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£0FUT ——? Feather led me down the street to the survex tegi"h ieadquarters. Or, more accurately, I hob ed
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after them as they buzzed here and there between their favorite places in town. The library, the

raised gardens, the only caf@that still had decent coffee. When Athena found me in the woods, sk
caiced Now? What is Rob? T she/s i) kel I assove ( cany
scrawny and exhausted, my limbs covered in Rot, she’d taken me to stay w1th Feather, one of her & Cofe fj
scouts. She said that they would know what to do—that they’d take care of me. And they did.
They gave me food and fresh clothes bandaged my hands and le%s with an ointment that would
can be dlaged bor MY cofed 7 What Joes i} 4
stop the Rot from spreadlng further up my body, and offered to take me wherever I needed to go.
Though apparently, if “wherever” was headquarters, I’d have to make it through a full tour of the
heve

town first.

“Syd, come look at this!” Feather ducked into a narrow alley nearly a block away from where I

stood.

Another detour. When I rounded the corner, I saw them standing in front of a mural that seemed
to span an entire wall with painted trees and ferns. It was the greenest thing I’d seen since the

Rot took the woods. Dotted among the leaves were hundreds of faces—some skillfully rendered,
affects dll \annc Nl (0] 2

SO that the subjects seemed to peer out at you from the wall; some blurry and barely o0
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recognizable, like they’d been smeared there by a child’s fingers. I stopped short at a steely-gyed ("0 oA j
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face framed by dark curls. Cam? But it wasn’t really her. It couldn’t be.
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Feather was near the middle, standing stiller than I’d ever seen them, straw-blond hair falling
into their eyes and a sturdy hand resting by the face of a child who looked a lot like them. They

looked up at me with a smushed little smile.
“Athena painted her for me,” they said. “I’m not much of an artist myself.”

“Is that your sister?” I asked, but looking at Feather’s face, I already knew. I wanted to kick

myself.
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“Yeah, that’s Lily. She, um. It was a few years ago, before we figured out how to treat the Rot.

She®” They faltered. “Do you have anyone like that?” o )
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“Yes. Sort of. My friend, Cam.” €A Q (“ & e ), '.‘ + o a 1 hox 3" <ho \d ,(L?(_

I shouldn’t have called her a friend. She’d have hated me for it. Feather seemed to sense my
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doubt, but they didn’t ask anything more, and I didn’t offer. We walked the rest of the way to

headquarters in silence.
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“You want to go back out there?” A
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I could almost feel Athena’s eyes piercing my skull. Her gaze snapped to Feather, who shifted

awkwardly beside me.
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“And you said you’d take her? Back through the woods. Where she almost died.” é) \D\O’% \ 4\_‘
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Feather opened their mouth, then shut it again.
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“Do you not see the state she’s in?”
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I ran my bandaged fingers over my arms. To be honest, she was right—it’s just that I didn’t care.

Feather clearly did, though. It looked like they were about to crumble under Athena’s

questioning.

“I know where the Rot’s coming from,” I said quickly. Stupidly. “That’s why I have to go back. I

can show you. I—I just need to get home, I know I saw somethmg_ﬁomethmg important.
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Please.”

“Oh? And what was that?” Athena’s voice was hard.
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I lied. Ihgg my ass off. It was a figure, deep in the woods behind my house. Years ago like a
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Rotted tree but not quite—everything around it was dead, but it wasn’t like the Rot at first. [ \m\h \
didn’t get close. I knew something was wrong, but I didn’t tell anyone because I was just a dumb

teenager back then and I thought if I left it alone it would just go away on its own, and

everything would be fine, but.. ®

My face was hot, and I felt tears prickling at the corners of my eyes. Athena and Feather were
going to call my bluff—they knew far more about the Rot than I did, and yet I was trying to
convince them I had something to offer. But they said nothing. Instead, Feather laid a reassuring
hand on my shoulder. Athena pressed her eyes shut, then opened them slowly, as if resigning

herself to something unpleasant.

“Feather, there’s an extra set of equipment in the shed. Give Syd what she’ll be able to use. Be

careful. Stay in touch.”




There was a little fast-flowing stream north of town, marking the boundary between us and the

woods. Feather and I stood on its pebbly banks and looked out at what was left of the trees.

The Rot was inconsistent. Sometimes it was only surface-deep, where it would leave 'gs mark—
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soft, dark, and wrinkly, like the flesh of an old piece of fruit—but it didn’t kill the host. Breaking ‘\ A}_ <}Q -
contact with the source would slow the spread, and the right treatment could stop it entirely. '
That’s how Athena and Feather were able to save me. The trees didn’t have that luxury, of

course, but some of the oldest ones were still standing. Their surfaces had been completely

overtaken, the leaves had shriveled and fallen, and they were beginning to lose branches, but

they were still alive for at least a little while longer. ., L \‘ ~ A ‘% A\ S\\\ i)‘(‘ | o
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The same couldn’t be said for the underbrush or the ground cover. They sagged under the Rot,
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and the smallest plants had liqueﬁed to coat the ; gwlrr?ungir‘l a slimy mass. Walking through it
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unprotected was likely a death sentence. "ﬁlere were no animals in sight. Aside from the running

water at our feet, it was completely silent.
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“Syd?” Feather’s voice sounded unnatural. It was too loud, too present.
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“We’re not going back,” I said, trailing off to a whisper. Disturbing the silence felt wrong.

“We’re not going forward until you tell me why we’re doing this.” They must have seen me

hesitate, and continued, “I don’t care what your reason is. I just need to know you know it.”
“It’s stupid.”
“Tell me.” It came out harsher than either of us were expecting. We both flinched. “Sorry.”

“I told you I left someone behind. Cam. I have to go to her, I have to see her and...I have to give

this back.” I showed Feather the pendant hanging around my neck—a pressed clover encased in
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amber resin. Cam had lent it to me a long time ago, before the Rot, before we stoERcd talking. “I

don’t know.”

For a moment, Feather just looked at me with an oddly steady expression. I thought they might
be angry. I was putting us both at risk, and for what—closure? It’s not like I was the only person

to lose someone to the Rot. But then a crooked little grin tugged at the corner of their mouth.

“Okay. Let’s go, then.”

I hate the rain.

It was coming down in sheets, chilling us to the bone and making it impossible to see more than
a few dozen feet around us. We’d found higher ground on top of a large rock, and Feather was

struggling to put up the shelter we’d packed. I was no helg at all. = OHFESTT1 ]

The Rot on my limbs seemed to resonate with the cold. A deep ache ran through my arms and
legs, and then a numbness. I couldn’t stand—my legs gave out completely when I tried, and
Feather had to carry me up here. They said it wasn’t my fault, that they’d agreed to this. But it

was a mistake.

I noticed a line of Rot creeping above my bandages. I didn’t mention it. There was nothing to be
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Feather got the shelter up just as night fell. There was no way to get dry, but we crept inside and (> it z; 5‘\0%’

huddled together to keep what little warmth we had.
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In the afternoon sun, I almost felt normal again. The ache never fully went away, and the new
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Rot didn’t fade, but at least I could walk, so we did. We were getting close. I told Feather what to
look for—a clearing in the woods, big enough for a few houses, or whatever was left of them.

The place where Cam and I used to live. We almost missed it—the houses had collapsed in on

themselves, and a layer of liquefied Rot coated the foundations. Y/)\‘ MC% 5 \Qo\fgﬂll C
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From there, Feather and I went northwest I was retracing my steps from the day we had to
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evacuate, when I’d left our group to go after Cam. She hadn’t wanted to leave and despite [, 6 S } 0
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everything, I couldn’t let her disappear by herself. So I followed her past the old playground site \”'ﬂm ,

and up the hill with the red maples, up to the boundary of the Rot when it had just arrived, years

ago. Even then lt mOIEEd gulcklym?\\cb SO f\‘Q )(ll\\ ~\ Qll@l \U u F[(Jl\ Tl\il\ ‘\\3
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Ewatched Cam kneel at the top of the hill. I think she was curious. I think she was stubborn. I

finally called out to her when the Rot began creeping up her legs. She didn’t say anything and

didn’t move. I don’t think she could have then, even if she’d wanted to. But she did look at me,
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and there was pure, bitfer.xesentment on her face. I looked back at her, and I looked down at the

Rot creeping over the ground towards me, and I turned around, and I rag
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It took me years to find my way back to her.

Now, Feather and I stood together at the top of that hill. I pulled the clover pendant over my head
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and laid it on the ground@ Ok(
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“I know.” Feather wrapped their arms around me in a hug I didn’t deserve, and burning tears

started to roll down my face. We stayed like that for a moment. Then we started down the hill.
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