windshield, close to where she recovered her bike. She should have
anticipated her belongings were inside one the vehicles of her
first visitors. Still, the backpack might have been shuffled from
one vehicle to the next before Pamela drains the infrequent and
subsequent grave robbers.

The plastic containers with the fuel and water that
Pamela had originally brought with her have vanished entirely, as
have the rations. A spry coyote probably escaped Pamela’s trap with
the foodstuffs – not everyone suffered. Death did not come
instantaneously. Quick-witted and fleet-footed individuals can flee
Pamela’s blind grope.

Someone has also stolen her sleeping bag, but Pamela
finds a canvas tarp she can use to construct shelter. The rain
stops once Pamela finally wiggles back out of the truck. Stepping
on the ground outside, the toes of her boots sink into the wet
sand. Full daylight returns so quickly that Pamela blinks first
before she see through her squint. Because the brilliance of the
desert in the daytime, she scrounges for a different helmet with a
tinted visor.

She needs one to see during the day, but her helmet
was now in terrible condition and traveling at night makes her a
target for snipers. Pamela never spots a helmet while she hunts for
clothing. She changes into a pair of clean jeans and contemplates
smashing the headlamps and taillight on her motorcycle. Cautious,
she thinks an absence of glowing targets will reduce the risk of
getting shot again.

When she takes off her jacket and finds the bullet
hole puncturing the leather, she notices her arms are thinner than
usual, even bony. At the time, she did not think much about the
observation. She has always been skinny.

The new plain white shirt she's found distracts her
only a moment. When Pamela pulls off the tougher remains of her
crumbling shirt, she sees her ribs are much more defined than
usual. Her small breasts have completely withered away.

Whoever had died bringing her back to life had not
brought enough energy to restore Pamela completely, which
translates into the prediction that she will soon feel physically
hungry. Pamela never experiences the enjoyable sensation very
often, which makes her groaning stomach novel and welcome. The
weakness and confusion following the hunger isn’t nearly as
pleasurable. Enduring the experience once was more than enough.
Pamela needs something she can eat.

She drives westward, toward Gomorrah. She didn't
find any money in any the vehicles. Her victims died with their
valuables on their persons, which presented a quandary. Pamela did
not want to dig up skeletons and rummage through their recently
drenched clothing while their owner’s bones rattled inside making
muffled sounds. While the dead had still rot in the streets of
Capital, she left the chore of robbing corpses for others. Pamela
simply did not have the stomach for the job.

Besides the creepy task of shaking down the dead for
their useless spare change, Pamela also did not want to be around
people in Gomorrah. But, she has no choice. If she had money, she
would still need to visit a city and renew her supplies. Without
money, she can only leech life from people. Pamela thought she had
accepted the consequences of exhausted supplies in the desert, but
the event happened too soon. After all, she had just left the
encampment.

Reflecting on her yesterday, Pamela once believed
she will die in the Shur, and stay dead. The fact that she dies and
returns to life in the abandoned wastes adds the realization that
she only damns herself to everlasting dying. When the supplies of
her victims runs out, Pamela will die of toilsome thirst. The next
unfortunate callers will then give her life and promptly die.
Pamela will then exhaust their food and water or die again of
exposure. The process will repeat until nobody visits the Shur ever
again.

The dilemma between not wanting to cause suffering
and death and endless resuscitation in the desert vexes Pamela.
Once she finds the messiah, he’ll heal the cause of her problems.
She makes her decision and will visit Gomorrah and gain strength
and supplies then come back to the desert. Pamela now ponders the
problem of backing up her supplies, in cases of emergencies such as
death and resurrection. The logistics made her head ache. She hopes
the complicated math causes the pain in her head and does not
foreshadow coming hunger.

The ride into the setting sun reveals the tint on
the visor of Pamela’s helmet has faded away. Pamela bears the
strain of squinting against piercing sunbeams. The first item
acquired from her list of provisions will hopefully be a new helmet
with some sort of adjustable visor. If Pamela needs to steal her
supplies because she can't find a way to raise money, then theft
will fund her next foray into the Shur.

Dozens of miles back, the ground dries to a hard
pack and the storm moves in the opposite direction. Tentatively,
the streets in Gomorrah will be dry. Pamela hears rumors that the
streets in the city are also paved, like those in Capital – except
the roads of Gomorrah won’t be congested with rusting wrecks.

 


Chapter 4 Heels of Desire

 


Lances of
pure light stab through the thin gaps in the tint of Pamela’s visor
when she raises her eyes above the helmet’s tattered padding
beneath her nose. The narrow beams of light burn and Pamela tilts
her head from side to side whenever a pimple-sized spot on her face
grows too hot. By sundown, her visage will be speckled with small
spots of tan-darkened skin – freckle tattoos. Already aware of her
pending uneven coloration, Pamela plans to ride without a helmet
later and attempt to spread the darkened bronze hue more
evenly.

Pamela often maintains her suntan despite her
parasitic regeneration. As long as people are near, her sunburns
heal instantly. If enough people gathered around, she doesn't even
notice burning and healing again, yet her darkened shade remains.
Pamela wonders if she possessed a tan as a little girl when she met
the messiah. She must have, as she had spent full days under the
sun on the beach. The messiah preserved her skin a rich brown.
Pamela will thank David for the vain, though harmless
enhancement.

Thinking of David jars the memory of the explosion
in the warehouse decades ago. Pamela remembers seeing a cloud of
light engulf everyone. The fire instantly burns away all the air
within the structure saturated with gasoline fumes. People burst
into flames just before silently screaming into nothingness. The
memory may have conjured the image Pamela recalls she she before
her recent rebirth. The desert in her more recent deathly visage
burned. The image had followed her into death as a dream.

The sand within Pamela's dream inside death
instantly melts into a searing jelly of molten glass. Pamela
imagines the heat. Her mind reels in senseless, chaotic thoughts
and destructive urges. Watching the steaming liquid glass, she
wants to see it pour through the streets of Gomorrah. Though she
has never been far from the encampment, Pamela imagines Gomorrah is
a combination of the suffocated encampment and a living Capital
without a wall.

The residents of her conjured Gomorrah, all of which
appear as familiar-looking strangers, reel and scream as they jump
alight within the flood of lava. Pamela places herself huddled
among refugees on the front steps of an ordinary apartment
building. The image of the burning desert suddenly includes a
street lined with facing buildings blackened by soot. The addition
seems natural, as if the man-made structures in the image had gone
unnoticed the entire time.

Because some vicious reflex, Pamela pushes people
from their roosts and into the molten glass. She can't explain why
she murders anyone, and she commits the act without thinking, other
than she satisfies purely selfish urges. The violent impulses are
not her own. Someone else possesses these destructive feelings.
Pamela acts merely as a witness, riding in the body of someone
else. She shares the mind of her ride in the dream.

Even as Pamela merrily shoves dream-conjured
phantoms into the river of molten glass, the imaginary fire conveys
a dire warning for Pamela. She must to run away and stay away.
Pamela trespasses in someone’s home and the owner has come back.
First, Pamela sees only flaming ash falling through the dark,
smoke-shrouded street. Something then splashes in the glass lava.
The heavy liquid bends yet methodically swallows the poor souls
Pamela tosses into the infernal bath, and something big
approaches.

The thing is huge, its carapace appears composed of
the smoke the giant, tusked scorpion sucks through its whale-sized
mouth. Some unseen colossal giant has ripped the legs off this
horrible creature. As Pamela watches petrified, the monster
splashes through the lava on hundreds of stubby, churning
tentacles. The thing swings giant pincers and smashes building
facades as it moves toward her.

All her living shields boil into black impurities
and float away in clumps on top of the flaming river. Having no one
she might hide behind, Pamela has nowhere to run. This place is not
her home, after all. Even the apartment houses following her into
this dream are generated from primal impulses that belong to
someone else. Pamela’s memory only helped conjure them.

Pamela knows she had dreamed. She did die, but she
apparently spent her time waiting for resurrection in an odd lucid
unconsciousness. There she swells with a detached, dream-like sense
of invulnerability. Pamela prepares to meet the giant monster
face-to-mandible. The creature appears instantly before her and she
stares down the thing’s open maw.

Hook-like teeth sprout in rows traveling into the
darkness of the monster’s throat. Pamela could step inside. The
opening resembles a passage to another world, a mouth into a
darkened Hell. By default, the fiery sky and street of flowing lava
becomes purgatory. The landscape had warn Pamela against lingering.
Hell now comes to welcome its newest tenant.

The legless scorpion speaks to Pamela. The thing did
not use its mouth for speech, or even words. Its emotions formed in
her mind. Pamela intuitively grasps the meaning of the projected
feelings and urges. She knows what the creature says. The mode of
communication is appropriate for a dream. Pamela doubts she will
retain any detail when she returns to life. Still, she will
remember something. Emotions last longer and always resist
mutation, even against the most sound rationalization.

The creature claims it is something primordial,
older than the birth of her world. It described itself as a
powerful Titan, or simply an omnipotent giant. Intimidation and
fear obscures Pamela’s interpretation. The feelings would have
overpowered and crippled her if she lost recognition of lingering
in a dream. Pamela feels comfortable understanding the message to
convey the thing is huge and strong. The creature also claims it
has slept since creation.

The thing attempts to name itself, but Pamela
becomes flooded with conflicting images of deluge and volcanoes.
There may not even be a word for the feelings it projects. Naming
creatures in her dreams wasn’t important; most nightmare bogeymen
skip introductions. It did not come for orientation, but rather to
deliver a message. The thing imparts Pamela is not welcome in her
own dream.

It accuses her of vandalizing the emptiness of the
burning desert. Her mere presence is a hostile jab into an enemy’s
territory. The thing considers she is an invader, yet acts
reluctant to swallow and condemn the hostile trespasser to the
mysterious pit of its stomach. Pamela seizes upon the creature’s
fear.

“Why are you afraid of me?” she shouts. The
creature’s whale-like mouth, crowned with a number of motionless
black orbs, opens before her. Pamela can reach out and touch the
smoking flesh if she desires, but she yells instead. The size of
the monster gives Pamela an impression it will not even hear
something as small as her.

The disabling dread the creature projects subsides
from Pamela’s inexplicable empowering energy, rising like an island
from the doldrums of an ocean. Rays of light push through the smoke
canopy. They touch Pamela and she feels worry emanate from the
monster. It fears for its vaporous carapace and what lies
beneath.

The monster scuttles back down the street while the
molten glass vanishes and the flame dancing into the sky across the
desert snuffs out. The concrete stairs of the building Pamela
stands upon feels strangely more substantial. The smudges of fallen
ash fade as the smoke dissipates and reveals a starry sky. The
beams of life comes from what Pamela believes is the Milky Way,
except the band of stars looks thinner than what normally appears
in a real night sky.

Ignoring the discrepancy, she reminds herself
replications in dreams are typically flawed. Although, the symbol
bears significance. Pamela has no clue concerning the meaning of
seeing the edge of the galaxy in a dream, but the image seems
important.

The Milky Way might represent positive energy.
Pamela feels good, secure. The monster went away and nothing
remains of the fire, not even the damage the inferno had supposedly
caused. The street and the uniform buildings look refurbished. This
domain the humongous monster claims feels familiar to Pamela.
Purgatory manifests as a comfortable neighborhood from Pamela’s
childhood in Capital, just before she have became blind, and long
before her sight was restored.

The beams of light vanish and the stars above
rapidly blink out, one by one. The narrow band of stars Pamela
believes is the Milky Way remains the only sight in the sky. That
suddenly vanishes. She opens her eyes and sees overhead clouds
gather for a storm. Even then, the dream seems to have occurred a
long time ago. Pamela suspects she spent much of her recent death
in a timeless suspension.

She stops her everlasting stream of thoughts a
moment and pulls over her motorcycle. Despite looking inward, she
must her eyes. Even more material, she needs to fill the gas tank
and take a piss. And she needs food. The hunger pangs strike hard
when she straightens from the seat of her bike. Without food,
Pamela hopes she can reach the outskirts of Gomorrah by sunset.
She’ll then get sustenance in the city, one way or another.

The bike stands ticking while Pamela hops some
distance from the place she stops. She has no particularly sane
reason for moving away from the bike. The machine seems to have
become personified, especially after she's ridden the vehicle so
many miles. The indeterminate time they spent together also bounds
the pair.

She doesn't know how long they had lain together in
the desert, robbed and molested. They were bonded by time and
shared misery. Still, even after Pamela graces the machine with the
name “Caballo,” the bike can afford her a little privacy.

As Pamela approaches, two scorpions, fighting each
other, wither and curl into themselves. Thinking of the legless
monster in her dream, the dying arachnids make her grin. She
reconsiders squashing the husks beneath her boot heel. Instead,
she's compelled to shower the small corpses with piss. Pamela
squats over the dead scorpions and chuckles. She's shared similar
antics with her team as a kid. The joking-around made those raids
into the cursed city less frightening.

She instantly feels a little better after standing
upright. As she looks back, the wet circle in the sand shrinks
away. The two scorpions uncurl and fill as if they're sponges. As
she watches, they twitch before shriveling into death again. Pamela
does not know what to think of the scene she witnessed, but refuses
to contemplate bringing the scorpions back to life with urine. That
is exactly the kind of tall tale that comes out of the desert.

She sorely needs to stretch her legs and other
parts. Pamela spins her arms at her sides and wakes the muscles in
her back. She dallies before putting her helmet back on. The
splotchy tint spoils the view of the flat landscape. The desert
offers that reward despite its hostility and empty appearance. The
Shur also has other good points.

For instance, Pamela loves the hot climate. The
sweat on her upper lip feels like a kiss – the extant of any
physical contact she ever willingly shared with a man or anyone. As
the experience happened years ago, she admits he was just a boy.
The sensation of a moist caress set off tiny pulses of electricity
across her face.

Given the nature of her curse, the kiss all that
time ago was the only contact with the opposite sex she actually
enjoyed. Pamela did not include the attack by heathen raiders on
her list of experiences. An affair with the desert seems the only
relationship she can ever pursue.

Despite its cruelty, the landscape is immortal. Just
standing in the heat and sun fills Pamela with hope and confidence.
Only the messiah can harness the positive energy of the land. If
David can't heal her, Pamela hopes she will find some safe
love.

Despite misgivings, she throws her leg over purple
Caballo and pulls the helmet over her head. The hunger intensifies
after draining the scorpions and she couldn’t wait for sunset. The
day cools when night comes, bringing out other creatures. Pamela
might spot a snake on her way to Gomorrah. If she did, she dared
herself to eat its flesh after sucking the life from the serpent.
Something in her stomach might trick her brain into thinking she’s
eaten enough and lessen the gnarling pain in her gut.

Pamela realizes seeing a snake, or anything, through
her damaged visor while she drives straight into the sun is almost
impossible. The glare strains her eyes just looking forward a mile.
She spends most of the trip westward gazing at the ground in front
of her rolling front wheel. She stays focused on the route before
her, rather than battle still-intense rays from the setting
sun.

Occasionally, Pamela looks to her right and left and
gets lucky once. A snake twists and withers a few meters from her
passing bike. She whips around; raising a cloud of dust larger than
the stream of sand she's already kicked into the air along her
trail. She spots what remains of her dried meal. The papery carcass
doesn’t look appetizing at all. In fact, Pamela’s mouth refuses to
water. She drinks from the container tied on the seat of Caballo
just to wet her throat.

Pamela believes the snake doesn't need cooking.
She’s eaten jerky made from snake often before. In fact, there was
some snake-jerky in the rations taken from her. The snake she
killed just now couldn’t taste much different. The evaporating side
effect of her unnatural healing may have preserved the meat.

She suspects she drains the life from germs too,
although she never tests the theory. Like cutting or burning
herself, Pamela feels averse to the pain promised by such
experimentation. Regarding the snake, she finishes speculating her
theory and trials and snatches the dead reptile.

The snake’s skin peels off in long, paper-thin
strips. Stripping the dead snake goes easily, although getting a
grip on the carcass is difficult for Pamela – the skin of the
animal crumbles to dust between her fingers. The strips look as
sloughed skin and break apart as easily. A light breeze snaps a
strip in half as Pamela examines the induced molt dangling in the
air. The effort to skin the snake already seems too difficult and
tedious of an exercise in patience – the taste of the flesh better
be worth the effort.

Pamela thinks about recovering the knife she found
while searching the abandoned vehicles, but the tool was unneeded;
the snake’s flesh broke into pieces as she handled the carcass.
Once the moisture was drained from the animal, nothing much
remains. Pamela honestly suspects the dead snake will not taste
anything like the jerky she knows. She still puts a bite-sized
piece in her mouth because her growling stomach demands to be
filled.

The meat tastes like ash with nothing more tangible,
only charcoaled hints of what the meat has once been. The sampling
dries her mouth, absorbing all the saliva she tries to keep from
evaporating. Pamela might as well have been eating sand. She drinks
more water before swallowing the meager chunks of meat. The water
helps a little, but it feels wholly unsatisfying. Pamela bets
nothing of the remains offers nourishment, either.

The experience proves to Pamela that she still only
have two options for sustenance in the desert, either kill and cook
her prey when she wasn’t hungry or rely on her body and naturally,
or rather unnaturally (depending on one’s perspective), consume the
animal’s life energy. Pamela wonders if her hunger has the same
affect on plants. Living in the desert makes the answer difficult
to ascertain. Few plants grow in the Shur. Many thriving bushes
look dead most of the time. Pamela has never seen a tree, not even
in the ruins of Capital. Rumors report trees grow wild in
persistent oases, and she hopes there are hundreds wherever the
messiah has gone.

Pamela feels relieved she approaches Gomorrah in
twilight. She initially thinks she overshot her destination,
passing too far on the north or south. Thankfully, she spots the
city’s lights from deep in the Shur, the instance the sun sunk
below the flat horizon. Finding Gomorrah proves the accuracy of
Pamela’s scheme for navigating the desert off-road; head due south
from the encampment and continue off the road when it turns. After
driving most of the day, turn west and watch for people traveling
in the same direction. Brave travelers only have one destination
that way, Gomorrah. Following their trail will take Pamela straight
into the city.

Upon recognizing civilization, her stomach hooks
talons into the other shrunken organs of her gut. Despite the
nauseating pain her angry digestive system inflicts, her mouth
waters. Her careful pace across the sliding plain of sand
speeds-up. Pamela accelerates toward her prey.

People move in and out of the headlamps of vehicles
as she enters Gomorrah. They dull into hazy shapes of gray shades
when they step back into the shadows. As soon as Pamela sees them
clearly through her marred visor, those people fall over.

She feels better now that she races down a busy
street. Her inflating bust presses against the stiff jacket again.
By the time she reaches the first intersection in Gomorrah, people
stop doubling over or falling to the ground and Pamela hopes
everyone lives. If they were young or get a lot to eat, they'll be
okay.

She hopes the people she knows from the encampment
still live at the addresses she can recall. Pamela only remembers
numbers and not who supposedly lives at them. The streets of
Gomorrah are numbered in the same grid-like pattern she was
familiar with in Capital. Noting the street signs on the next
intersection, she easily finds where she is and how far she needs
to go.

Finding the address closest to C19 and F322 is as
simple as making a couple turns. The traffic on the busy streets
does not come close to matching the congestion of jams in the
encampment. They don't suddenly terminate, either, due to a shack
erupting in the center of a roadway. Vehicles in this city travel
in a regular pace at respectable distances from each other.

Pamela turns off the street and parks her motorcycle
on the sand in front of a block filled with single story adobe
buildings. Their doors face each other in place of opening onto a
view of the street. The long and narrow, closely packed homes
accommodate six or more rooms; a huge improvement from the one or
two room shanties in the encampment. The plumbing in the homes of
Gomorrah probably also function with no problems or
interruptions.

The money Pamela had handed-out to friends and
adopted family appears to have purchased more than she imagined.
The grace the wealth bought her beneficiaries probably shocked
them. Pamela has single-handed bought everyone she loves out of
their heathen-styled lives. She regret she now sought favors in
return. But thanks to her, everyone had been granted a new life.
The least they might help her is give new clothes and provisions
for a new trip into the Shur.

Friends and adopted family had practically begged
Pamela to come to Gomorrah with them. Because that, she feels a
brief separation shouldn’t make a difference in their desire to
help her, despite her mad excursions. Still, if months have passed
before she returns to life, their generosity may have faded.
Selfishness breeds quickly when people are no longer required to
share. Pamela watched the dynamic happen with orphans in the
encampment. And people didn't change once they were grown.
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