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Chapter One

I woke up, still tired after a long night, rubbing the sleep from my eyes as sunlight poured into my bedroom. The sky was clear, the air cool, a welcome reprieve from the storms last night.

Knowing I had work to do, I ditched my pajamas and got right into my work clothes – jeans, flannel, boots – and went downstairs for coffee. My stomach growled, insisting on breakfast, but I had two dead goblins out in the woods and I wanted to burn their remains before the wolves could get to them.

I went to the mudroom, adjacent to the kitchen, where I kept my power strips and spare batteries, and took a Makita battery from its charger. I popped it onto the coffee maker, added some purified water and coffee, and hit BREW.

As it brewed, I stepped out back to feed the animals. They’d weathered the storm well. The chickens were already poking around their coop. I tossed them some feed and they cluck-cluck-clucked as they pecked at it. Over to the pig pen, I dumped slop into their trough. Four full-grown hogs trotted out, snuffling and grunting as their hoofs splashed through the mud-slick pen, with ten bright pink piglets oinking happily among them.

I still had to let the cows out to graze, but the corral was on the opposite end of the property and the caffeine withdrawal had sunk deep into my bones, so I went back to the house, figuring the coffee would be finished.

I paused as I neared the backyard – no fence, just a gently rolling patch of well-maintained grass – and stared up at my home. Once, this sizable three-story home had been the fashionably rustic mountain getaway for a stranger. A friend of my old boss. I’d come up here just before the world changed forever. It was supposed to be a two-day job, pouring a fresh concrete slab out near the tree line for an oversized garage. The old owner had been a vintage car collector and wanted a place to…well, I guess that part wasn’t important.

The point is, I never got around to pouring the concrete.

My house now, I thought to myself with some well-earned pride as I recalled all the improvements and adjustments I’d made over the years, turning some rich guy’s vacation mountain house into my own personal apocalypse mini-fortress.

Secure. Safe. Self-sufficient.

Not a bad place to spend the end of the world, if I did so say myself.

Back in the kitchen, I filled my thermos then got some fresh milk from the fridge. The fridge, along with the freezers I had down in the basement, devoured a great chunk of my solar power, but it was worth the effort. I was probably one of the last people on the planet who could actually store frozen meat.

I stopped, staring at the milk mixing with the coffee. Dude, you might be the last person on earth, period.

A nice grim thought to start the day.

I took my coffee then gathered my supplies. My hunting rifle, plus a sidearm. A machete on my hip. The crucifix with sharpened edges. A small drone stuffed into my backpack. A small bottle of holy water plus the gasoline can – the gas had gone bad years ago; it wouldn’t power an engine, but it was still flammable – a pilot lighter, and some old newspaper for kindling. Finally, my radio earpiece, which was connected to an open mic down in the radio room.

I sighed tiredly. All this for two dead goblins. Better safe than sorry, though. Goblin corpses decomposed rapidly and you could smell them from almost a mile away, like skunk spray mixed with rotten fish. Despite the stench, animals were still drawn to the corpses, most notably the wolves. Due to their strange eating habits, goblin flesh could be toxic, so I liked to burn the corpses before the wolves could get to them.

These days, the wolves were my only neighbors. I liked to look out for them.

I’d killed the goblins a quarter-mile down in the southwest quadrant, where the hills sloped down rather sharply. It was tough going, with exposed tree roots and muddy soil from the previous night’s rains, but this far up in the mountains it provided the best view of East Stroudsburg sitting quiet and lonesome several miles to the south.

I trudged through the trees, the soil muddy and sticking to my boots, turning the hike into a real workout. I paused to check one of the microphones. They were mostly shotgun mics, built for outdoor use, as reliable as you could get, but I always checked on them when I stumbled across one. I had them spread out in the four ‘quadrants’ around the property, each connected to small solar panels sitting in nearby clearings or, if I could manage it, up in the higher tree branches. The mics were Bluetooth-capable, synced with the receivers back in my radio room, which in turn were synced with my ear piece.

If a portal opened anywhere on my property, the mics would pick up the radio interference. It wasn’t a full-proof system, but between the radios, my drones, and the telltale howls of the wolves when they caught a monster’s scent, it was rare for any hostile creature to catch me off guard these days.

The shotgun mic looked to be in good condition so I kept on, trudging downward into a small ravine. The night before, I’d been crouching in these bushes during the storm – downpours, raining buckets – and caught each goblin with a headshot, night vision-assisted, easy peasy. Two quick kills, but then I had to wait around for the portal to close. It hovered there, three feet overground, sizzling white-hot and diamond-shaped for two hours before it finally vanished. I waited there miserably, soaked to the bone the whole time, the rifle barrel trained on the portal, but at least no more monsters emerged.

Due to the rain, I couldn’t burn the corpses, hence my morning hike. I found the goblins where I left them, pot-bellied and lanky, armed with big wooden clubs and crude iron armor. They were damp and muddy from the rain, but I doused them in gasoline then added the newspaper kindling and they burned easily enough. As the flames crackled and spewed white smoke over the trees, I caught movement back behind me, up the ravine.

The wolves were watching.

“Sorry guys,” I called out. “I can’t let you eat this crap.”

They studied me, their eyes bright gold, their fur shades of white and brown and gray. Northeastern Pennsylvania hadn’t seen wild wolves in over a century. Due to industrialization, deforestation, and the booming human population, the wolves were forced north. That had changed in the last five years.

There weren’t many upsides to having the entire human population vanish from the planet, that is, unless you were a wolf.

I set my pack down then opened it up and retrieved a bag of beef jerky I made myself. I tossed it to the wolves, a consolation prize for stealing their corpses, a neighborly gift. The wolves each shot forward to snap them up then vanished into the trees again.

I sat down, watched the fire – keeping the area clean of brush, ensuring the flames wouldn’t spread – and drank my coffee. Goblin flesh burned as rapidly as it decomposed. Within half an hour I was finished then hiking back to the house, my stomach growling for breakfast.


Chapter Two

Back at the house, I made a fire out back and fried up some eggs on a skillet then doused the flames and returned to the kitchen, where I had another coffee brewing. I ate contemplatively, enjoying every bite. Back before the world changed, I tended to scarf down my meals absentmindedly. Once I had to be responsible for literally every morsel I ate, however, I learned how to slow things down, how to enjoy each meal.

However, I was only halfway through my breakfast when I heard the screeching wail from the radio room. I sighed, frustrated.

Another portal had just opened.

All the microphones and radios were set to the same frequency, right around 450kHz. Each was connected via Bluetooth to one of four speakers in the radio room, one speaker dedicated to each quadrant. To differentiate between the speakers, I’d programmed each with a  sound filter. The one that had just gone off represented the northeast quadrant.

I gobbled down the last of my eggs then grabbed my backpack and headed out back again. I opened the pack and removed the drone, a nifty little bug-like DJI Mini-3 model outfitted with a 4k camera.

I had several drones, each one kept at a full charge so that I’d always have one handy when I needed it. I unpacked the Mini-3 and fired up the controller. The drone zipped up off the ground, buzzing, an oversized gnat, and it vanished into the pale blue sky as I sent it sailing over the trees, up the hill, over the northeast quadrant.

Watching through the camera feed on the drone’s controller, I studied the trees and the hills, keeping an eye out for the telltale white glare of an open portal. It didn’t take long to find it, diamond-shaped, sizzling, sending birds and squirrels and rabbits fleeing in all directions.

I kept the drone hovering at an angle above the portal then refocused the camera, zooming in for a better view. The burning white diamond opened just beside a cluster of pine trees on a large bluff, relatively flat ground covered with pine cones that had shaken during last night’s storm.

“Let’s see what we got,” I grunted. Sometimes portals opened randomly and nothing came out. With any luck, that’s just what was going to happen now.

A black silhouette appeared. I cursed under my breath and the humanoid shape shimmered in the white glare as it stepped from its home dimension into mine.

“Damn it, undead,” I sighed.

It was an undead necromancer. A lich, more specifically. No, this apocalypse hadn’t come with a Dungeons and Dragons-style manual, so I had no clue what all these fantastical creatures might have been called in their own dimension, but if it looked like a duck and quacked like a duck…you get what I’m saying.

The lich didn’t step out as much as it hovered out, levitating smoothly and somewhat lazily over the portal’s threshold then lingering over the scattered pine cones. It was thin and wispy and dark, like black smoke that had come to life, with deep-set emerald eyes that seemed to burn in the creature’s semi-solid skull.

I refocused the camera, edging the drone just a few yards closer. The billowing blackness must have been some kind of enchanted hooded robe. The flaps blew open slightly. Beneath, I saw pure white bones and organ husks. The lich’s hand slid out from its robe. It held a thick book, bound in black leather. On its hip, it wore a small dagger that glowed faintly with an enchantment.

Two portals opening within a span of hours. Bad luck on my part, especially in the last year or so. Directly after the ‘vanishing’ (as I’d come to call humanity’s abrupt disappearance), portals opened fairly often, especially closer to town, but lately things had been quieter.

I pushed away from the table, keeping the drone controller in hand as I fetched my gear. After last night’s storm, I had lots of work to do, the most important being cleaning off the solar panels around the property; they tended to get gunked up from the leaves and mud. With a ghoul on the loose, however, the solar panels – as well as the rest of my to-do list – would have to wait.

I kept a sharp eye on the drone’s camera. Liches had a knack for summoning other undead, but so far, this one had stayed put, content to look out over the bluff and listen to the wolves howling at its presence.

Undead monsters – vampires, zombies, skeletons, liches, and the like – differed from their more ‘normal’ counterparts in that they needed to be weakened by holy items before they’d take any permanent damage. I learned that through trial and error during a trip to town, when a swarm of various ghouls – mostly skeletons, under the command of two liches – happened upon me while I was scavenging. I emptied a clip into one lich to no effect. They chased me until I took refuge in an old Catholic church, where by accident, I dropped my machete in a bowl of holy water.

That made short work of them. After that, I liberated holy water from every church in town, three of them…one of which had several cases of the stuff sent straight from the Vatican, hundreds of little plastic bottles packed into cases.

I glanced at the drone’s camera feed. The lich was on the move up on the bluff, slowly levitating down a hill, moving more or less directly toward me. I was still a hundred yards off, but I stayed out of sight, in the bushes, and decided to let the lich come to me.

I kept one eye on the camera feed, which I’d turned back toward the portal in case anything else popped out. So far, nothing had.

I cracked open a bottle of holy water, poured some on my forefinger then rubbed it smoothly over the edges of the rifle’s bore. (You couldn’t just dip a bullet in holy water since it might misfire. I’d learned that putting a little dollop around the edge of the barrel worked well enough, though.)

As the lich drew closer, a light, rasping howl filled the woods, like late-night wind gusting ghostly through a dark forest, shaking leaves free as it rattled the tree branches. Forest critters scattered, all sorts, rabbits and squirrels and birds and deer and even bugs, worming up through the soil and from the trees and squirming for safety, sensing the ghoul’s dark presence.

It broke through the trees, still hovering, the leather-bound book clutched in hand, its dagger in the other. A young deer burst through a wall of dogwood bushes to the lich’s right. The ghoul shrieked and thrust the dagger in the deer’s direction and a black bolt of energy emerged from the dagger’s tip. It crackled through the woods – stinking like sulfur and hot blood – and the deer fell dead.

I exhaled slowly, resisted the urge to go for a headshot – too risky at this distance, and with that nasty-looking dagger, I didn’t want to miss – and aimed for its center mass.

The lich’s body jerked as the shot rang out and the enchanted dagger tumbled into the grass. Dark-purple blood spewed from the exit wound in the lich’s back and the creature dropped to its feet, staggering, but one shot wasn’t enough. I grabbed the holy water, shifting the barrel upward to smear the blessed fluid across the bore again, but before I could, the lich raised its free hand, magic crackling around its bony white fingers.

There was a gout of gray smoke to my left, pluming up from the forest floor, narrow at the base but widening as it rose, a miniature tornado forming in reverse. I turned toward it just as the skeletal warrior stepped out, rasping through ragged, blackened teeth, a ghostly exhalation from non-existent lungs.

The skeleton was humanoid in shape, but not human. The creature was pushing seven feet tall, maybe an inch higher, with broad shoulders roughly three-and-a-half feet across. Though stripped of all flesh and muscle, its bones were dense and heavy, like thick copper pipes spraypainted white. Whereas a human had two lower canine teeth in its bottom jaw, this ghoul had two sharply protruding fangs, curving upward, like scimitar blades.

An orc skeleton, it had to be.

“Shit,” I grunted just as the skeleton swung its weapon, a dented iron longsword battered so dull it was less a blade and more of a cudgel. I squirted a splash of holy water across my rifle then ducked beneath the skeleton’s attack, bowling into it, ramming my shoulder into the undead thrall’s thick sternum.

The orc skeleton felt like I’d run into a brick wall. Pain flared in my shoulder, yet the force knocked the skeleton back, off-balance, giving me time to pivot forward and turn my hunting rifle toward the lich once more.

Not a moment too soon, either. The lich, though still leaking ink-purple blood from the gunshot wound in its chest, had just recovered the enchanted dagger it had dropped in the grass.

Mindful that the orc skeleton was just a few feet to my left, I took a knee, a calming breath, and aimed for the lich’s center mass.

Another shot to the chest. This one put the lich down for good.

That quickly, though, the orc skeleton was coming at me again.

It let out a hollow rasp as it raised its blade. It was too close and coming too quickly for me to get more holy water on the barrel. I spun and pulled the trigger and the muzzle flashed as the round struck the skeleton’s right shoulder.

It halted, the impact driving it back by a foot or two but nothing more. The ambient necromantic magic sustaining the creature rippled where the bullet struck. I fumbled for the holy water. As I raised the bottle toward the barrel the skeleton rushed me again, a savage crosswise slash from its dented blade hurtling toward me. The dull blade might not have cleaved off a limb but it could have definitely broken one, so I quickly raised my rifle – one hand on the stock, the other on the barrel – and parried the blow. The dented blade struck the barrel, enough force to knock it from my grip.

Slipping my hand down to my waist, I pulled the sharpened crucifix from my belt. The skeleton swung again – harder, but sloppier – and I ducked it easily, the wind whipping an inch or two above my head as the blade shot past.

The crucifix gripped in my fist – long side up, like a spike – I drove the sharpened point up into the skeleton’s eye socket, piercing its skull and driving the spike straight through where it’s brain had once been.

The skeleton went limp. I yanked the crucifix free then pivoted out of the way as the skeleton tumbled heavily into the grass.

I checked the drone’s camera feed again. The portal was closing. Nothing else had emerged.

I started toward the lich, rifle still aimed at its unmoving corpse in the off chance it was playing possum. I poked it with the barrel. It didn’t move. Even the emerald fire in its eyes had died out, now just barren sockets in a vaguely humanoid skull.

The enchanted dagger lay in the grass right next to it. I carefully kicked the dagger to the side – the enchanted effect looked dangerous as hell, judging by how quickly it smoked that unlucky deer – so that I could bury it once I was finished disposing of the corpses.

I grabbed the gas can and the lighter and some kindling then headed over to the lich first to get things going. I was just about to light the creature on fire when I remembered the book it had been carrying.

I’d encountered a few texts from whatever dimension lay on the other end of the portals, but none had been written in a language I could understand. This time, though, something felt different.

The lich had dropped the text after the second shot. I kicked its corpse to the side – it was shockingly light – and found the book lying beneath it. I pulled the book out, wiping dark purple blood splatter from the cover with my sleeve. It was heavy, thicker than an encyclopedia. Just like the other books I’d seen, both the cover and the pages within were covered in strange letters – runes and semi-repeating shapes drawn in sharp, almost angry-looking angles – that I simply couldn’t decipher.

Of course, I always kept the books. Who knew, maybe one day I’d find a way to translate them, or maybe…

“Shit!” I gasped, looking down at the strange pages, at the strange rune-based letters that were now rapidly shifting and dancing across the pages.

I dropped the book into the grass and backed up, drawing my rifle again. Creatures from the portals rarely dropped anything worth taking. Monsters like goblins or orcs or skeletons usually carried crude weapons – swords, clubs, axes – that were no match for a rifle or even a good machete. ‘Higher-level’ monsters like liches or vampires or dark knights would carry more elaborate gear, but their weapons were often enchanted. I tried using an enchanted weapon once – a shortsword with a fire enchantment – and nearly set a tree ablaze. I hadn’t touched an enchanted item since, other than to bury it for safety.

But I’d never seen an enchanted book before. I stared down at it, cautious, until I realized that all those angry-looking runes were now reforming into shapes I recognized.

I stared in disbelief. The text had just shifted into the English language.


Chapter Three

The solar panels could wait. The same went for the loose ceiling beams for the barn and the creaking hinges on the corral gates.

The book sat on the kitchen table, practically screaming for me to read it. I paced back and forth, a lukewarm beer bottle hanging limp between my fingers. I cracked it open an hour ago after letting a six-pack cool down in the fridge. So far, I hadn’t been able to take a sip.

My hands were trembling, my heart racing. This was a goddamn game-changer.

The cover of the book read, “A COMPLETE GUIDE TO SPELLCASTING FOR ALL MAGES, APPRENTICES TO MASTERS.”

Yes, and I cannot stress this enough: The words were in English.

My mind was racing too quickly for my thoughts to keep up. The possibilities and questions shot through my head like machine gun bullets.

Could I actually learn magic?

If so, could I use it to decipher other texts?

Could I figure out how to close portals?

Open them?

Then, the million-dollar question: Could I use this book to figure out what happened to everyone on Earth who vanished? And if so…

“No, no, don’t even think about it,” I said, suddenly frustrated with myself for letting my mind wander…and for getting my hopes up. “They’ve been gone five years, dude. Just don’t do it to yourself.”

Finally, I took a sip of beer. The bitter, lukewarm taste was sour in my mouth, but it brought me back down to reality, even eased my nerves a bit.

I sat down at the table, setting the beer off to the side, then brushed my fingertips over the book’s leather cover, tracing my fingers over the words set in faded white ink on the black leather, as if they’d been written in English all along.

I opened the book. No sign of an author’s name. Certainly no copyright page. No prologue or introduction, either. It opened right up to a long table of contents. The chapter headings were noted by which school of magic they described, along with subchapters for various spells.

I felt like a caveman looking at fire for the first time.

Or a monkey that just picked up a handgun.

I ran my finger down the edge of the table of contents, scanning the chapter headings, looking for…well, I wasn’t sure what I was looking for.

There were chapters for offensive, elemental-based attacks, fire and ice and lightning, with subvarieties of each, rated by potency and the required skill level to cast them. It was cool, but it didn’t interest me. I’d taken on magic-using creatures – liches and more – and though hurling fireballs and lightning bolts looked pretty badass, I still preferred good old-fashioned weapons from my home dimension. A good rifle just seemed more reliable than elemental magic. If anything, I wouldn’t accidentally burn the house down or electrocute myself with a hunting rifle.

My attention perked up when I saw the chapter on healing magic. There were spells for healing blunt force trauma damage – broken bones, bad bleeds – as well as magical damage. I saw healing spells for infections and poison exposure and more. It could all come in handy, obviously, but it wasn’t what I needed right now.

There were levitation spells and telekinesis spells, spells for mind-controlling beings with low intelligence, spells for summoning undead creatures and enthralling wild animals. Again, all cool spells, but not what I was looking for.

“Oh,” I gasped when I finally saw it.

PORTAL MAGIC.

It was a school of magic in and of itself. The subsections were dizzying. Portals for travel, for communication, for attack and defense. Portals of various sizes, ranging from portals small enough for a lone individual and portals large enough to accommodate entire armies.

I noted the portal communication subsection and feverishly flipped to it. The spell practically popped off the page when I saw it.

SEEK NON-HOSTILE BEINGS.

I skimmed the spell, half-fearing that I was sleeping, that this was all just a dream, that I’d wake up with a start, devastated that…that…

Up until then, I hadn’t let myself come to terms with just how lonely I’d been.

Yeah, I’d seen other living and breathing humans since the vanishing, but only a few. Five, to be specific. None had been friendly. One especially. I winced when I remembered the guy, a knife through my heart when I imagined his face just before –

“Stop it,” I told myself, only dimly aware that my eyes were welling up with tears, but the tears wouldn’t stop. They weren’t sorrowful tears, at least not completely.

It had been three years since I last saw another living person. Since then, I decided to move on from the possibility that I might ever meet another. I resigned myself to accepting the situation, that being, that I might very well die before meeting someone else.

That I might even be the last man on Earth.

Well, now I would know for sure.


Chapter Four

I studied for a week before actually trying to cast any spells. I read through the entire chapter for portal magic, through every subsection, noting every little detail that might come into play.

How to sustain a portal for a specific length of time.

How to close a portal. (A game-changer in and of itself; this meant I wouldn’t have to wait around for hostile portals to close on their own.)

How to ensure that, once I opened a portal, no enemies would come waltzing through it (which was NOT an exact science).

Magic necessitated high meditation skills. That wasn’t a big deal for me. Being alone all these years, I became a big meditation practitioner, learning how to focus my mind, how to let go of meddlesome thoughts, how to regulate my emotions. It helped me from getting the blues, helped me to keep my mind from wandering while I was squatting in the bushes, rifle in hand, waiting for a portal to close in downpouring rain.

Even translated into English, the incantations for the spells provided no background on the nature of the dimension beyond the portals. They were cryptic and obscure, almost poetic.

I memorized them, meditated on them, and when I felt I was ready, I finally opened my first portal.

I was cautious. I didn’t want to open a portal anywhere close to home, so I gathered my gear and rode my bike into town, by the church. (I wasn’t religious. I just wanted to be close to all that bottled holy water just in case I accidentally summoned a legion of ghouls.)

I sat cross-legged on the sidewalk, my rifle sitting across my lap. I breathed deep, thrust out my right forefinger, and repeated the incantations in my head.

For my first spell, I just wanted to open a short-range portal in this dimension only. Opening portals for specific locations was easy, provided you were close to that particular location. Learning how to manage longer-distance portals would take a lot of practice, according to the spell book.

As I repeated the incantations, I felt a strange buzzing sensation in the back of my head, almost like I had a fly buzzing around in my skull.

I blinked, then there was a small white flash, circular, widening, the edges growing firm but angular.

“Well damn!” I laughed as I stared at the diamond-shaped portal crackling white hot in front of me.

I looked to my left. Ten yards to the side, another portal opened. Or, I should say, the corresponding exit for the portal hovering in front of me opened. Staring into the portal openings, I couldn’t see a thing, just the usual garish white glow I’d seen from countless others.

“Here goes nothing,” I whispered then picked up from a large pebble from the sidewalk. I tossed it through the portal.

It popped out the other opening and clattered lightly across the sidewalk.

“YES!” I shouted, hopping up onto my feet, pumping my fists.

However, I didn’t celebrate long. Nor did I jump the gun and immediately cast a more powerful portal spell. I wanted to do this the right way. There was no reason to rush. I opened a few more local portals then gathered my things and biked back to the house, eager to study some more. Of course, I closed each portal before I left.

Another week. Study and practice. No hostile portals opened. I put off my household chores for a few days – I made sure to keep the solar panels clean, but everything else could wait, save for tending to the animals – and kept my head buried in that spell book. I kept going into town to open my own portals, remembering to be cautious, even as I grew more confident in my skills.

Then, after more than two weeks, I felt like I was ready. I could have put it off longer, you know. Part of me actually didn’t want to actually attempt to reach out and find another person. The hope had gotten addictive. If I found out now that I truly was the last person on Earth – or that anyone I might find would be a hostile nutcase – it would have been devastating.

Yeah, I was terrified that this might all be for nothing. But I set those fears aside.

I had to know.

For my first ‘real’ portal attempt, I stayed at home, right outside my front porch. I had to combine several incantations to get the kind of portal I wanted…and to find the type of person I was seeking.

Someone kind.

Someone who shared my values.

Someone I could trust.

I sat down in the grass, my rifle sitting beside me, then crossed my legs and placed my hands on my knees, breathing deeply, my mind clear, focused and sharp yet relaxed.

I whispered the various incantations under my breath and a portal sizzled open before me. Next, I whispered another, this one for a communication effect, one of the few incantations that was direct, without any cryptic language: “A friend awaits you through this doorway. The void is cold and lonely. No one wants to be alone.”

For a moment, nothing happened.

The portal hovered there, crackling, causing the grass beneath it to waver and dance. To the west, I heard the wolves howling. They must have sensed the portal opening.

“C’mon, c’mon,” I whispered, staring into the blinding white glare.

Then, a shape. Dark. Distant. Hesitant.

I held my breath. The shape drew closer. A human being? I couldn’t tell. For all I knew, that shape was just another monster creeping up to the portal. I tried putting some warding effects on the portal to keep hostiles from stepping through it but, as I’ve mentioned, none of this was an exact science.

The rifle sat next to me, in the grass. I lay my hand across the stock, but didn’t lift it yet.

The shape turned into a slender silhouette. Whoever it was – whatever it was – they’d just stepped right up to the threshold.

Then it occurred to me that whoever or whatever was standing there could probably see me, another dark shape. Realizing this, I slowly stood up – leaving the rifle in the grass – and held my hand up, giving a friendly wave.

She stepped through the portal, about five and a half feet tall, slender, blonde, her hair brushed smooth over one bare shoulder.

I stared at her, slack-jawed, like I was looking at something that, quite simply, shouldn’t have existed. She wore a tight, sleeveless blouse, the fabric a pristine white shade, the top three buttons unfastened. The blouse was short and fashionable, ending just over her midriff, baring hints of her stomach, a jade stone glinting subtly on a small navel piercing.

She wore a tight denim skirt, a slit up the right side over the knee, baring her thigh, white and smooth with just a hint of definition, giving her a slightly athletic – yet ultimately softly feminine – look. Wherever she’d come from, she at least seemed to have a ready source of decent food.

She wore gray boots, zippered up the sides, both coming up just over the crests of her ankles. I was never into fashion – back when such a concept still existed, anyway – but even I could recognize the word ‘CHANEL’ etched into the sides of the boots.

She could have passed for a model doing a shoot for a magazine cover, if not for her shotgun.

She had one hand on the stock, the other on the barrel pump. She held it confidently, like she’d used it before.

I blinked twice, my mouth hanging agape. After being alone for so long, I simply didn’t know what to say.

Neither did she. Her soft pink lips hung open, her tongue curled behind her teeth, her bright blue eyes wide, unblinking, disbelieving.

“Hi,” I finally said. “I’m Bobby.”

She raised the shotgun, the barrel pointed straight at me. “Are you a monster?”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “No.”

“Prove it.”

I shrugged and put my hands up, chuckling again. “How?”

She frowned. “Dunno.”

“I’ve never seen a shapeshifting monster pretending to be a human,” I said.

“I guess I haven’t either.”

For a long time, we stood there, with her pointing the shotgun at me, her finger hovering near the trigger.

“How’d you open that portal?” she asked. “If you’re not a monster, I mean.”

“I found a book,” I said plainly. “A spell book.”

“And you can read it?”

I nodded. “I’m still learning the particulars.”

She didn’t lower the shotgun, but I could tell she was considering it.

“I have coffee,” I told her.

“Instant?”

I shook my head. “Nope.”

She lowered the shotgun. She smiled cautiously, but hopefully. “Like, coffee from an actual coffee maker?”

I nodded. “Battery-operated.”

“You’ve…you’ve got power. Like, electricity.”

“Solar.”

“Coffee,” she repeated, like she’d never heard the term before. “I’d like some.”

I gestured toward my house, up the front porch, toward the front door. “This is my house. Would you like to come inside?”

She held up the shotgun, looking past me, her eyes sharp, darting from one side to the other, like something might come bursting out the front door. “Is there anything in there I have to worry about?”

I shook my head. “Just coffee.”

Out back, one of my chickens clucked loudly.

She swiveled the barrel toward the sound. “Was that…?”

“A chicken,” I said. “I’ve got a few. Some cows and pigs, too.”

“And coffee.”

“And coffee.”

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s have coffee.”

“You can lower that shotgun whenever you’re ready.”

“Oh,” she said, like she’d forgotten she was still pointing it at the house. She lowered the barrel. “Sorry.”

“No big deal.”

“Your name again? Sorry. I forgot it.”

“Bobby. Yours?”

“Morgan.”

We lingered another moment. I grabbed my rifle then slung it over my shoulder and started up the porch steps, toward the front door. Morgan looked back at the diamond-shaped portal sizzling behind her then turned back to me.

It hadn’t occurred to me until just now that I never asked Morgan if there were other people back where she’d come from.

“Is there anyone else?” I asked quietly.

She shook her head. “No, just me.” She cleared her throat. “I haven’t seen another living person in a really long time. You?”

I sighed. “Same.”

She looked back at the portal again, then back to me. “You can open portals?” she asked, again. “Like, magic portals? Seriously?”

“I can now,” I said. “I killed a monster. It dropped a book.” Just then, I realized that she might have been considering going back where she came from. Or, at least, she wanted to keep the option open. “I won’t close the portal,” I added. “And it won’t close on its own.”

That had been a safety measure. I specifically searched for a spell effect that would keep the portal open indefinitely until I purposely closed it; I didn’t want the damn thing slamming shut just when someone was trying to step through it. That might have gotten messy.

She stood there a moment longer before taking a long, deep, calming breath. I couldn’t blame her for being cautious. She was, after all, choosing to trust a complete stranger.

“Okay then,” she said, her soft pink lips curving into the slightest hints of a smile. “Let’s have coffee.”


Chapter Five

We sat at the kitchen table in silence, our coffee mugs steaming before us. She relished every sip she took, holding it in her mouth, then closing her eyes before swallowing it slowly. I imagined she hadn’t had a cup of hot coffee in a long time.

I watched her, then averted my eyes when she looked toward me.

She cleared her throat.

I cleared mine.

I looked back at her. The moment I did, her eyes shot to the side, evading mine.

No, I didn’t want to stare. It was just hard not to.

Helplessly, I studied her face, the smooth lines of it. Her lips, pink and natural, her blue eyes piercing yet innocent. She must have been in her mid-twenties, give or take a year in either direction. Youthful, yes, but with a certain weariness. No surprise there. She’d been on her own, surviving just like I had.

And yet the end of the world hadn’t dulled her beauty even a fraction. She looked as bright and girlish as any young woman I could recall seeing before the vanishing. Me? I’d certainly aged since everything went to shit. Gray strands streaking through my beard, crow’s feet creeping in around my eyes. I was only twenty-nine, but I could have passed for thirty-five or older.

I parted my lips, preparing to say something, but nothing came out.

She did the same, before shutting her mouth and staring back down into her coffee mug. She lifted it to her lips again, sucked down the rest, then put the empty mug back on the table.

“Another?” I asked.

“Sure,” she answered.

I stood up. The legs of my chair scraping against the rustic hardwood kitchen floor seemed as loud as thunder. I took the mug in my hand and felt a strange chill run down my spine when I realized I was putting my bare fingertips precisely where she’d just had her lips.

I looked down at her. She looked up at me. This time, we held each other’s gaze for a solid second or two before we both looked away.

She might have been blushing. I knew I’d been.

I went to the coffee maker. My hands were trembling as I scooped coffee into the filter. Trembled so much that I spilled water on the counter when I tried pouring it into the machine.

I’d been alone for years, until now. And after that initial cautious, stilted conversation out in my front yard, I could hardly muster a word worth speaking.

A deep breath.

Clenching my fists.

I turned around, determined to say something, anything.

My eyes met hers again. She didn’t look away. Neither did I.

“You look…really nice,” I said, each word coming out painfully slow, but I was at least surprised that I got them out without stuttering.

She blushed harder, her soft pale skin turning bright red. “Thanks.”

I expected her to avert her eyes again. The chill running down my spine only increased when she didn’t.

“I’ve been living in a mall,” she admitted, somewhat bashfully. “There’s lots of clothing stores in it. I know, it’s stupid. Dressing up all nice at the end of the world, but…”

“It’s not stupid,” I said. I stepped closer to the kitchen table. “Like I said, you look really nice.”

Slowly, she stood up. I noticed her hands were trembling, too. She left her shotgun lying on the floor, forgotten. She stepped toward me, a single step. She was toying with her fingers, pressing them together, before balling her fists and holding them to her chest, over her heart.

“You look pretty nice, too,” she said.

I laughed awkwardly, gesturing at my clothes. My dirty jeans and my frayed old flannel, my mud-stained boots.

“I mean it,” she insisted, taking another step closer.

I did the same. There was roughly six feet of space between us.

“I kind of like that ‘farmer guy’ sort of look,” she said, her cheeks turning a notch brighter.

“And I, um…I really like…”

“Yeah…”

As I closed the distance between us, it was like some invisible force pushing me forward, some unseen presence moving my feet across the floor.

Just like that, we were standing right in front of each other, with her face upturned, looking up into my eyes.

I reached forward, brushed my hand against hers. The silence between us pulsed, pregnant with an acute sense of tension that had blossomed quietly, almost imperceptibly, until now I could notice little else.

As my hand brushed against her hand, she caught my fingers in hers, hooking them together.

“You can, uh, go back through the portal whenever you’d like,” I said.

“Yeah,” she said. “I should probably get going…”

Yet we stood there, our fingers hooked. The silence continued to pulse like a heart filling with blood, about to burst.

Without thinking, I put my free hand on her waist, on that sliver of pale skin between her blouse and the denim skirt. I pressed my thumb into her hip bone lightly, felt her flesh yield to my touch, smooth and cool and supple, gentle flesh, a woman’s flesh.

Suddenly – jarringly – Morgan’s hand shot toward my wrist, catching it tight in her grip, and I expected her to push my hand away from her bare skin.

But she didn’t.

She instead wrenched my hand down between her knees, jerked it up under her denim skirt, gasping quietly when she felt my fingertips brush against the soft cotton of her panties, between the smooth texture of her inner thighs.

With that, the artifice of whatever we’d just been doing fell to pieces, glass snapshots from a shattered mirror falling uselessly to the floor as we indulged something raw and primal simmering between us.

I pushed her onto the table. The legs squeaked and groaned against the hardwood floor under her slight weight and Morgan released her fingers from mine then shot her hands up, into my hair, clenching it in her fists as she pulled my mouth to her own.

Our kiss was as aggressive as it was desperate, two lonely mouths searching for some kind of sustenance after years of famine. Our tongues met. I pulled her body tight and warm against mine and she felt natural in my embrace, like we’d known each other for years.

Under her skirt, I opened my hand wide and gripped her inner thigh, squeezing, indulging in the smooth texture, the feminine softness.

Morgan grunted against my mouth, thrusting her tongue harder against mine. She grabbed wildly at my shirt, unfastening the buttons, tugging and pulling until the flannel began to tear.

I slipped my other hand up the back of her blouse, felt the soft contours of her back, of her spine, then shifted my palm across her ribcage, rounding across her upper abdomen where I felt her diaphragm shifting rapidly with every breath.

She tugged at me again, almost violently, making our teeth CLACK loud as a gunshot. She tilted her head to the left. I tilted mine to the right. She gasped with her lips on mine, a warm gust that delighted my tastebuds – her breath was fresh, the aroma of her mouth delicious – and I tugged at the soft fabric nestled between her thighs, felt the faint hints of wetness already dotting the cotton.

It was more than mere lust between us. More than just years of loneliness finally coming to an end.

It was quiet, yet thunderous. An unspeakable thing that we nevertheless shouted silently. We broke our kiss then suddenly went still, our wild hands freezing where they lay.

For a moment that felt both longer than it should have but also painfully brief, I stared into her blue eyes – ocean-blue jewels nested in the whites, eyes that said more than words ever could – before I slowly pushed her back onto the table.

Her blouse rode up her flawless midsection as she lay back, her head cocked up, her chin buried in her sternum as she watched me slide down toward her waist as I pulled more eagerly on the fabric between her thighs.

I caught her panty strap in my fingers. She nodded breathlessly in silent consent as I tugged them down her gently trembling thighs. The panties were black lace, soft, see-through, and I gently threaded them down her legs and over her knees then, finally, tossed them aside.

One hand on each creamy thigh, I put my lips to the inside of her left knee, kissing pensively, patiently, then cupped her flesh as I moved my hands down toward her boots. I began to kiss higher, just above her knee, inching up toward her thigh, unzippering and removing each boot from her feet without so much as glancing at what I was doing.

Her boots hit the floor. Her feet clad in ankle socks, she shifted them, rested her soft heels upon my shoulders, the jewels of her eyes studying me with muted lust as I moved my lips to her other thigh, kissing the inside of it, nibbling that soft creamy flesh as I shifted her denim skirt higher up over her hips.

Her bare stomach fluttered and trembled, each goosebump vividly visible. I kissed higher up her thigh, so close to her bare sex that I caught the delicious scent, fertile and raw, the scent drawing my lips as if her dew-covered entry had its own gravitational pull.

I slid my hands up the outsides of her thighs, curving downward along her hips until I was gripping the sides of her ass cheeks, supple-soft, cool to the touch but also, somehow, just as warm.

Shifting my eyes, I gazed upward, toward her bare sex, freshly shaven, her labia like pink flower petals damp with early-morning dew. I slid my right hand off her ass, over her thigh, trailing my fingertips across that soft trembling skin until the pad of my thumb rested over her clitoris, a deeper shade of pink, bordering on red, eager and slightly engorged.

I shifted my gaze back to Morgan’s face. Propped slightly on her elbows, her face twisted with quiet impatience as she watched me, gnawing on her bottom lip. I bead of anticipatory sweat trickled down her cheek.

Suddenly, she reached back down toward me, caught my hair tight in her fist, then impatiently yanked my face toward her mound with an audible gasp.

When I kissed the lips between her thighs – lightly, patiently – her body went rigid. A sharp, high-pitched gasp emerged from her lips and she clenched my hair again, so tight and sudden that I felt her fingernails scrape lightly across my scalp.

Her heels still balanced on my shoulders, she opened her legs wider, shifting herself down, closer, and I parted my lips softly and brushed my tongue across the pink-red rosebud blooming at her sex.

She came almost immediately, the force of her trembling body causing the table to buck, my forgotten coffee mug skittering across it before tumbling to the floor, shattering. Her wide open thighs suddenly shut tight around my face. I held her hips tight as she writhed them in a fluid, yet quick rhythm, grinding her pink wetness greedily against my lips.

I pulled back, my beard soaked. I lay my right hand open across her quivering abdomen, just over her jeweled belly button, and I felt the jade stone jolt with every thunderous heartbeat.

Here comes the awkward part, I thought to myself. Now that we’d given into that sudden burst of desire, there’d likely be some prolonged awkward silence, maybe punctuated with half-assed justifications about how we could –

“On the floor,” she moaned as she slipped off the table, pushing me backward, her arms tightening around the back of my neck as I fell lightly backward, her body pressed against mine as we went to the floor, her thighs shifting as she straddled me.

Her orgasm hadn’t dulled the sharp edge of her lust one bit. Her kiss was almost violent in its insistence, our mutual desires manifesting in a point of singularity pulsing between our lips, and I wrapped my arms tight around her bare waist as she kicked her feet at my hips, trying to force my jeans down through force alone.

“Fuck,” I gasped, releasing one hand from her bare waist, fumbling feverishly at my belt, at my button and zipper, her bare sex grinding against the tent forming in my jeans, her wet lust dotting the denim.

As I shimmied my jeans down, then my boxers, Morgan thrust her right hand down between us, pushing between our bodies until she found my erection and gripped it ravenously, with mounting impatience. She shifted herself upward – never breaking our kiss, mind you – and before I had a chance to prepare myself, I groaned when I felt my tip breaching her sex.

She thrust down onto me. I pushed up into her. Her wet inner embrace overtook me with all the subtlety of a car crash. It all unfolded in snapshots of sensation, wet and tight, constricting, the gasping breaths and our hands grabbing, clutching, cupping bare flesh and grunting like animals as she shifted her hips, like she wanted my erection to reach up into her heart.

Then, she put her hands on my chest and pushed backward, upright, still writhing her hips but gasping with sudden shock as she came again. I held her by the waist, growling, trying to hold back my own release, but her tightness, the way it closed greedily around me…

I tried to warn her. “I’m about to…”

She shook her head. “I don’t care…”

I shot upright along with her, into a sitting position, and pulled her body against mine, my mouth pressed tight to her throat, growling and ultimately groaning loudly as I gave myself over to the overwhelming sensation, spending myself inside of her with a shuddering orgasm.


Chapter Six

I was out back, by the cooking pit, flipping two flank steaks in a skillet over the crackling fire. Both came from the same cow – a big plump one I’d slaughtered back in the winter – and I’d taken them from the freezer the other night to defrost, so it was a quick cook job.

As I gave the steaks another moment to marinate over the fire, I turned around and craned my neck back, looking up at the rear deck, up on the third floor.

Morgan was sitting up there. Had been for about twenty minutes now, leaning back on a foldout patio recliner with her bare feet resting on the railing, letting the mountain air blow through her naked toes.

We hadn’t spoken much since…you know. I mean, what did you say to a stranger after something like that? Making small-talk just didn’t feel right, yet I didn’t know the first thing about her.

I had vegetables going on another skillet – asparagus and broccoli – as well as potatoes boiling in a pot over the fire. All of it grown in my garden, of course; it wasn’t like you could score fresh produce at the supermarket anymore. I heaped the vegetables onto our plates then drained the potatoes and slathered them in butter then added salt and pepper. By then, the steaks were done, medium-well, with just the slightest char at the edges.

I took the plates upstairs, slightly nervous, still not sure what I was going to say.

The third-floor deck looked out over the rolling hills, the mountains. Birch and spruce and maple and pine trees, more than you could count. Otter Pond to the west, just down the western slopes, a green-blue swath showing through the tree branches. Eagles were a common sight up here. You’d see golden eagles and osprey and even bald eagles flapping lazily over the trees before dive-bombing into the hills, vanishing for a heartbeat behind the brush before zipping back into the sky, a field mouse or hare or some other fuzzy unfortunate twitching bloody in their beaks.

I went inside then up the stairs, fetching two cold bottles of Coke from the fridge along the way. (They were four-and-a-half years past their expiration date, but then again, so was every other soft drink on the planet.)

I knocked on the doorframe before joining her on the deck, not wanting to take her by surprise. She still had her feet up on the railing. She looked back at me, reclining in the chair, a soft, tentative smirk on her lips.

“Mind if I join you?” I asked. “I brought lunch.”

One golden eyebrow shot up over a blue eye, a sunrise over water. “Is that…?”

“Steak,” I smiled.

Her mouth went slack, flabbergasted. Her eyes opened wide in disbelief. She pulled her feet off the railing and tucked them under her, turning, curling up onto her knees as she stared at me over the back of the recliner, her fingers gripped tight on the edges.

“Steak?” she asked.

“Steak,” I repeated, laughing. “It just finished defrosting earlier this morning.”

“Where!?” she gasped, growing tense on her knees, blinking rapidly, like the steak itself might have been some kind of illusion.

On cue, one of cows out back let out a throaty “MOO!”

“One of those,” I smiled. “I slaughtered a big one last winter. The meat should be more than enough to get me through the rest of the year.”

Probably enough for two, I wanted to add, but didn’t.

I stepped forward, arm outstretched, and she took the plate almost reverently from my hand. The silverware lay just next to the steak, the juices running over the blackened char marks where the pepper had crackled in the skillet. She flipped back properly into the recliner, her blue eyes still regarding the meal with muted disbelief.

“You just met me and you’ve already served me the first hot, homecooked meal I’ve seen in years,” she said with a bewildered chuckle.

“I like to make a good first impression,” I laughed.

She smirked, running her hand through her hair, her fingers running through the bright gold strands like harp strings. “Well, you knocked this one out of the park,” she said, then fixed the plate on her lap, balanced on her thighs, before tentatively taking the knife and fork in hand.

There was another folding chair sitting on the opposite side of the deck. I pulled it closer to her recliner then sat down, my own plate on my lap, but I didn’t lift a utensil yet. For now, I was content watching her enjoy her plate.

She held the steak in place with the fork then took the knife and plunged pointed serrated steel into the meat, the charred outer layer opening to the deep red, juicy interior as she sawed the knife straight through, down to the plate.

Morgan cut off an end piece, the juices still dripping off the thin strip of plump fat on the edge, then carefully slipped the cut into her mouth. Morgan closed her eyes, chewing slowly, her jaw working with small, sudden motions as she relished the beef on her tongue.

Her lips tightened. Her throat shifted as she swallowed. Morgan parted her lips and drew breath with an audible groan of satisfaction.

I sat there, smiling as I watched her. She licked her lips, her tongue moving slow and smooth over the remnants of steak juice lingering on her lips.

“I haven’t had fresh meat in…” she trailed off. “God, I couldn’t even tell you. I can’t remember the last thing I’ve eaten that didn’t come out of a can.”

A sudden, wracking guilt shot through my chest. I started to fear that maybe Morgan thought I was showing off. I did have it pretty good up here, after all. Plenty of land. The tools to utilize that land properly. Access to healthy farm animals and breeding stock, thanks to everything left behind after the vanishing. All those lessons at the firing range my father gave me back when I was a kid.

But then Morgan sat back in the recliner again, a contemplative look in her eyes. “I shouldn’t complain,” she finally added. “There are folks who had it a whole hell of a lot harder than I did.” She looked out over the hills, the sun striking her at a perfect angle.

The sunlight shone across her pale features, across the little golden hairs on her forearms, almost like there were gold strands laced through her flesh. She took a deep breath then looked back to the food on her plate. She sliced the knife through another portion then popped it into her mouth and sighed, her eyelids sliding closed over her bright blues.

Yet her last comment was still ringing in my ears, piquing my curiosity. What she’d said about how there were folks who had it harder than she did. It was in her tone, the way she said it.

“You’ve met others,” I said. “Other people. Living people.”

She chewed the steak meditatively, swallowed slowly, then nodded. “I have,” she said. “It’s been years, but yes, I have.” She turned to me. “You?”

I shrugged. “A few.”

I remembered that man’s face again. Eyes, bloodshot and wide. Spittle clinging to his beard stubble. The way he strained against me as I wrapped my left hand tight around his throat, my right hand reaching for my machete…

“Bobby?” Morgan said.

I looked back at her, unaware of when I looked away in the first place. “Yeah?”

“For right now, let’s not talk about the other people we’ve run into,” she said. “For right now, let’s just not talk about that.”

“Agreed,” I said, then handed her one of the Coke bottles.

She smiled softly and twisted the cap off and held the bottle up. “A toast to new friends,” she said.

I cracked my bottle open and held it up, too. “To new friends.”

We drank. She titled her bottle back high, throat shifting, and I smiled as her first polite sip quickly turned into her swallowing half the bottle in just a few gulps.

Just like fresh meat, it had probably been a very long time since she’d had anything genuinely cold to drink.

She lowered the bottle, set it on the deck, then covered her mouth and let out a thunderous burp.

I chuckled. She did, too.

“You probably think I’m some kind of pig,” she said bashfully.

“Never in a million years,” I answered.

She poked at her plate, plucked a chunk of boiled potato – still steaming, butter dripping from it – and tossed it in her mouth. She seemed to shrink in on herself for just a moment, her shoulders slumping, her chin tucked into her chest.

“And you don’t think I’m…easy, do you?” she asked quietly, her eyes locked on her plate, her cheeks burning with a deep red shade. “Because I’ve never done that before. Having sex with someone I just met, I mean.”

“No, I don’t think you’re easy,” I said. “For the record, I’m not, either.”

She shrugged. With the embarrassed, almost somewhat ashamed tint in her eyes, I was starting to seriously hope that she didn’t regret what we’d done in the kitchen.

“I’m not a virgin or anything,” she said quietly. “But that totally wasn’t me, what happened down there. It’s just…”

“It wasn’t me, either,” I added. “It just happened. I’ve been alone for a very long time.”

At that, her eyes shifted to mine. “Me too,” she said.

“Whatever happened between us…it was nice,” I said. “At least, I thought so. And it wasn’t just nice physically, either. It was nice to have someone here. To…share something with someone, if you get what I’m saying.”

That tint of regret in her eyes vanished almost immediately. She stopped slumping her shoulders. She held her head high again. That was a relief. I didn’t want her feeling ashamed of herself.

Years of this…monsters, a dead world…I don’t see how anyone could blame either of us for losing control for a bit.

“I thought it was pretty nice too,” she said after a moment. “Physically and the other way, like you said. And again, I cannot stress this enough, but I don’t usually –”

“Hook up with strangers,” I said, laughing kindly. “Don’t worry, I won’t start thinking you’re easy if you don’t start thinking that I’m easy.”

She smirked and cut off another portion of her steak. “Okay, neither one of us is a slut,” she laughed breezily. “But that being said, that little encounter in your kitchen…” she paused, then added a girlish shrug and speared the chunk of steak with her fork. “It made things feel normal again, that’s all. Like we were living regular life again, instead of continuing on in some insane world where people vanish and monsters start getting up in your business.”

I laughed then forked a piece of steak into my mouth, chewing swiftly, realizing I was hungrier than I thought. “You’re right about that,” I said. “About feeling normal again. Honestly, I gave up on returning to any semblance of normalcy years ago. My new normal is this,” I said, gesturing at the house, at the little farm I’d created. “Well, this and monsters. I’m kind of sick of the new normal.”

“Cheers to that,” she said, then took another long sip from her Coke bottle.

“Anyway, I told you about that book I found,” I said. “The one I used to learn how to open portals.”

“You mentioned it,” she said. “But hey, I have an idea.”

I looked up at her, gnawing on another fatty chunk of steak. “You want me to grab the book so you can see it?” I asked.

“Actually, I was thinking we could hold off on that,” she said. “I mean, it’s crazy. A real human using magic, that’s just nuts. And don’t get me wrong, I’d love to see you do, like, portal magic or whatever…but for now, I’m kind of enjoying just feeling normal again.”

I laughed then took a long drink from my Coke bottle. I had to admit, I agreed with her. “I can get on board with that,” I said.

“No monster talk, no magic talk, no end-of-the-world talk,” she said. “For now, let’s just get to know each other.”

“That’s just an absolutely brilliant idea,” I laughed. “Better than any I could have come up with on my own. Let’s just be normal for a little while.”

She raised her bottle. “To new friends,” she said. “And to the old normal, or as close to it as we can get.”

We toasted again, downed our Cokes, then both of us, giving into our hunger, tore ravenously into our meals.


Chapter Seven

When we finished lunch, Morgan stood up by the deck railing, leaning over it, looking down at the solar panels I had set up outside the house. They were heavy duty panels, 100-cell, 500-watt rigs. I had five set up in the grass, wired back to the house, along with another three sets of panels up on the roof.

“God, with all these solar panels, you must be living like…like a regular life in this house,” she said admiringly, and maybe even a little enviously.

“Not quite that normal,” I said. “These panels are all residential units, built for supplemental power, not to be a sole power source. Mostly, I reserve the power for running my freezers, my fridge, and powering batteries for tools and stuff.”

“Aw crap,” she said, shooting me a performative grimace. “So you’re telling me that this dump doesn’t have central air conditioning?”

I stood by her side then leaned over the rail, pointing at the big Bosch central air unit down at the western face of the house. “That big boy would run through my power like a hot knife through butter,” I laughed. “Earlier, I used to get tempted to fire it up, just to feel normal again. But, well…these days, the summers don’t get quite as hot. That figures, right? Considering there’s hardly any people left on the planet.”

Morgan laughed, somewhat bitterly. “No more planes and cars and trucks and tanks burping out carbon dioxide to cook the atmosphere,” she said. “Turns out we could clean up all the pollution on Earth. Trouble is, there’s hardly anyone left around to appreciate it.”

I noticed a sudden, dour glint in her eye. “Hey, c’mon,” I chided her gently. “We agreed not to talk about other people…or monsters…or the apocalypse.”

She smiled. “Yeah, you’re right.”

A fresh breeze blew in from the west, gusting down over the mountains, making the tree branches rattle across the hills. Morgan closed her eyes, relishing the cool air gusting across her bare skin, and even shivered a little.

“You know, I forgot to ask you where the hell we are,” she said.

I slapped myself in the forehead. “Christ, I’m sorry. It never occurred to me…” I shook my head. “Anyway, we’re in the Pocono Mountains. Northeastern Pennsylvania.”

“Near Philadelphia?” she asked.

“Couple hours north,” I answered. “We’re about halfway between Philly and New York City, actually. We’ve got East Stroudsburg to the south, a pretty decently-sized college town. The Lehigh Valley’s farther south, couple of mid-sized cities there, Bethlehem and Allentown, mostly. I take it you’re not familiar with the neighborhood.”

She chuckled. “I’m a California girl,” she said. “A real beach bunny, honestly.” She laughed wistfully, but a bit sadly. She rubbed her bare arms, her pale skin. “Back before everyone disappeared, I actually had a nice tan, believe it or not.”

“Oh awesome,” I said. “So you’re telling me that if we step through that portal, we’ll end up on the Golden Coast?”

“Nope,” she said with a brisk shake of her head. “I was nowhere near home when the world ended. No sir, you step through that portal and you’ll find yourself twenty-five miles northwest of Lincoln, Nebraska.”

“You went to school out there?” I asked.

“Road trip,” she said in a clipped tone. Then added: “Me and my ex-boyfriend. He…” she paused, catching herself, then forced a smile that was betrayed by the melancholic shine in her bright blue eyes. “Sorry. I forgot our rule again. No talking about other people.”

I nodded, watching her for a moment, then sipped my Coke. “So, Nebraska,” I said. “You said you were in a mall, right?”

“A small one,” she said. “Some rinky-dink Middle-American mall surrounded by exurbs and rural farmland. Half the stores were out of business, like most malls back then. But hey, I got lucky ending up there. There was a camping store, plenty of freeze-dried food. A few fast-casual restaurants. All the meat went bad pretty fast but they canned goods, enough to get me by.”

“Raid some houses nearby and it sounds like you’d be good to go,” I said.

She folded her arms, hugging herself. The mirth drained from her face like sand from a shattered hourglass. “At first, yeah. For about two years I managed to keep my supplies up with quick runs into the surrounding neighborhoods, but it just kept getting tougher.” She sighed. “So many fucking monsters…”

I gave her a moment to compose herself before she continued. She gripped the railing tight, absentmindedly digging little scratches into the wood with her fingernails.

“Mostly, I hid from them,” she said. “I got that shotgun from the camping store, but I was never a good shot. Nobody ever taught me. I only managed to learn how to clean the gun by looking up how-to manuals in the camping store. Anyway, one day, this big portal opens up, maybe a mile from the mall. Big, man. I mean really big. Quarter-mile wide, maybe. Dunno.”

Christ, I’d never seen a portal that large. I’d seen some more than a couple hundred feet across – large enough for a small army, like I mentioned before – but nothing on par with what Morgan faced.

“I was on the roof, watching with my binoculars,” she went on quietly. “Just this massive wave of undead came pouring out. No rhyme or reason to it. No sorcerer seemingly in control of the horde. Just these fucking ugly zombies and skeletons that came tumbling out.”

An undead horde that size was definitely trouble, but at least lower-level ghouls had next to no intelligence. If left on their own, they’d usually wander off, usually distracted by some animal.

“If I could have stayed quiet, they’d have left me alone I think,” Morgan continued. “But then I heard this wet, sniffling sound behind me. Some other monster that had gotten into the mall. That happened periodically, you know. Monsters getting inside. Usually I kept to the air vents and maintenance rooms – easier to lock down – and I’d wait until they wandered off on their own. But not that day. I turned around and there was this ugly pig-faced thing with a big ass sword, these pointy tusks jutting up over its bottom lip.”

“An orc,” I said softly.

“I guess,” she said. “I was never into fantasy stuff, Lord of the Rings or Skyrim or whatever.” She pulled her hands back from the railing and balled them into fists, so tight her knuckles turned red. “If I would have used my head, maybe I could have slipped past the orc. Maybe the ghouls never would have…” she chuckled darkly. “Anyway, I raised my shotgun and blew the pig’s face off before I had a chance to consider the consequences. Maybe I could have outrun the horde, I don’t know. Instead, I chose to hunker down and seal off the entrances as best I could.”

A sudden dread sank hard into my stomach. An army of undead, just on the other side of that portal…

Morgan saw my concern before I could say anything about it. “Don’t worry, I was in a secure room when your portal opened,” she said. “Some tiny maintenance room on the top floor, chained and padlocked three times over.”

I nodded, somewhat relieved.

“How many ghouls?” I asked.

“I never bothered to count,” she said. “They surrounded the mall and I was stuck. I didn’t even want to go out on the roof – too afraid that they’d hear me up there, didn’t want to send them into a frenzy – so I stayed in that dingy mall. Almost no sunlight. Dark. Stale air.”

She grew tense. She tried to speak but paused, a ball in her throat. She didn’t sob, but came close. She did, however, successfully fight back her tears.

“I just assumed I’d die there,” she said. “I spent the next few years hiding as quietly as I could, watching my food supply dwindle.”

God damn. I couldn’t even imagine what she must have felt, trapped in some big box, surrounded by ghouls, counting down the last few cans of food before she’d run out completely.

Then she took a sudden deep breath and threw her arms out to the sides, grinning widely at the mountains unfurling before her.

“But then you found me,” she said. Now, she couldn’t hold the tears back any longer. They came streaming down her face, but I couldn’t tell if they were tears of trauma or tears of joy. “You found me, Bobby, and now I’m not going to die.”


Chapter Eight

I put our dirty dishes in the sink – I didn’t wash them yet, I’d have to fetch some water from a stream just to the east of the house, in the woods – then I gave Morgan a lazy tour around the property.

She giggled at the pigs, at the chickens and cows, but I told her not to get too friendly with them.

“I made the mistake of naming the first few farm animals I brought here,” I said. “It only makes things harder when it comes time to…” I held out my thumb and slashed it across my throat, like a knife.

She bent down, sticking her fingers through the fence, letting a piglet sniff at her fingertips. It let out a high-pitched oink, wagged its tail, and trundled off.

“I’ve eaten enough cold beans to never, ever question the ethics of eating meat,” she said. “But good point. I won’t name any of your animals.”

That comment gave me pause. If she’d been thinking about naming a pig or a cow, that must have meant she was also thinking about staying here.

I mean…why wouldn’t she?

I wanted to bring it up. Quite frankly, I was dying to bring it up. I’d been alone long enough. If Morgan decided she wanted to get back into her tomb of a shopping mall by herself, I didn’t know how I’d react, if I could even handle it.

Still, I kept my mouth shut. I’d broach the topic, just not yet.

We walked out into the woods, down into the southeast quadrant where old hunting trails made for an easy hike. She carried her shotgun, I carried my rifle; just like me, Morgan wasn’t comfortable taking a walk without her weapon.

I pointed out a shotgun mic I had hidden up on a spruce bough and told her about my early-warning system.

“These microphones are wireless?” she asked curiously.

I nodded. “Blue tooth, each one and every one,” I answered. “If not, I wouldn’t have enough power cords to get the mics on the outer perimeter to reach the house.
“I assumed wireless gadgets wouldn’t work without, like, the internet or satellites up in space or whatever,” she said.

“Nope, it’s all just radio waves,” I said. “The only problem is a power source. I have each mic hooked up to a corresponding solar panel.”

“As big as the ones at your house?”

I shook my head. “No, smaller models,” I said. “I looted all of it from East Stroudsburg, plus some smaller towns farther out.”

She let out a quiet whistle, impressed by my setup. “Before everybody disappeared you must have been, like, some kind of prodigy survivalist farmer guy or something,” she chuckled.

“Not even close,” I countered. “I was born and raised down in Philly. About as far from living in the country as you could get. Little row houses, blue-collar neighborhood, the El train rumbling by every twenty minutes.”

“I just assumed you lived up here all your life,” she said.

“Nah. After high school my dad got me in with the laborer’s union. I worked on high-rises, pouring concrete, stuff like that. I only came up here to do a two-day side job. Some rich guy owned the place, wanted a slab poured.” I shrugged, then chuckled darkly. “He vanished along with the rest. Once the monsters started appearing, I decided I’d be safer here.”

“So you’re telling me that you’re a self-taught prodigy survivalist farmer guy,” she grinned, folding her arms and leaning back against the tree, right beneath the shotgun mic.

“You’d be amazed what you can learn when you’ve got lots of free time and a few good libraries,” I said. “Between the town libraries and the big one in the college, I found books for pretty much all I needed. Animal husbandry, light farming, electrical work. I’d have been living like a caveman up here without those books.”

“And you said you got those solar panels from town?” she asked.

“I liberated them all from home improvement stores, plus whatever I could find residentially,” I said. “Luckily, I got the idea early on, back before all the gasoline got bad. I packed them into a big ol’ truck and brought them up here, all at once. Took me a few weeks to install them, though. It was tricky, to say the least.”

“Must have kept you busy, though,” she said. “I bet that helped, especially at the start.”

I nodded grimly, the memories not quite fond. I left out the parts where I fell into a deep depression, once I realized my family and friends were gone. I didn’t mention how I worked from dawn to dusk every day fortifying my mountain fortress, how the moment I relaxed, an unrelenting doom get me in its black claws.

“Yeah,” I said after a moment. “It definitely helped, especially at the start.”

She leaned quietly against the spruce tree, her legs crossed, her left boot dangling over the right. She took my hand and squeezed it. I saw in her eyes a reflection of that same doom I felt at the beginning. I guess anyone who survived the vanishing had gone through it, that dark realization that everyone you loved was gone.

“I like it here,” Morgan said softly. “And I like you.”

I blushed then responded, “Well after what we did in my kitchen earlier, it would be a damn shame for us to discover that we could’t stand each other.”

She scrunched her nose and snorted with laughter. “Yeah, I guess we lucked out with that, didn’t we?”

We stood there, smirking, our fingers hooked together. I felt a little awkward about the tent growing in my jeans, but I couldn’t help it. The touch of her soft skin, the close proximity, the way the sunlight filtering down through the spruce branches framed her face was just too much for me to fight.

However, if she noticed my erection, she pretended she didn’t. She looked up through the canopy-filtered sunlight, noted the sun’s position in the sky. “It’s going to start getting late in the day soon, isn’t it?”

“I suppose it is,” I said.

The thought of where Morgan would be sleeping tonight was shooting back and forth through my mind like an errant bullet ricocheting inside my skull.

“You don’t, like, keep the lights on at night up here, do you?” she asked. “That would attract monsters, I bet, especially at this elevation.”

“I don’t use the main house lights, no. It would be a waste of solar power. Instead, I use an electric lantern in the living room,” I said. “Plus, I’ve got black sheets nailed above all the windows. I cover them all up at night, that way you can get around using the lantern or a flashlight without attracting attention.”

I knew what she was getting at. She was hinting at the portal. If I didn’t close it by nightfall, it might draw in monsters from farther down the mountain.

We continued holding hands, nothing but silence between us. But the day was indeed getting late. By my count, we only had about two hours before the sun would begin to set. Things got dark up here quickly once the sun was down.

I cleared my throat. “If I close your portal, I don’t think I’ll be able to open it back up again,” I said. “When I cast the portal spell, I was seeking a person…” I trailed off, blushing again. “A person like you.”

She smirked. “A blonde Cali girl who loves the beach?”

“Someone cool,” I said. “Someone who shared my values.”

Now, she was blushing even brighter than me. “Oh,” she smiled.

“My point is, I still don’t know how to open portals at specific locations at a long distance,” I said. “That seems like it’ll be tricky to learn. I’m just saying that –”

She pulled at my hand, tugging me closer to her. “Bobby, are you going to ask me to stay here or not?”

“Well…”

“There’s nothing for me back in that mall,” she said. “Like, literally nothing. I don’t want any of my supplies…the few that remain, anyway. And I don’t even want my clothes.” She grabbed her blouse and lifted it to her nose then scowled and released it. “Matter of fact, I don’t even want these clothes. They smell like that place, like that fucking mall.” She looked away from me, her red cheeks fading along with her smile, her eyes suddenly distant. “That place was a goddamn casket. I don’t ever want to go back there, Bobby. Not ever.”


Chapter Nine

The sun crept west then began to set, a fireball dancing over the western mountaintops, and the sky faded from a dusty light blue to a velvety purple. The moon appeared earlier than usual, small and pale and tentative, waiting for the sun to slide off to sleep.

We stood out front. I had the book opened to the portal section just in case I needed to note any details. Morgan was next to me, staring quietly at the portal, her old home hidden behind the garish white pulse of light.

“You’re sure about this?” I asked her one last time.

She ditched her skirt and blouse an hour ago, chucking them into the garbage pit I’d dug out in a clearing beyond the trees. She said she was sick of their smell, that she’d wear my clothes until she could find a replacement wardrobe.

She wore a sleeveless undershirt she’d rummaged from the bottom of my dresser. I’d never worn it before, so it fit the shape of her body tightly, white cotton on every soft curve, the bottom riding up slightly, her belly a pale sliver.

Along with my undershirt, she wore an old pair of my jeans, dusty and torn and baggy with the belt cinched tight at her waist, drooping, her panties riding up, visible at her hips. Not a conventional outfit, no, but she looked oddly sexy in the mismatched clothes.

The only part she saved from her old outfit were her Chanel boots, not because she had any particular fondness for them, but because I simply didn’t have any shoes that would fit her.

“I’m sure,” she answered after a moment of quiet contemplation. “Close it, Bobby.”

I nodded, checked the bookmarked page again – ‘NOTES ON CLOSING PORTALS’ – then took a deep breath and settled my mind.

I pointed toward the portal, my mind quiet save for the strange incantations I repeated silently to myself. Per the book’s instructions, I moved my forefinger in a slow counter-clockwise motion.

The diamond-shaped edges of the portal shimmered and flared bright before softening, bending and curving. With every successive circular motion of my finger, the portal dulled at the edges, growing rounded, until it began to shrink in on itself into a more circular shape, a round orb of light gradually collapsing toward a single point in its center.

Closing a portal was a bit more labor intensive than opening one, I discovered. Sweat broke out across my face, running in rivulets down my neck, down my shirt, then everywhere; I felt like a wet rag gripped in a large fist, squeezing out every drop of moisture.

I grit my teeth and refocused my thoughts – the incantations repeating in my mind more rapidly – until the portal had shrunk down to the size of a bowling ball, its circumference continuing to collapse.

My hand suddenly ached, a sharp sudden pain that rippled from the tip of my forefinger up my knuckles and joints, a rheumatic pain that flared through my wrist, up to my elbow, before sinking into my shoulder.

“Close!” I hissed through clenched teeth, then made one final circular motion with my forefinger before the portal abruptly collapsed into a single point of light, so bright it stung my eyes, like raw sunlight through a keyhole.

I shut my eyes and saw white fire behind the darkness of my eyelids but held firm, sweat slopping off me and soaking my clothes, until that pinprick of coronal fire finally flickered into nothingness.

The moment the portal vanished, the pain went along with it. I gasped, drawing air deep into my lungs, the relief from the pain so sudden that it left me staggering. I wiped a veil of sweat onto my shirtsleeve – leaving it dark, soaked – and blinked the salt-sting from my eyes.

“Wait, I forgot something, open it back up!” Morgan yelped.

I turned to her, my eyes wide with disbelief. “Uh okay, I guess…”

She paused, then cracked a smile, snickering. “Gotcha.”

“Oh thank God,” I laughed. “I feel like I just ran two marathons at once.”

“Take a load off,” she said, slipping her hand up my back, her fingertips tickling my skin through my shirt. “Maybe I can go inside and grab you something to drink.”

I shrugged. “I’ve got two more Cokes cooling down in the fridge,” I said.

She offered a slightly naughty smile. “I was thinking of something a little bit stronger than Coke,” she said. “I happened to notice that liquor cabinet in your dining room earlier…”

It had been years since I had a real drink. Now and again, I’d crack open a beer, but never more than one, and I hardly ever finished it. Alone in my mountain fortress, I was afraid of indulging, fearful that I’d turn alcohol into a crutch to help me bear the weight of my loneliness.

Now, though, a drink sounded just fine.

“Morgan,” I said, creeping my arm smoothly around her waist, feeling the bare sliver of her skin under my fingertips, “that’s the best idea we’ve had all day.”


Chapter Ten

With night drawing close, I went through the house dropping the black sheets over the windows. Years ago, I put a few nails on the sides of the inner window frames, leaving the heads slightly exposed. I tucked the edges of the black sheets over the nails, which held the sheets firmly in place ensuring no light would sneak through the cracks.

As I painstakingly went through each room covering each window – I never took chances when it came to concealing the house at night – Morgan remained downstairs, mixing our drinks.

I returned to the dining room. By then, it was fully dark and I made my way with a flashlight. Morgan sat at the dining room table, the electric lantern burning in the center, with two husky cocktails sitting before her.

A bottle of Jack Daniels sat there, opened. An empty Coke bottle, plus an unopened one, waiting in the wings. She’d made two whiskey and Cokes, each in a tumbler, little chunks of ice bobbing up and down in the mixture.

I smiled in shock. “Did you make drinks on the rocks?” I asked.

She smirked, then nodded. “You didn’t have any ice cubes but I used a butter knife to chisel frost off the sides of the freezer,” she said. “I’d be damned if the first cocktail we’re ever sharing is going to be room temperature.”

I sat down next to her, clicking off my flashlight, joining her in the electric lantern’s warm glow. I took my drink, delighting in the cool touch of the glass, the gentle clink of the ice against the edges. Cool perspiration ran down the side of the tumbler, tickling my thumb as I raised the glass to my lips.

Morgan watched me thoughtfully as I took a sip, the whiskey hot and fiery behind the sugary-sweet veil of Coca-Cola. The ice rolled against my upper lip, tickling me through the stubble of my beard, and that first tiny sip immediately made my head thrum with a pleasant buzz.

“That,” I said, smacking my lips, “is one good drink.”

She grabbed her glass, lifted it to her lips, took a sip. “Back at my mall, there were a few restaurants,” she said. “Nothing fancy. An Applebee’s, an Olive Garden, chain stuff. When I first started hiding there, I’d just turned twenty. Yeah, I raided those places for food…but I had to wait a whole year before I finally broke out their liquor. Once I was old enough, though, I found a drink recipe menu behind the bar, how to make, like, every drink known to man. I had one drink per night, from whiskey and soda” – she raised her glass – “to Malibu Baybreezes to Mudslides and pretty much any margarita you can imagine. It was nice, having a little after-dinner nightcap to relax, even if I didn’t always finish the stronger drinks.” She sighed wistfully. “Yeah, it was nice…at least until that undead horde put an end to my fun.”

I paused, thinking about what she said, then suddenly snorted with laughter. “Hold on just a second,” I said. “Let me get this straight.”

She looked at me, eyebrow upraised, her drink hovering at her lips. “What is it?” she asked.

“It’s the end of the world as you know it,” I said. “The human population – almost all of it – has just vanished in the blink of an eye. Creatures that shouldn’t exist come streaming out of portals to another dimension. All this is happening…and you still waited until you turned twenty-one to have a drink?”

She scrunched her face and giggled. “What can I say, my parents raised me right,” she laughed. “Besides, waiting awhile to finally have a drink made it better, somehow. For a year, at least, I had something exciting to look forward to.”

I laughed somewhat bitterly, because I knew what she meant.

In my mind, the thought of some monster-infested, world-ending apocalypse used to seem like it would have been exciting. That’s why so many people were into zombie fiction back in the day, right? So they could imagine themselves kicking ass in some action-packed apocalypse.

The truth was, the end of the world was far more monotonous. Trust me, getting to dome a goblin with a rifle got old quicker than you’d think. After awhile, fighting off bloodthirsty monsters became a chore just like anything else.

Anyway, I was glad Morgan was here. Her company was better for a lot more than just breaking up the monotony. Right now, though, I was dwelling on a single question that, quite simply, I didn’t know how to ask.

That being, what were the sleeping arrangements going to be like?

We’d gone from strangers to instant lovers to roommates in the span of half a day, less than twelve hours. Was it wrong for me to hope that we’d share the same bed tonight?

Morgan took another sip from her cocktail then set it down, running her forefinger around the rim. She looked up at me, her blue eyes bright in the lantern’s glow.

“Alright, so I have an awkward question now,” she said.

Ah, relief! She was going to ask about the bed situation first. That was a real load off my shoulders.

“Don’t feel awkward,” I said. “Ask me anything you want.”

“It’s about…well…”

I cocked an eyebrow, leaning forward. I was about to finish for her – “It’s about whether or not we’re each going to sleep alone tonight” – when she continued.

“It’s about that book,” she said. “That spell book that showed you how to open portals.”

Damn it.

“What about it?” I asked.

“Well, I was just wondering what you’re planning on doing with it,” she said. She shrugged, rolling her fingertip around the rim of her glass again. “I mean, you didn’t just figure out portal magic so you could snag a quick girlfriend, did you?”

I tried to reply, but couldn’t. Pure awkwardness rose up into the back of my throat because, well…did she just state that she was my girlfriend?

Was that serious?

An exaggeration?

No way she meant that we were already ‘official,’ right?

“Bobby, you’re basically a mage now,” she said.

I shook my head, pushing away from the table. “No, no, no,” I said, laughing defensively. “Some undead bastard just dropped the damn thing and it has some kind of translation enchantment. Here, look. I’ve been meaning to show it to you, anyway.”

I stepped into the living room – the glow from the lantern provided enough light for me to see – and pulled the lich’s text off the bookshelf. I set it down in front of her.

“Look, me opening a portal with a bit of magic isn’t anything special,” I said. “Go on, thumb through the book. After a little study and practice, you’ll be able to open a portal – or cast some other spell – just like I did.”

She stared at the front cover, frowning. She squinted at the title, “A COMPLETE GUIDE TO SPELLCASTING FOR ALL MAGES, APPRENTICES TO MASTERS,” but shook her head, as if she couldn’t read it.

“What’s it say?” she asked.

I tapped the cover. “It’s in English. Go on, get a better look at it,” I said, figuring the glare of the lantern was too bright. However, when I tried to turn the brightness down, she stopped me.

“Bobby,” she said. “It’s not that I can’t see the words. It’s that I can’t read them. I thought you said this was in English?”

I ran my fingers across the title. “It is…can’t you see it?”

She shook her head. “I just see ugly, almost angry-looking shapes. Like hieroglyphics, only with less pizazz,” she smirked.

“Wait, no way,” I said. I flipped the book open to a random page. All the text was laid out in English, just like before. I tapped the page. “Here, look…”

“More angry shapes,” she said with a shrug.

“It doesn’t make sense,” I said. “I don’t see how I can read it but you can’t.”

“You’re a natural magic user, maybe,” she said. “Maybe of all the real humans that are left on this planet – who knows how many, can’t be much, but still – you’re the only one who can understand magic from whatever world lies beyond those portals.”

I slid back into my seat, snagged my drink, and took a big gulp. “What seemed like fun a few moments ago now seems like a shit ton of responsibility,” I said. “Before, I was just interested in learning how to open portals, finding other people…but if you’re right, and I have a special knack for this stuff,” I tapped the book again, “then I guess I need to take it a little more seriously.”

The weight of the situation was daunting. Now that I’d found Morgan, I was all but certain there’d be more folks out there, stuck, alone, in danger. If I learned to master the magic in this text, maybe I’d be able to help them.

“See?” she said, swirling the cocktail in her glass. “You’re a mage.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m just a construction worker from Philly.”

“Who can cast spells,” she giggled, but her laughter slowly faded. She saw that I was wrestling with some decisions I’d have to make. She scooted her chair closer to mine, slid her hand across the table, and laid it over mine. “Don’t deny it, Bobby. Embrace it. You’ve got a gift. I think you should use it.”

I shifted my eyes to her hand, draped over mine, the way she rubbed the pad of her thumb across my knuckles.

I chuckled. “Alright, I guess I have to plan for some more magic practice,” I said. “Just stop calling me a mage, please. For all we know, I just got lucky with the portal magic. Calling me a mage just sounds a little presumptuous.”

“Let’s split the diff,” she said. “If anyone asks, I’ll tell them you’re a rookie mage.”

“Alright, I guess I can live with that,” I laughed, then cast a worried look toward the text.

Now that I was embracing this, the book suddenly seemed intimidating. Suddenly, I was starting to wonder if I was worthy of this ‘gift,’ if it was actually a gift at all.

Morgan took another sip from her glass then yawned, long and loud. “But let’s save your mage training for the day after tomorrow,” she said, lifting her arms above her head, stretching as she yawned again. “Because you and I have to take a trip into town tomorrow.”

“Sure,” I said. “What for?”

She tugged at the undershirt she borrowed from me, then did the same to those jeans that were several sizes too big for her. “It’s kind of cute that you’re letting me wear your clothes, but if I’m going to be living here, I think I should get my own wardrobe, don’t you think?”

I laughed softly, keenly aware that we still hadn’t gotten to the topic of our sleeping arrangements.

“We can head out as early as you like,” I said.

“Not too early,” she said, standing up from the table, finishing her drink, then setting down her empty glass. “Because I am pooped with a capital P.”

“I won’t set an alarm, then,” I laughed as I raised my glass to my lips once more.

She stood there, lingering. “So…are we going to bed, or what?”

I choked on my whiskey.

She giggled adorably. “What, you weren’t planning on making me sleep in the guest bedroom, were you?”

I wiped the whiskey from my lips then finished my drink, a world of relief setting in. “I never even considered it,” I said with a smile, then pushed away from the table and grabbed the lantern as I showed Morgan the way up to my bedroom.


Chapter Eleven

We stopped at the bathroom. I wanted to brush my teeth and so did Morgan, so I found her a spare brush I kept in the medicine cabinet. I had a jug of clean water sitting near the sink.

Morgan’s eyes shone wide and blue as I handed her the toothpaste.

“I ran out of toothpaste over two years ago back at the mall,” she said, marveling at the blue-white paste as she pushed it onto the bristles.

She sighed deeply as she stuck the brush into her mouth, gently rocking it back and forth across her upper teeth.

“Either way, your smile’s still perfect,” I grinned.

“Stop being so goddamn perfect, Mister Mage,” she giggled, though with the brush and fluoride in her mouth, it came out wet and garbled. (Shtop being sho goddamn perfect, Mishter Mage.)

I squinted with toothpaste bubbles sticking to my face and wiped it clean. “Gee, thanks for that,” I said.

Morgan giggled again then plucked the brush from her mouth, leaned forward, her mouth covered in blue-white toothpaste bubbles, and planted a wet kiss on my cheek. She grabbed the water jug next, took a mouthful, swished it, then spit it all into the sink.

“Ah!” she said breezily. “God, I didn’t realize how much I missed that.”

I laughed as I pushed some paste onto my brush then stuck it between my teeth. Morgan leaned out into the hallway, pointing down toward my bedroom door. “That’s your room, right down there?” she asked.

I nodded. “The master bedroom, that’s it.”

“I’m gonna go get ready for bed,” she said, then gave me another kiss – this one decidedly less wet – on the cheek. “You finish up then come tuck me in.”

I nodded to the lantern. “Take the light with you,” I said. “I know this place like the back of my hand, I could get around blind.”

She winked at me then took the lantern and went out into the hallway.

I brushed blindly, gargled water and spat it into the sink blindly, smiled blindly. Perhaps everything was going just a little too well. Perhaps in a week, the other shoe would drop, and me and Morgan would discover that we couldn’t stand each other’s company.

Perhaps, but not tonight.

I reached for a hand towel in the dark and wiped the fluoride spittle from my beard then followed the lantern’s silver-bright glow into my bedroom.

Morgan was already in bed, wearing her bra and panties but nothing else. The lantern sat on the bedside table behind her, glowing bright, her slender, athletic figure framed by what could have been divine light, almost blinding.

She sat with her head propped against the bedboard with a pillow tucked underneath. She shifted on the bedding, the lantern casting alternating shades of silver and black shadow across her supple body, her skin pale as moonlight. She scooted up onto her elbows, gently tightening her abdomen, and I saw faint hints of toned definition.

She wore a nervous half-smile, gnawing gently on the corner of her bottom lip, her tongue moving pink and soft behind her pure white teeth. She lifted her left hand and brushed it through her sunbright hair, draping it over her right shoulder – bare save for the bra strap pressing lightly into her skin – then turned to her side, propping her head up onto her upturned palm, the lantern’s light still shining at her back.

She ran her left hand softly down her chest, across her left clavicle, trailing the tip of her forefinger down that smooth skin, stopping right over her breasts, circling her fingertip around her sternum, drawing invisible outlines around her heart.

Something grew tight in my chest, down in my stomach. With my jaw clenched and every muscle in my body growing tense, I began unbuttoning my flannel. I shrugged it off, dropping it to the floor, then kicked off my boots as I climbed into bed next to her.

Morgan rolled over, onto her back, arching at the base of her spine, her right leg cocked at the knee, the left lying flat with curled toes.

No words passed between us. We didn’t need them. As I shifted myself on top of her and lowered my mouth to her soft pink lips, Morgan’s hands trailed down my ribcage, her fingertips tickling my flesh, before halting at my waist, tugging at my belt.

She moaned softly against my mouth, shivered when I rolled my tongue across hers, pushing past her teeth. My cock throbbed stiffly when she hooked her thumbs beneath my belt, pushing them deeper, inward, her delicate thumbnails tickling lightly toward my erection.

I cupped her breasts in my hands, felt her nipples growing stiff under that concealing bra, and she purred softly when I gripped the cups, pulling them downward, grunting hungrily at her perky pink nipples.

She shimmied a little, causing her bra to loosen then fall aside and I rolled my thumbs across her nipples, teasing them, before lowering my mouth to her chest.

“Bobby,” she gasped lightly, her body growing tense beneath mine as I rolled my tongue around her right nipple, as I sucked it gently, hungrily, wrapping my lips around her entire areola.

She spread her thighs for me, grunted when she felt my erection pressing stiff against her through my jeans. Her hands slid inward, toward my belt buckle, tugging and pulling until it unclasped.

I took her left breast into my mouth, sucking it harder than I did the right one, my hunger suddenly getting the better of me. I groaned when I felt her unfastening the top button of my jeans, then pulling down my zipper, my libido simmering as my cock slid out through the hole in my boxers.

She wrapped her fingers around it, stroking it tentatively. She stared right up at me, blue eyes in the silver lantern light. I slid my right hand down her abdomen – her stomach was fluttering nervously, the jade jewel dancing, I could feel her heartbeat reverberating through her belly – then rolled my fingers against her panties, the fabric already dewy and hot.

She tugged softly on my cock as I slipped my fingers down her panties, where I found her sex slick and warm. Carefully, I circled my forefinger around the edges of her clit. She gasped, bucking beneath me, then bucked again when I slid my middle finger into her swollen folds.

She tightened her grip on me, slid her locked fingers down to my root, squeezing. I winced – her touch was so delicate, so smooth, that I already felt myself creeping toward release – and tried to control myself. I slid my middle finger deeper into her, curving at the knuckles until I found her inner sensitivity. As my fingertip pressed against that sweetly firm patch of flesh and muscle, Morgan flung her free arm around my neck and pulled her body tighter to me and let out a throaty gasp that, under different circumstances, might have made her sound like she was in pain.

I worked my forefinger more swiftly around her nub. Within moments, her nectar spilled from her lips and drenched my knuckles. She hooked her right leg around my waist, grinding against me, her fingers still squeezing my cock, making me growl in lust with every subtle stroke.

Suddenly, Morgan’s palms pressed against my chest. She pushed me up, then to the side, licking her lips as I rolled onto my back. She tugged her panties off, tossing them aside, her pink lips bright in the silver-shadow contrast.

She crept over to me, on her hands and knees, and I kicked my jeans and boxers off as she ran her hand down my chest and pressed her soft lips against my stomach.

Morgan’s eyes didn’t break from mine, not even once. She kissed her way down my stomach and trailed her tongue around my navel then took my cock in her hand again, rubbing it gently, stroking it slowly, then ran the pad of her thumb across the tip, making me shudder when she caught the precum beading at my hole.

She slid down farther, her bright blue eyes still trained on me, then took my cock almost reverently in both hands. Then, and only then, did she break eye contact. She turned her lustful gaze onto my cock then licked her lips before taking me into her mouth.

Morgan took me slowly, her lips air-tight around my shaft. I grimaced – still trying to hold myself back from exploding – as I felt her lips constrict around me, tightening, her fingers descending my shaft as her lips followed, with her tongue pressed against the underside of my cock all the while.

Her fingers locked around my root, she shifted her other hand farther down, fingertips lightly grazing my balls, and I clutched Morgan’s sunshine hair in my fist and guided her as she slid her lips up my shaft, kissed my tip, then took me back in again, her lips wet and smooth and soft rolling across every inch of me.

Her eyes shifted to mine again, striking and azure, two shining lapis lazuli stones. Her pupils narrowed into points and she swallowed me down to my base, her throat shifting tightly, lips wrapped constrictively around me.

“Morgan, fuck…”

My cock pulsed in her mouth, tense, moments from release. At that, she slipped off my cock slowly – running her lips across every inch, making me grip the bedsheets to keep my composure – then held it tight, both hands clasped on my girth.

“I’m not…not gonna last much longer…”

Morgan crawled on top of me, hooking her arms around my neck, then rolled onto her back. I rolled with her, coming to a stop on top of her, fully mounted, pressing the tip of my cock against her entry.

I kissed her, hard and deep, and she reached down and grabbed my cock and pressed the tip once more against her gushing lips.

“I want you to look in my eyes when you cum in me,” she whispered.

“Are…you sure about that?” I asked, mindful that I already finished inside her once today. “Do you really want to risk it?”

“Look in my eyes when you cum inside me,” she repeated, whispering, half-moaning. “Look in my eyes, look deep into them…”

She lifted her head just high enough to kiss me again. Lost in her lips, I forgot all about those risks and pushed into her.

She squeaked against my mouth as I pushed deeper, my heart hammering against the inside of my chest with every pump. Her legs intertwined with mine, our toes danced, I felt the heat of her thighs against mine.

I grabbed her wrists and pinned them over her head and wrenched my mouth free from hers so that I could do what she asked of me.

Her lips twisted frantically as her pussy closed tight around me, her body quivering as she came, sending the bedsprings beneath us into a shrieking, squealing symphony. Her breasts heaved, sweat trickling down between them, and even as she came to a shuddering orgasm she kept whispering, “Inside me, Bobby, inside me, please, please, inside me…”

Growling and lust-drunk, those aforementioned ‘risks’ seemed miles away – light years away – and all that existed was the inner warmth of her, the snug fit of her walls around me, some hidden heat deep within her, yearning for my seed.

I squeezed my fingers tighter around her wrists, pinning them down harder, and stared deep in her eyes when I felt myself beginning to lose control.

She kept saying, “Inside me, God, fuck…inside me, now…” with her voice turning into a whispering wail, a quiet mantra that kept on going right up until the moment I let myself go.

“UGH!” I snarled.

She gasped haltingly when she felt my heat, the potent shot of my seed surging warm and eager into her innermost depths. Her eyelids slipped halfway shut, like she was wincing, yet her body bucked up against mine as she arched her back, her legs tightening around mine, our intertwined bodies writhing with sweat against one another.

The moment I released her wrists, she raised both hands to the back of my head, pressing my face toward hers until our foreheads rested against each other’s. Sweat rolled down my temples and trickled onto her but Morgan didn’t care.

“I need to tell you something,” she whispered.

I looked at her.

“I told you that I was with my boyfriend when the world ended,” she said.

“You did,” I answered.

She paused, but didn’t break eye contact. Her fingers tightened around the back of my skull, pressing our foreheads together a touch more insistently.

“He didn’t vanish,” she said.

“No?”

She shook her head lightly. A tear escaped her right eye, trickling and zigzagging down her cheek before vanishing into the sheets underneath. “No, he didn’t vanish,” she said. “But he did leave me. Even told me that he didn’t want me to come with him.”

No wonder she didn’t want to bring it up earlier.

I lifted my hand to her cheek, wiping away the trail of that errant tear, drying the wetness with my palm.

“Morgan,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she said, smiling through her grief. “It took me years to realize it…and I’ve only begun to realize it today…but I’m so goddamn glad that asshole’s gone.”


Chapter Twelve

I was awake just after dawn, the first hints of daylight. Morgan lay asleep soundly next to me and I slipped out of bed without waking her. My spine cracked as I stretched – my knees popped, as well – and I could have slept another twelve hours but I had work to do.

I popped a fresh Makita battery on the coffee maker then tended to the animals, tossing chicken feed and pouring pig slop then letting the cows out to graze. As I stepped back inside I pulled up the black sheets from the downstairs windows then grabbed my coffee, black and steaming, and went out back to the garage.

Sleep still clinging to my eyes, I slurped a mouthful from my mug then swung the garage door open, my own personal gym. Despite the physical labor in my day-to-day chores, I made a concerted effort to get my workouts in when I could.

I got off to a brisk start with ten overhand pull-ups followed by ten underhand chin-ups. I yanked out a 70lbs kettlebell and swung that sucker – feet planted, spine rigid, bent at the waist, my fists tight around the bar – from between my legs up to chin-level for twenty-five reps.

My blood pumping and the caffeine taking hold, I breathed in the fresh mountain air then loaded some plates onto a barbell already racked on a bench, figuring I’d add some composite powerlifts to complement my bodyweight-functional routine.

I was just about to push off for my first rep when I heard the wolves howling.

I sat up, grabbed my coffee, looking to the south, where the howl had come from. Could have been the wolves were just howling for typical reasons, but I didn’t like to make assumptions.

Another group howl, louder, somewhat nervous, and closer this time.

I frowned. The wolves only howled like that when monsters were getting close.

It wasn’t a portal; I’d have heard the speakers going off in the radio room. Something must have come north from down toward town. I downed my coffee then jogged back into the house and snagged my rifle from the kitchen. The wolves were getting louder, howls and barks, and when I listened carefully, I could just make out snaps and crunches beyond the southern treeline, something moving quickly through the woods.

I quickly unpacked the DJI Mini-3 drone then went back outside, turned south, and sent the drone into the air. Keeping a close eye on the drone’s monitor, I guided the drone slowly toward the south at a decent altitude to get the broadest possible view.

I studied the southern treetops for a moment. Right there, movement, by a birch tree. Some dogwood bushes around the tree swayed, something weighty hustling through the foliage. I guided the drone to keep pace with the shrouded figure – moving large and bulky and dark through the undergrowth – then spotted something odd. More movement behind the first figure, another shape giving chase, smaller, yet faster, darting through the bushes and bounding around the trees.

“Bobby?” Morgan asked, standing at the back porch.

“Get your shotgun,” I said quietly. “Something’s coming.”

She grinned, already holding her weapon. She pumped it once, then turned toward the southern woods.

The shapes approached the treeline, with the second, swifter figure closing in on the first. The first shape would make it through the treeline out into the clearing just south of the house before the pursuer would overtake it, however.

I let the drone hover then set the controller aside and took a knee, my rifle trained on the treeline. Just to be on the safe side, I pulled the small bottle of holy water from my back pocket and smeared some on the rifle bore.

A dark knight burst forth through the trees, clad in heavy black armor but wielding no visible weapon. It stumbled into the clearing and its helm tumbled off its head, revealing ashen-gray skin and a face that was vaguely elven – bald head, pointed ears, angular and somewhat androgynous – and spun, looking back where it came.

“What the hell is going on?” I grunted.

The dark knight was groveling quietly in its strange language – perhaps praying to some deity for mercy – and it scrambled back to its feet, trying to cast a fireball spell. A roiling, floating orb of fire began to take shape between its upraised hands, growing in intensity as the creature powered up the spell.

I cursed then got the dark knight in my sights; I didn’t know what the hell the creature was fleeing from, but I didn’t want it to set the woods on fire with an overpowered fireball. Before I could get my shot off, though, a separate gunshot cracked through the trees.

The dark knight staggered backward – the bullet struck its heavy black chest plate, denting it but not cracking it – and the fireball effect vanished. A smaller, swifter creature in mismatched light armor darted out of the trees, a smoking pistol in its hand.

The lightly armored figure wore a strange leather mask wrapped tight around its head, two thick glass lenses over the eyeholes. The smaller figure got off another two shots, both pinging from the dark knight’s heavy armor – it had raised its heavy gauntlets over its head for protection – then the smaller warrior ditched the pistol to unsheathe a longsword from its hip, silver steel glinting gold in the morning sunlight.

“Is that little thing using a gun!?” Morgan asked, dumbfounded.

In the five years since the world ended, I hadn’t once seen a monster attempt to fire a gun. I’d seen orcs or goblins pick up discarded rifles to use as makeshift clubs, sure, but to actually fire one…?

The smaller figure gripped the hilt tight and swung its rippling steel. Even with the dark knight holding up its gauntlets protectively around its head, the blade cleaved smoothly and bloodily through the heavy armor. The dark knight’s hands came off at the wrists. Bright red arterial blood sprayed from a wide gash in its throat. The smaller figure spun deftly, avoiding the blood spray, then wiped the blade clean on its thigh before slipping the blade back into its scabbard as the other creature fell dead into the grass.

I raised my rifle again, pointing at the figure.

It spun toward me – suddenly noticing Morgan and I – and cocked its head curiously to the side.

Before I could fire, the figure raised its right hand and waved.

“Don’t shoot!” shouted a muffled, feminine voice through the tight leather-wrapped mask.

“The hell?” Morgan asked.

The figure pulled the mask off. Long black hair tumbled down, slightly frayed from the mask, but with a natural, full-bodied sheen. The young woman had tender, lightly freckled skin, fair and smooth. Despite her savagery in combat, she regarded us with a shy, almost mouse-like look, with a tentative smile as she pulled a pair of thick wireframe glasses from a pouch on her hip.

She slid the glasses on, fixing them just so, then laughed awkwardly. “Oh geez,” she said. “You guys are…people? Real, actual people?”

I lowered my rifle, chuckling. Morgan did the same.

“We are people,” I answered. “Real, actual people.” I jerked my thumb toward the house. “Welcome to our home.”
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College Harem

One quiet everyman. Three gorgeous college roommates who love to share. They're about to make a home together.

After inheriting a scenic farmhouse and leaving the corporate world behind, 29-year-old Billy Watson enjoys a quiet life. He works a stress-free job on a delivery truck and spends his evenings by the pond with his dog, Bandit. For Billy, life couldn’t get any better…until a chance encounter with Evelyn, a gorgeous co-ed with an eccentric sense of humor and some very adventurous roommates.

What begins as a whirlwind flirtation with a woman he thought was out of his league quickly becomes a passionate affair…and then Billy realizes that Evelyn and her roommates aren’t just close friends, but they love to share.

College Harem is a relaxing and realistic slice-of-life depiction of MFFF contemporary harem relationships that includes group menage scenes with multiple partners, all from the straight male main character’s POV. The women in this novella are exploring both their emerging bisexuality and their shared desire to build an unconventional life with the main character.

Book One and Book Two available now…with Book Three coming soon!
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