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| can't be sure, things got knocked sideways +hose first few
mon+hs, but | +hink today is Christmas. Even if it
isn't, I've decided it is. So +o celebratre \'ve cracked
open a tinned ham. Frying it up with sprouts and
instant mashed potato, and a g\ass or three of
sauvignon bianc. (Second +o las+t ais\e before

checkouts. Ask me how | KNOW.)
This will be my 100* postcard. Quite some feat, huh? It's
definitely 100 as it's the last in the 4™ pbox of 25 +that 've

floated out into +his glorious shitshow of' 3 planet we +ook

for granted.
is anyonethere? is anyone reading these?

Fuck it. Who cares? 1+'s Christmas.
TO:
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Dear Fog,
Here's +he thing: | don't (ike you. Never have. |

suspect the feeling is mutual. You make it easy for
+hings +o hide, to sneak around, and +his new
iteration you've come up with = wow; seriousiy?
Nex+t+ level creepy.

Also, is it you taunting me with those noises ? You know the
ones: like whispering VOICeS,
Once upon atime | might've b
fox. Not anymore. ’'ve seen +o
over Toc many festering fiesh he
harmless source. Everyone is dead. ‘
So, in all sincerity, Fogs +ake {l-his balloon and shove it

TO:

of cries.
een happy to pretend it was a

o many corpses, stepped
aps, to assume such 8
JYou hear me? Dead.

Rita
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Governor,

| found out something interesting today. one of’
+he dead folks at+ my place 1ef+ 3 newspaper in
+he staff room and | finally got around +o
reading it. A few years benind the curve, yes,

pbut still. | was bored of Da Vinci.
You , Governor, +ook 3 +rip to Clorida a week before +he

climate rocket launch. Tucked away on page five, there you
were. Barely news. Shaking nands, all macho pride and
+eeth, with one of those scientists | used to see on TV, back
when there still was TV. ‘

Something about that sits wrong, but | can

out what it is. It'1l come tome. i have +time.
I TO:

'+ quite figure

Rita
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Dear Apocalypse,

I'm writing in my c3pacity as sole survivor To inform
you that, despite your bes+ efforts, I'm still here.
As you can see, nothing you've thrown at me +o
date has been enough, and | rather feel you
have le+ yourselr down.Try harder

By My calculatons | have enough supplies to last unhl
my 121 year, so might | suggest you shif+ +hings up a
notch before | die of old age, or boredom, or both?
From +his rooftop | raise a vacuum pack of cocktail
sausages and a beaker of’ warm chabl\is +o you. Bonne
chance. Bring it on,loser. Bring it on.

| await your response. TO:

Sincerely,
Rita
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TO:
Copyright Hugh Howey 2023

Interior lettering by Zoey Mikalatos

Story presented as found
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Little brother,

where to begin? | hope you know | searched for you,
in the early days. before the risks became ‘oo great.
| +ook Mike's 4x4, Lord knows he wasn't using it,
and checked all+he places you and | exist in my
memory: the farm, Grandma's cottage by the coast,

Abberiey.

Even the +ree house. |
Ves, | climbed that damned old tree. Scuffed my knees

doing it, t0o.You'd have laughed- Par+of me expected +o
see you there, sitting, 1€gS crossed, playing piratres or

wizards, or reading a book nearly as big as you.

I Miss you. I guess +hat's all +rhere is o sag.
TO:

Rita
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Governor,

Today is an indoorday:. JUst 3s most days are now
indoor days. The fog rolled back +o my corner of +the
world and will likely stay, as it does, fordays.
Thanks for +hat.

| do not imagine for a second you were unfamiliar
with the Law of Unintended Consequences during your time
in office, smar+t as you painted yourselr +o be. But in any
event, if you were around o see it, and | aimost wish you
were, this would be a good example.

However, the fog isn't the problem.what's in it is.

| didn't vote for +his. | didn't vote for you.

Rita TO:
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Ritol _
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again.
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Hey, worlid,
How are you? You doing okay?

peen a while since | went up to +he roof) took a
deep breath out there, s3aid hello, what with +the
fog and all. Sitting +tight down here in my shed
while it clears, working +hrough a ban Brown
collection. 4.99. Bargain.
Migh+ check oufrside tomo

rrow. when the light's right | can
see as far as +he hills, which must be twenty milés, maybe

look different without their usual sprinkling of

more. T'hetj
wW? Or shall | add that o +he \ist

SNOwW. Do you still do sno
of lost +hings?

Regards _
Rita L
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I’'ve lost track. Took my eye ofF the ball and cannot for
+he |ife of me remember how many sieeps have passed
since | last crossed +he calendar

So I've done away with +the old system, declared every
day Ritaday-

And, as everyone (me) KNows, Ritaday mornings are good for
one +hing: time +trials!

bamn near broke my neck pulling down @ BMX £rom +he central
dispiay, but totally worth it, as +he course 've designed around
+he store is freaking AWESOME.

All challengers welcome...

Rita TO:

BMX champion
of +he world






images/00033.jpeg
T Al yon_what happenstotheam.— shoot—then7 ovt
+he sky oV T climb a "fe%’é ' rzﬁf/ﬂe/e ~+hlmr. T -Fish -;%?nf
Omgpf gutTers hoping —the, inke alicfn“ riy) so bec/ ==
can't wmake, oat every pworyf. “They P reac! sy 1/mes
end 0 end VIght pBE1he bat, Fipnals 1rembling vy
eXxcitement Then-theyve £, poes over Hg checkout e
backs, see how a ¥VFEponié mighr £ .

#77
ey 96 1 a1 @ box 1hats q ot as eyl 4z o7
T S T
Dothing, but 8

&

Magpe T ‘mwr 10511g M
m/’no/,yﬁmﬂ/ ~+hese é’(%gff/
ballodns art-+he. eielence -

- %7/7;;/,? %/% ﬁgf‘/’ 7 V474





images/00032.jpeg
Lately \'ve taken ‘o wa'l'ching ‘+hese balloonNs disappear
across the horizon, or until +hey're swallowed by the
haze above, whichever comes SooNnen +he wind being

+he deciding factor in that
| have afelescope. it's one of mymost prized

possessions. Powerful +hing it is, +o0.

£ +here were stars o be seen I'd surely be \ooking up. instead, |
follow my balloons, with +heir bright, incongruousiy Joyful
messages - Happy Birthday! Congrars! it's a Boy' - and their
dangling postcard payloads, until | can't see them anymore.
What happens to them after +hat, | can only wonder:

it
P TO:
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Negaﬂve: I'm not alohe. Something has been at the

spoiled crackers in +the snacks aisle. A mouse, or PLACE

worse, 3 rat, probably. Where there is one There are STAMP

Fuck 4 Fucks fuck.
sure | saw traps around here somewhnere.
Positive: Lpooks like the sun is -\-rging +o break +through the

ever-present atmospheric haze. Hello, old friend. Longt+ime
no sSee.

Rita

TO:
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| Fina\\gﬁ moved a few of +the bodies. Didn't have o, it'S not like they were
anywhere | had to go, but knowing they were there was _PLA?

starting fo freak me out, What with the noises and everything STAMP

HERE

They had employee badges, so we're on €irst name terms no
wearing rubber gloves, a towel around my nose and mouth,
| wrapped Tomasz, Steve, Lenny, and Jerome, (who thankfully

forded up more compactly than they would've alive), in individual

garden waste bags.
The store has a wheelchair, which is just as well. ThoSe guys are

heavy!
One at atime | wheeled +them upthe 3Ccess rame
them ofF Fhe roof, by +he warehouse entrance. | never ook in

+hat direction. From 40 feet up, it shouldn't smell.
A good day's work, all in all. TO:
More to do TOMOrrow.

5 then +threw

Rita
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Greeting from +the birthday girl,

Turns out 36 Feels much +he same as 3. Does iteven
mattere If +ime and age are arrele!varﬁ—*ro a iife M
isolation, SO Must behe \andmarlks of womanhood.
Before +this, my body was a ticking clock. Days

cotiected into a series of repeating patterns.

1-5 Bileed.
12.- 14 Ovuiate.

2 Pregnant?
1 Nope. start again.

My husband is gone. My body, TO:
and my world, no longer move to
+he same rhythmic beat

Who even am | now?

Rita
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TO:
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T loved her 100 . The idea o ner. T'm sure we afl clid.
The cage shnks of their blood and lowels, all +hose who
came before me. And now here You ave finding my
[iHtle 11 box among +he detritvs OF the dead A jackpor
ol Bira's missives, Neorly a hundvred +het T shot out
oL +he sy, visked my néck for, chased across hal¥ a
county +o g€t 1o +he Source of?
4o WON'+ 54y a word, the Fucker who didf +his. Mot sure
what he's warfing for Wovking wp an appetite?
waitin v my skin 7o [ooseri a litHe?—T i, not even
| scaved. Just fived. Treartbroken. And think
Call+the Other saps ont thereTI was worried i
danger+o mysel-f.’d :
VT see himn ot his desk vight now, scribhiin
SiX canisters of helitm a””{jmml,o Wﬂbdcs?o?wa Y,
ands on one ard send i+

balloons. TL T conld ge+ my b
betiween these bars, T wonder what T'o say

+o warn you . _
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Dear Apocalypse,

I'm writing in my capacity as sole survivor fo inform
you +hat, despite your bes+ efforts, I'm still here.
As you can see, nothing you've thrown at+ me +o
date has been enough, and | rather feel you
have let yourself down.Try harder

By My calcuiahons | have enough supplies to tast unhil
my 127 year, so might | suggest you shif+ things up a
notch before | die of old 3ge, or boredom, or both?
From +his roof+top | raise @ vacuum pack of cocktail
sausages and a beaker of warm chablis to you. Bonne
chance. Bring it onjloser. Bring it on.

I await your response. TO:

Sincerely,
Rita
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2/3 (...cont)

| +ried to hold them off, threw everyrhing | could at PLACE

+hem, but there are just too many, and they're so much | STAMP
stronger than | am. They've +rapped me in +he s+aff room. HERE

J

Christ knows how | managed to get up the stairs withmy leg asbad as itis.
Amazing what's possible with the right motivation, don't you+hink?
The door won't hold forever. A couple of +hem are faking turns
barging at i+, weakening it, bit by bit. I'm scared, Clayton.
Real\% scared.

Look, | shall tell you what | know, then release these final
cards on a balloon out of +he window (fingers crossed they
head +the Fiqh'(’ wav;) What You
do with +he knowledge is up
To you.

TO:

0 mreta:)
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Five +hings | miss:

1. Hot running waten

2. Google.
3. The feel of grass underfoot.

4. Eating popcorn in a dark movie theater
5. Hope.

Five Hhings | don’'t:

1. Monday mornings.

2. Fox News.

3. Existential dread. CTO:
4. covid. |

5. Mike. (Cnhrist, what does

+hat say about us?)

Rita
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To anyone or no-one,
I'm up to twenty postcards a day and still nothing.
No contact. Even +he fog has stayed away of 1ate.
Thankful for +that, at+ |eas+.

The first helium +ank is down+o hatf. | have an
abundance of balloons and cards (+his place must've nad
a sale on them or some+hing) bur once +he gas goes,
+hat'll be the end of +hat. ’'ve checked +he warehouse:
+woO more Tanks. |

This MOFNING , A light breeze carries my words in+he
direction of Fariey County. Maybe someone made it over
there, kept safe down the mines. Maybe not.

Do | want +o know the answer ei%\er way?

Rita
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Hey, folks,
what are you doing RIGHT NOW? \wanna join me fora

party at mine? Sure you do. 1
Free booze and snacks, giant Jenga, noN-stop hits

From +the 80's and 90's, mostly power balads and
which, full disclosure, may descend into karaoke.

guitar rock,

You have been warned.
pDancing in underwear compulsory. Absolutely NO climate

crisis talk alnowed.
Just knock.

Your buddy,
Rita TO:

P.S. Bring weed.
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This is my first time writing in & whil€. Though | don't

suppose it makes any difference if | leave it a day, a

mortth, a year Sconer or later | must face the fact

' alonNe.
current status is I've not had & drink since ge++ir\g

full-+throttle wasted the other nigh+. | woke up co\d, like an
idiot, in the electrical items section (alsoc kNowMN as't “he
aisle). Quess | passed out. Only Hhrough b\ind

useless junk
luck did | not stumble outside.

The noises have started up againthese past few nights. £ |
can cope with the stench, | might checkhe dead guys

upstairs for a gun.
TO:

Rita
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Dear Wes,

I’ve been +hinking about you, today. Every day,
+ruth be told. | know we argued at+ the wedding,
and I'm so sorry about +hat. I+'s been playing 0N my
mind quite a \ot. |

£ I'd Known +he world wasturning to shit of course I'd have
pehaved diﬂ‘erenﬂ%. Any chance we can blame it on +he
sambuca? Bygones?

And | was wrong to say Jeannie looked like 3 sasquatch. she
deserved better from me. Family's family. Besides, with

hindsight she's definitely more of an orang-utan.

Love you, brot+her.
Rita TO:
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B /1 £ cling 11y now. Aye +he
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| would like very much+o walk outside, evenjust
circle the perimerer, but I'm afraid. There, | said
it. Happy?

| fear death isout there, catching up. That, despite
living +his 10Ng, | could still be infected by it. By
death. Isthat crazy?

when it gets like my chest might explode | go upto +he roof,
look beyond the parking lot to 3 cluster of trees, where at
one time squirrels would have scampered, birds nested,
before +hey dropped clean of¥f their branches.

Those trees, +those fucking magnificent trees, are surviving
bet+ter+han any of Uus could. Thriving, actually, in alltheir
verdant glory. | tell myser | O:

at \leastthere's +hat. And it
helps a little.

Rita
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Tve Zof Youv antibiohics! Skould have reached youtpday,
bt rén imtv some 1rowble i gured i+ was 0Ne 0L Jour+yaps
ot Ars T, bt probably older. At the, edlge oF +he fark,m Iof
Dicln'+ 961+ me but 9ot yne spobked- Z tink T khow why
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Hi Clayton. A quick update -

- The customer wheelchair is possibly the bes+
invention ever. Not upto time trial speeds, but an PLACE
improvement on dragging mtjself backwards aleng STAMP
+he floor. ; HERE

- No further break-ins as yet, so my +rap still stands.
Not sure what they're wating for. A heavy fog, probably.

- Your postcards brighten my day. The one | keep under my chair
cushion, to read when | wonder if | imagined you, +the one
that hangs tantalizingly from a tree outside, and the many
| see in the sky, passing btj.Send mMore so | might catch
another?

- I'm aul out of antibiotics.

2,

Rita TO:
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Dearest Clayton,

while | had hoped you might fincl me, and +hat +he
infection inmMy leg might resolve, | fear neither will come
+o pass. I+ is therefore +ime Ffor Mme +o do what mus+t be done.| STAMP
were youto arrive too late, all +hat was mine is yours.
Take this postcard as notification of my bequeathment.
Enjoy i+ I'd sooner it go to you, my friend, +han+o the sons of
bitches out there. Il do what | ¢an to clear +he way for you.
€ not all, I'l fake down as many as ) can. You have rmy word
on +hat

I'm not gething better, Clayton. The nigh+mares have returned
and how much longer | can be of use is anyone's guess. Please
don't feel bad, this is what | need to do, and believe me when

| say, if 'm going out, it be in style.

Safe travels.

All my love, TO:
Rita
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Crap.

The bodies have gone from +he warehouse entrance
where | dumped +hem.

Nine corpses. Gone. ‘

| don't know what +o do with +ha+ information.

Rita
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Hello there,

Not sure we've met, but allow me +o introduce myself:
i'm Rita Stomhold, fuck up of the highestordern, and as
| write this I'm doing +tequila slammers with 8
storeful of ghosts.

Ves, you read that cight. Tequila slammers.

ve set +hem all out in a row, cracked open a jar of preserved
lemons, a dish of sai, ancl - BAM! BAM!I BRAM! - down the hatch
+hey go.

Nobody tell me | don't know how to live.

of course +he ghosts are struggling with theirs, so I'm giving
+hem 3 teensy weensy bit of assistance. They don't seem 1o mind.

TO:

Adios muchachaos...
Rita
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clagton. t's Rita. I'm in trouble.

This won'+ all fit on a singlecard), so I'll have to make
a se+ of 3.

My plan was to entice them into +he store, get them to

+he warehouse where there's a huge lockable cage, +then burn
+he fuckers to the ground.

I was very, very wrong, Clayton.
They're smart, way smarter +han | gave +them credit for. They

knew about my trap (that's why they stayed away) and +hey were

working out the best way to get in to avoid being caught
Thank Christ for +the

wheelchair or i'd never | TO:
have made i+ out.

(Cotit
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Governora

For @ year and a half | siept in a plastic shed. When | PLACE
shut my eyes | couldn'+ bear the feeling of’ vastness STAMP
around me. | needed to close it iny make it small. The HERE

clicks and scratches and frickies that punctuate the , )
silent darkness conjured +he worst imaginable +hings 4o mind.

At night, spa3ce was - still is — my enemy.

Did they usher youto a safe place when +he sky went dark? To :
a fioating, lead -lined palace, & bunker with servants +c spare!

Or did some righteous soul, knowing what you did, slip a knife
between your ribs?
Because if theydidn't, | will.

Rita e
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(£ I've realized one thing over +he Iast+few weeks, it's that \ need

to get my shit together if I'm +o stand any chance of ’ PLACE
getting through this. de o
| already have everything | need: GEHE

My dad's focus, my mother's inner strength, Mike's
se\fr-belief, and my baby brother's optimism. | just need to

harness them.
So. Yoga. I've +aken up Yoga. Or pilates. (No clue what the

difference iS). I've cleared a space in what was the cafe, laid
down foam jigsaw mats, and am spending 30 minutes each
morning impersonating what @ | picture a8 Yoga instructor
+to be. Day 3, and feeling more zen already.

Bm‘ng o TO:

Rita
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Universe,
This may come as a shock fo one as ancient as you, (

as all-encompassing. In fact you might want to sit PLACE
cown for it STAMP
Ready? HERE
You do not get to break +he likesof me. | cannot and \ )

will not be broken. Do 4ou Know who | am ? What you've created
in me ? Do you have +he faintest idea what | am capable of'?

Clearly not
Oh, but | kNow you, ail too wells and | won't play your game

anymore. ' . _ _ a5
That's what you cannot stand, isn't i+? Not being deified?
You prefer us +o be in a constant state of awe, onour knees,
in the dirt.

Well, Fuck you, Universe. This is on my terms, now.

DO your WOorst. TO:

Rita
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My s\leep has improved since mcVving up to +he old stalf coom. |
scrubbed the place raw with bleach, to get rid of the
cadaver stink from Tomasz et al. Then again with apple
antibac surface cleaner, to cover the smell of the bleach.
I've set up @ makeshif+ bed using stacks of gutdoor
Ffurniture cushions, Egyptian cotton sheets, and a king sized
comforter. it's like a little corner of Heaven up there.

The space is great. It's bright, with windows (windows!) facing
south and east. Wha+t we'd call in+the good old days ‘dual aspect’.
During the night, | wrap a length of coaxial cable around +he
handles of +he double doors, holding +them shut, to pe safe.

The fog is back. Can't betoo careful.

TO:

Rita
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FAO: Fog Demons.

You are cordiglly invited to at+end Qacirg Rita's
Season Finale Party.

*IF this store's rockin, ya best come knaockin!”

Tonic)h'i'.
After dark.

Follow +he sound of disco.

I'tl be wai-h'ng.
Rita
TO:
P.S. Bring your karacke
A-game, you big beauthful
haimd bastards.
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Dear clayton,

Last night | saw you in a dream. You lived in 38n
identical store to mine, as far south from +he hills
as | am to their nor+th.,

In every way, we mirrored each other, each day
doing the same +things, -F‘ouowing +he same routines,
neither of us moving from our respective, isolated lives.
Both of us died alone.

Is that how it's to be? Or will one of us risk everything for
+he other?

Thinking of you (us?).

Rita TO:

P.S. Not -Feeling great. Will
write more when | shake off
+his colid.






images/00112.jpeg
Mike.
That damn secretary of yours is

fake nails tappity - tapping. Where was she when you
needed burying, huh ? Fat load of use she is+o me

now, giggling outside my door.
Jesus.

In all honesty, Michael, \ forgay,
forgave, per se. It was more th

here again, with her

e you a longtime aga. Well, not
at | got past caring. Yes, that's

i+, | couldn't brihg mtjself‘+o care. She would've felt that way

+oo, eventuaily.

What? You didn'+t think | knew ? Babe, come on, let's not kid
ocurselves, Discretion was never Yyour +hing.

| was goi ng o divorce you
antdwakj.

TO:

Rita
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Dear Mike,

#'s rained here for a@ solid week, and my mind is playing PLACE
+rickSs telling me | didn't cover you with encugh rocks
+o weigh you down. ‘

i had @ nightmare: +the me|+wa+ér~ from +he
mountains flushed Yyou outr and you came \ooking for me,
majorly pissed off. ‘

NYou Kept+ repeating +he same +hings; over and over: “iI'm cold,
Rita"y and "Hold me"y, and “wWhy would you do+hat +o me?"

| screamed myself awake, +hen hid under +he blankers
until morning came.

Stay dead, Mike. Please.

TO:
Ri+a
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1+'s amazing +he range of +hings you find here. My top 5 so far:

1. Celestron Refractor Telescope.
2. 22" Kett\e Barbecue With Cart (+ons of charcoal

in store).
3. Lay-Z-Spa Infiataople 4 Person Spa (with muripurpose
chlorine +ablets).
4. Brita Water Filter & spare cartridges.

5. Kayak.

| Was Wrong about not being able +o smell the bodies from +he
roof. Might have to do something 3bout +hat-

TO:
Rita
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* Updated# List of +hings | miss:

- Rooftop hot tub (plaster cast + water = smush) PLACE )
- Music played LOUD (mus+ work on that one. STAMP
Why +f am | even hiding amdmore?) HERE

- Knowing I'm alone (yeah, +that was Kinda nice)
¥ Updated« List of things | don'+t:

- Hallucinations (not fun)
- Hangovers (solution: day drinking)

- Mike (still)

Not dead yet, Apocalypse.

Rita TO:
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Guys'

1+'s official, I'm a goddamn genius.

Honestly, I'd already impressed myselt’ by fixing
up a tarp to a length of hose to collect

rainwater in my inflatable rooftop spa. After
+he recent storms it's filling nicely. Just coid.

How do you heat 1arge amounts of water without
electricity for a heater pump? You might well ask.
Oone word: +hermosyphon. |

Coilec copper pipe + metal brazier + hose = instant hot
water, fiowing into my (now) hot +ub! God, I’'m good

at+ +his.
In your face, Apocalypse. | TO:

Rita
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I've started locking myself in the shed at night. The time iS
fast approaching when | decamp to the staff room
upstairs, which will a+ \eas+ p(,w one more door
petrween me and the shop fioor

For Now, though, I'I\ make do with the heavy duty
bike lock 'm using for home security.

In & bid t0 soothe my frazzied nerves I'm listening to

Jane Austen audio CDs, through headphones, 3s | drop off
+o sleep. Been A while since | played anything out loud. Don't
want +to draw attention. ‘

I'm either being watched or I'm losing it. Take your pick.

Rita E& )
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Dear Clayton,

Are youthere, my faraway friend, or have you joined the
ranks of +he dead? Either way, | bring news.

| see them, clayton, in+he fog. \'ve been watching from my
window and | see+them, lots of them, dark outlines in
heavy, stolen pelts, +heirteeth sharpened, theirclaws
ready. They're laughing atr us, clayton. They think of us 3s {ools,
as easyprey.

They don't see Mme, though. I'm+o0 clever for that Stay low, stay
quiety +hat's the key.

Shhhh.

I have a plan, Clayton. wWhen they spring my +rap 1'll get them,
just you wait.

wait, wait, wait.

You'll be good at that by now, | expect.

waiting. ‘
Never doing. TO:
Never mind. You wait. I'll do i+

myself.

Rita
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Dear wes,
Remind me. The weekend before you and Jeannie got

hitcheds we met for breakfast, remember? We
t+alked about the government's plians for the
rocket 1aunch. You had eggs Benedict, as you
always do, | had cream cheese bagel and \ox.
Had +they approved i+ by then? The launch, | mean. or did
+hey push it througnh early? i'm sure there was something...
God, my memory is shot +o shit, my perception of +rime \ike
ice-cream meiring in the sun.

This is all so wrong. A puzzle with pieces Missing.

Come on, Rita,+hink. THINK!!

TO:
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Dear Clayton,
I hope you find this message, and thar i+ finds you in good

shape. Not sure how much sense l've been making |ately.
Are my postcards gething to you? I've sent hundreds,
+housands, perhaps.

| believe it's 3 or 4 days since | last wrote ¥o you.
(1t could just as easily have been longer). I'm afraid 'm not doing

so well. Butr | shall keep sending my words out into this sorry

world of ours until my 1ast cylinder of gas runs dry.

For what it's worth.

Fact is, my leg is pretty banged up. | appear To have developed
an infection and, frankly, it's kicking my ass. | found some
arhibiofics, which have helped, and my thougnts dare somewhat
clearer now. God willing, I'll heal.

Send good vibes. TO:

Rita
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Oh Qod.
Something, or someone, is coming into the store ar night.

Not +he warehouse (which, while stillterrifying,
wouldn't be as bad, given +here's a \ockable sliding
door | can close to +that) but the main aread of the
store. Where | sieep.

| thought i+ was vermin, but | was wrong.
whatever it is clawed a hole in the outer wall big enough o

craw! +hrough. I've stacked crates loaded withcans in fron+t
of it for Now, heavy stuff, nhard to move. i figure out 8 more
permanent solution when | eventuaily calm down.

Jesus, what next??

Rita TC:
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The wors+ +hings to happen +o me are as follows...

1. Mom's slide into dementia. |

2. 1VF (the drugs, the miscarriage, the whole
ahebangl !

3. pad leaving.

4. The high school years.

5. Mike.

well, well, Apocalypse, not even +op 5.
How disappointed you must be.

l

Rita ‘ TO:
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Mike.

Is +hat you? |
Don'+ be ridiculous, Rita. Of course it isn't. The dead

don'+ write postecards. Whoever heard efsuch a +hing?
All the same -~

There's one caught on+he rear wiperof a car parked out front.
A sorry looKing balloon s3gs off it via a \length of ribbon.

I can't bring myseif +to walk out that far, so instead I've
aimed my +elescope toward it, zoomed in as far as it goes.

| can see the image on +he card clear as day: Disneyland.

So you understand, Mike, why I'm asking.

Nou aiways promised we'd go. |

TO:
Rit3
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wesley (my brother) and | were beach babies. we spent our
summers outside of +he usual parental limits,
neck-deep and feariess, or jumping breakers inthe
surf Rules were for city folk, not us.

There are SO Many things +0 miss, NOW; but the +hing
| miss most is the ocean. The smell of ity the freedom, the sense
of possibility.

1've dragged a kayak onto t+he roof and am sittingon it. When |
slow my breathing, there's sand on my shins, saltwater in
my hair, which is dmﬂing intO crisp curls in +he sun.The rolling
water undulates beneath me. | feel it. Muscle memory. Calm.
I'm far from the land where sometimes 1| fear | will suffocate.
| may stay and drift+ a while. | TO:

Rita
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T+'s harel 1o pictuve you with a gun. T see yoU in a
kayak, of hot +ub, on a bike. T see you at the beach.
' Not shooting things. +ow have you vadé o +his long ?
I thowngit everyone (ke you was |0st. Extinct.

T vemember an argunment T had with my vnom once.
on and on abount all the anjmals we'd
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Dear Mike,

I stilldon't know who sentthe Disneyland post+card.
I'm working to beat my agoraphobia, and am
currently reading about self-hypnosis. Can't
hurt, mghf?

Twice this week | went owrs‘de. Each t+ime | made it slightly
further from +he door: My hands shook so much | Was
+errified the gun would go oﬂ‘, le+ting whatever, or whoever,
+o0k +he bodies of Tomasz and his pals know | was there.

Did | mention | found a gun? Yeah, I'm a badass.

'\l +ry to get further | need -tj-o KNow it's not Yo,y it only
for +he s3ake of my sanity.

TO:
Rit3a
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The fog comes in varying levels of op3city. At its most dense,

you'd strugglie +o find yourown rear end with both PLACE
BErS STAMP
The middling fog, more of & mist +han a true fog, HERE

renders even the mundane view of +the car lot
otherworldly. Quite beautiful. Visual range: fifty yards, a+ most.

Then +here's this, a kind of heaviness. Even indoors you can
feel it when you breathe. It's humidity and residue and fungal

spores and rot. Not +hick enough +o have 'Form, only presence.

Not weather so much 3s mood.
| long for a breeze +o clear+the air.

Rita TO:
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I was woken early by a loud noise. | first+ thought of gunfire,
but that's crazy, right? | haven't seen a living
person in forever. Not since — |

ves, well, best we don't mention +he fairground.
My next thought was a car backfiring, which is
even crazier, given there isn't a working car engine for
miles around. | should kKnow. || triecd mos+ of them on my way

here, +o no avail.
Nothing in the store appeared to have been disturbed, and

believe me | checked, so | went +o the roof, stared out as far
as | could in +he shitty gray visibility. Listening. Listening...
To nothing. Not even 3 sparrow.

I guess +he latest development igghat I'm hearing +hings now.
Fan- freakin-tas+tic. :

Rita \
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Dear Clacj'ron-,
Just when | fearedthe ink would wear away trom ( PLACE )

my constant rereading of your postcard, what STAMP
should | spy through my telescope? HERE

Mes!Yes! Another banoon! Another beguiling
message! Caught up in the branch of 3+ree, a hundred yards

or so away. Lord oniy knows when it landed. \+ took forever

for +he |as+ fog to clear.
Although it's at the other end of the parking lot, way too far

away for me to retrieve, know this: | shall savor +he sight
of i+t.

I'd all but given up.
TO;

Your friend,
Rita
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Motherfucken
| made it tothe car. And +he Disneyland postcard. As |

tried +to untangle one from the other a panic hit me
like I've never known, So | ran, tearingthe card from
its mooring in +he process. ;

In what was not my finest moment, | fell upthe curb, twisting
my ankie good, and only just managed-to hop inside. Damn
clumsy idiot. If it's broken, I'm screwed.

At least now | know my dead husband isn't writing +o me from
under 3 cold pile of' rocks. No. Instead it's someone else.
Someone with the mos+ wonderful name 1've ever heard.

wherefore art +hou, Clayton? |

Rita TO:
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Dear Wes,

I'm going to have to |let you go, real soon. | must take
all the wonderful memories | have of you, and of us,
and pack them away neatly before they +urn sour
If +here's one 1ast thing | want to tell you before

you go, it's that | was so proud +o call you my brother. So
dampn proud.

You did gocdy kid.

Oh, and for t+he record, don‘t think I ddn't notice you were

Mom and Dad's favorite. But that's okay. You were my
favorite too.

Love you always, TO:
Ritg Skeeter
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Governor,

The stories | could tell you about my brother. | said
goodbye to him today. Not in person., not face ‘o
face, my arms around him, as it should've been.
No. My goodbye was scratched onto 8 postca e
of all things.

A fucking Costco postcard.
He was the 13st of them. The last person | cared 8bout who

I held out any shred of hope of not having perished in +those

first days.
But we know in our hearts the truth of i+, you and I, don'+ we?

My baby brother is dead.

TO:

Rita






images/00060.jpeg
where were you when it happened? whatwere you doing?
Personally, | was underwater, scrubbing shit of¥ the
bottom of rich peoples' yachts. They're dead now,
of course, and here | am, writing postcards while
| wait for my pasta +o cook, my arrabbidta sauce
+0 warm +hrough. Funny how the tide turns.

Man, | used +o love diving, before it became my job.Then |
hatred it. Then it saved my nF‘e Whothe hell would've
guessed?

All their money couldn't help +hem Only oxygen. And | had
pienty of that-. ‘

Rita 1O
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To 7?7

| saw your balloon +this morning. \+ floated in fram t+he
south. | fell over my own feet getting to the telescope
in Time to confirm what my instincts told me, and,
sure enough, IT WASN'T ONE OF MINE.

There was a message attached, (same-+actic | use). To grab it,
+though, would've meant going gutside the building, leaving my
safe haven, and I'm not ready for that yet. Will | ever be ready?
wWho are you?

where are you?

wWhy am | suddenliy filled with a sense of dread?

I shall wait until +he wind directionchanges before sending +his

reply, in+the hope it's seen. But = 1O
+that doesn't mean I'm ready to
be found.

Rita
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Dear strangen,

wWhen | arrived here | was a dead person walking, with a

: : PLACE
day, maypbe two, 1eft in me. If I'd 1aid down to sieep, STAMP
chances were |'d never have woken up- | wasdone. HERE

Then, from nowhere, this place appeared like a
shimmering oasis, offering safety, supplies, somewhere to rest
and heal.More +han that, it became a haome.

| never imagine myself leaving. To leave would be+ne greatest
risk, and for what? The outrside has nothing | need.

And yet =

All it took was a child's balloon for me +o picture my Life with
someone else in it. Now | fanmtasize gbout a warm body next To mine
at night, of the comfort +that wouldTBr'mg. | dream about coming

to find you.
But, no. I'm sorry. The fear is

just too much.

Rita
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| went cutside. Only as far as+the curb, where the entrance pavement
meets the drop-off point, but | cannot tell you how

hard my heart was pounding. | watched the trees
+he whole rime.

Ground level = vuinerabvle.

| was out there mere seconds before running back inside,
barricading the doors as | have done since the srart. To quell
my anxiety, | added extra boxes of rice and tins +to +he stack
for good measure. |

| Keep thinking about what Mike used o say about burglars:
“1f they want o get in, they'll get in',

| spend Most of my +ime in the staff room now. Feels safer
Probably isn'+t. TO:

Rita
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Life goes on. It escalates.
First, the insects returned, proliferating within
weeks. No doubt due to +he 1ack of competition, a
shift in their ranking up +he hierarchy, and +he
obscene amount of rotting matter+c be had.
Then +here was a resurgence in small, fast breeding
mammals some months laten | gssume +heir forebears
survived somehow, safe and warm, in air pocket burrows
deep underground. God bless hibernation.

Now, as | close my eyes, I'm lulled by +he far-off; haunting
call of anowl. | need it+o be real.

Though | know Firsthand how it Feels to want some+thing
enough +hat you manifest ity | 70
if only in your own mind.

Rita
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I Figured a building inspection was overdue so hopped ground
using 3 pair of brooms. | wish | hadn't as another
breach has appeared, +his +ime down +Hhe cookware
aisle. No kidding, it's+he size of a fucking bean
while | enjoyed my shor+t pain holiday, courtesy of
Percocet Airways, somet+hing tore out a full panel from +he
warehouse wall, and clawed through the brick, into the
main building. ‘

what could dothat? And how did | not hear it+?

Then 3gain, maybe | did. (Little pig, little pig...)

Must do an inventoryto check if anything is missing,
food-wise. | don't -Peel safe here anymore, but where the
hell elise is+thereto go TO:

Rita
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Dear Clayton,
| watch from morning 'til night for your messages.

PLACE

Oon fog-free days | lie on the window ledge, wrapped STAMP
in @ blanket. | eat tinned pears and scour +he HERE

1andscape for ballocons from beyond +he southern |~
hills.

I've spotted +wo more so far, since +he first one, but they
were out of reach. (I'm injured; did | mention +hat?) i+ damn
near Kills me +o sit here helplessiy as they float by.

| wonder what you wrote. | wonder who you wrote it for:
And deep down | hope +hat person is me.

Rita TO:
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clayton,
Here's the thing: I'm battling some serious trust

issues right now.
| trusted my husband, Mike, when he suddeniy had

all +those ‘aftrer-work events' to attend. | trusted
+ha+ Gov. Merck was trying to save all our futures, not
just his own. | trusted +the walls of +his place +o protect me
from whatever is out +here in +the fog, +rying to ger in.
Trust is finite, and, frankly, 'm all out.

So -
Can | +rust you, C1ayton? That's ¥he big question. Because

I'm starting +o +hink nothing is what it seems.
e

Rita
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1've set a8 trap. Fear gor me nowhere, so I'm finding out who,
or what, Keeps breaking in a+ night, and 'm facing
+hat bastard down. Nobody +rashes my place and
gets away with it.

Af+er dinner, \ built 3@ half-assed barricade
3cross +he mos+t recent hole in the wall. Notenough +o stop
someane getting inj just enough +o 100K like | +ried. Balanced
on top is 3@ basket of +he noisiest things | could find: pans,
cutiery, ornaments, jingle bells, anythingto make one nheck
of a clang as it hits the ficor. They're not getting in without
me kKnowing about it.

And now +o bed.

Rita TO:

P.S.Fun fact: My 1eqg casr

makes the perfect holster
for 3 carving knife.
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Do you believe in curses, Clayton? Are +he dead paying the
price for their misdeeds, do you+think, orare we?

1 have a confession: prior tothe 1aunch | wished
for +he kind of +ime and spacé I have now. Prayed
for it. | pictured 3 world where nobody demanded
anything ofme, where Mike didn't exist, where | was {ree +o
pass +the hours as | wanted.

1+ might sound strange but | wasn't unhappys or lonely,
before you came along. Really | wasn't. sad for +he worid,
of course, who wouldn'+ be? But never lonely, and never
sad for myself:

Then, there you were. |

You cursed me,y Clayton. . TO:
I'm +o be tormented by
messages, close enough

+0 see but never read.

Rita
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For +he record, three bits of shitty news:

1. My BMX career might be overn with anankie +the
size of a grapefruit, | can barely walk. stairsare
also an issue, so I'm back sleeping in +he shed on
+he shop floor (shitty enough news by itself).

2. The gun is gone. | dropped it outside when | fell, was just
about building up +the courage+o retrieve it, but whenl
looked this morning it was no longerthere.

3. I'mdown +o my last cylinder of helium.

As Ritadays go, I've had better:

Rita
TO:
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Dear Wes,

Your medical skills must’ve rubbed offl | had an
accident. broke my ankie, | think. Stupid of me,
really, given the state of +hings. But, there you go.
You never told me it hurt so much when you fell of €
+he bridge +hat +ime. Or maybe youdid, and | ignored you.

I vaguely remember making fun of you (1 had no ideal) so
for that I'm+ruly sorry,.

It wasn't getting better (can youdie from a broken anklie?)
but lUCKily there's 3 +on of stuff around here. | made 3 cas+
using cotton wadding and strips of +-shirts dipped in plaster
of Paris, and 3 crutch from 3 broom.

Guess we're both doctors now, t}%\_h?,

Rita
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Dear C|atj+on,

Sor‘r‘lj it's taken me +his long to reply.

I could say | was unwell, or that | hid your words away,
convinced myself you weren't real, or that the breeze
blew north instead of south. And while all those +hings
are true, they aren'+ the reason.

The reason is life was easier that way, you know? Without you.

¥ you are real then | have decisions +o make, choices, options,
and | haven't had those for such a long time. Accepting you're
out there takes a siedgehammer to +he walls I've built around
myself. I'm still not surethat's wise.

Forgive me. | need more time to +hink,

TO:

Rita
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Seems | lost 3 number of days +o0 my new best friends: a fine
single mait whiskey, and painkillers scavenged from 3
dead man. Which, depending on how you 100k at ity
either don't go well together, or go tocgether g bit
too well.

This was all peachy urwil 13s+ nigh-r, when | received 3 surprise

visit from my father The same father we buried in 108.
‘Little pig, little pig,y' he saidy tapping on+he dcor to my shed.
‘Let me in' (1 had the presence of mind to lock myself in,
at least).

way to sober me up, Dad.

Needless to say, I'm sleeping back in the staff room from now
on. Stairs or no stairs. £

Rita
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down. = heav theim hantingu ot ousk (1. like 4o Say
prey these clays).
Trom what T heartheve are at lédst of odozen. T T
my chances against a hapoful, T'm A gooef onoug hH
Sho+To Fake down Founr, maybe six, before_-}r{,,gg even
now I v theve, but not Twelve. So T 1) bide iy
+me, Maybe pick okl stragglers with ngy len/ 2.

That's One 7%/'/)9 —+he +og Is 9000/-3'1
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Governor,
For & long while | thought it was apout intellectual

property, thatr youhad some vested interest in the
project, inthe tech, inthe outcome, financial or
otherwise. Why else would you rush +he launch

+hrough 4
Did you know it would gothis badly wrong? was that +the plan

from the start+?

How you must've laughed when you promised us a solution,; and
we bought it without question. We gobbled your gold-plated
savior bullshit right up-

So, what now, hero? How long until tThe atmosphere clears?

Do you know, or even care? TO:

Rita
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Wan4 4o know what my day wonld say ¥ he conled see me
now 2 ‘Man p, Clayton'

MO, +hat's not guite 1 : :
He'd say: ‘Man +he fhck AP, Clayton’: Werth G swack ol e

head/ 0 wiake odammn Sure T 9ot +he wiessage throvigh
my thick slkenl. ,
And T be gratetil for the vem/ nder. Sure as shit
wownldn 4 have lived this |ONG i£ not - him, ral/sing mMe
vight; making me strong.

Ve Cried move tears +thése las+ Few weeks +than in

my Wwhole (1. GO/.,’;? SO¥+. Dad wouldn '+ approve.
/

But then, he never did.
Aomorvow T 'm pushing oN. Manviing wp.
Save some of +hort sweet-SPunding whiskey o,

Yours ‘fTM./j_
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