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If there was one thing I had learned in my year of home ownership, it was this: you could figure out how to do just about anything if you were willing to look it up on the internet and get your hands a little dirty.

I had no experience at all with hanging drywall or replacing faucets, but I managed to do both. Learning how to turn a wrench when I was younger had really come in handy; I had been part of the sport compact scene when I was a teenager and spent half my paychecks buying garbage that made my economy car louder and more obnoxious without really making it faster. But, at least I learned.

Loud Honda Civics aside, being comfortable with a screwdriver really came in handy when I bought a house on the northern border of Baltimore City a year ago. Sure, it needed some work—that was an understatement, really—but it cost a third of everything else in the neighborhood. With rising house prices, I figured this house was the best I was going to get. At least it wasn’t full of black mold. Can’t fix that with a hammer.

Living in this house had taught me a few things. First, the only thing worse than wallpaper was removing it. Especially when the previous owner or owners had layered that shit on the walls and I had to peel four different patterns off. And second, none of this stuff was really difficult. Sure, some of it was physically hard—hanging drywall on a ceiling took some trial-and-error, that’s for certain—but most of it just took a careful hand and practice.

I had also lucked out when it came to the kitchen. An old friend of mine from high school became a contractor and made his fortune doing overpriced kitchen and bathroom remodels for the rich folks over in Roland Park, one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in Baltimore. I contacted him one day and was able to get the leftovers. Let me tell you what, a rich person’s old and worn out kitchen cabinets are still nicer than anything I could buy new. That went for my new-to-me bathtub and matching sink, as well. Total cost? Two six-packs of craft beer.

I even taught myself to weld in that year’s time. As it turns out, a guy I went to the gym with was a welder and was upgrading his equipment. He sold me his starter rig for cheap, and I put it to good use. I’ll be honest, for a solid week I picked up old bed rails and scrap metal on the side of the road so I could take them home and weld them together. I wasn’t great, but at least my welds were solid.

Being able to piece together tools and parts of my home came in handy, as money was tight. I wasn’t living in squalor or anything, and I was able to go out to eat here and there, but I still worried about retirement. I tried not to complain about money, though, because I had an awesome job. Not everyone could say that.

That all started in college. Or, more specifically, right before college. I was sleeping with this chick named Jennifer that had gone to film school, and she made it sound so great.

“You’ve got to try it, Mark,” she would say as we laid in bed together in post-coital bliss.

“Film school? Seriously?” I would ask.

She would launch into a thirty minute monologue about how film school had made her appreciate all the subtle nuances of life. Honestly, I was simply hoping it would be filled with more hot chicks.

I applied for every scholarship and grant known to man, and got enough to pay my way through three semesters. While there, I developed a plan, since film school wasn’t known for being very job-friendly. The end result was that I knew how to set up the perfect shot. I saved my pennies and bought a nice DSLR camera and a good workhorse lens and started applying.

I spent some time contacting a dozen wedding photographers and dealing with nearly as many rejections, and eventually I finally found one that was willing to take a chance on me. After an interview in a coffee shop, she agreed to bring me on as a second shooter. And so began my career as a wedding photographer.

Being a wedding photographer was an odd mixture of strange and awesome. My entire work schedule was basically Friday and Saturday, with editing done on Sundays. The money was surprisingly good for the short amount of time I actually worked. I mean, I paid my bills and had a few bucks left over; not bad considering how few hours I worked per week.

Baltimore was located in a convenient place; while it wasn’t known for extreme wealth itself, it was a convenient location that allowed us to pick up clients as far south as DC and northern Virginia and as far north as Philly on one occasion. And some of those ritzy couples dropped major bank on their weddings.

But to be honest, it wasn’t always enough. Life was expensive, and as my shitty house started to become less and less shitty, I realized it would take more than ten dollar paint cans from a bargain outlet store to improve upon. It was getting to the point where I needed to spend some real money to make improvements.

At least it was nice enough to bring some women home to. The fact that I had renovated the house entirely by myself always went over well, too. Well, as long as I hid my mistakes. And they really appreciated that I kept everything clean.

And that’s how this all started.

I needed more money to do a proper bathroom remodel—the matching tub and sink I got from my contractor friend were great, but I needed a toilet that matched, and that wasn’t cheap. Add in fresh paint, new light fixtures, some odds and ends and tilework and it suddenly got really expensive, really quick.

So, I started looking around for ways to earn a buck. I asked my boss for more work, but she didn’t have any extra weddings lined up. Every weekend was full, but as she put it, people didn’t get married on Mondays.

I briefly considered a part-time job, but didn’t feel like sacrificing my mental health or my lower back for twelve bucks an hour at some soul-sucking waste of time. I worked plenty of those shitty jobs when I was a teenager and promised myself I’d never go back to them.

While scrolling through social media one day on my couch—I had gotten it free from one of those buy nothing groups on Facebook—I came across a story about medical research. I didn’t remember what the research itself was, to be honest, but that led to me searching for anyone needing test subjects in my area. People got paid to participate in scientific studies! I was sure it wasn’t a ton, but every dollar counted. Perhaps after fixing up my bathroom, I could start an IRA with any leftover money.

Unfortunately, after taking to the internet I found very little that was useful. Nothing, to be completely honest. Dismayed, I decided to head to the local home improvement store to check for any sales. I tried to do that at least once per week.

As usual, my car stereo was tuned to the public national radio station. I got tired of the music stations, as they generally played the same shit over and over again and then stuffed twenty minutes worth of commercials between it. Satellite radio wasn’t much better, to be honest; it just allowed you to choose what genre of the same shit you wanted to hear over and over again.

I strongly felt that it was important to be up-to-date with the news, but I had to admit it got depressing at times. Especially lately, with wars breaking out across Europe and Asia.

Our leaders were trying to support certain countries without getting dragged into a ground war, which I understood. But kids had to undergo bomb drills in schools, like they did back in the cold war. Global tempers were flaring, country leaders were threatening each other with worse and worse weapons—yes, including nukes, though I didn’t think anyone would actually go that far—and the Doomsday Clock was a minute til midnight.

Something on the radio caught my attention so strongly that I pulled into a fast food joint so I could park and concentrate. I turned the stereo up.

“A local startup says they have cracked the code for cryogenic hibernation,” the reporter explained in a surprisingly dull voice considering the topic. “According to a spokesman for the company, which is calling itself Pause Button,” the reporter let out a little chuckle before continuing, “their pods would have the ability to change life as we know it. They could give people the ability to sleep for years, decades, even. This has broad implications for certain diseases, such as cancer. According to Pause Button, a patient could go to sleep for a length of time and wake when a cure has been found. So far, animal trials have been overwhelmingly successful, and they have announced their intention to perform human trials.”

“Well, shit,” I said to myself. That was it. That was how I was going to get some extra cash. All I had to do was be a little pushy. Well, that and be willing to let people turn me into an ice cube.

I immediately dropped my idea of going to the local home improvement store, as I had bigger fish to fry. Instead, I pulled over at the first opportunity I got and whipped out my cell phone. I tried punching their name into my gps app, but it couldn’t find them. It took a few minutes of searching online to find an address for Pause Button.

They were located south and west of Baltimore, right outside the city limits. I pulled back onto the road and dodged a few potholes as I turned around and hurried for the beltway.

Honestly, I had no idea how much they would pay for human trials, but I assumed for something like freezing a person it would be a pretty substantial amount. I mean, it had to be, right? It’s not like this was just some study where they wanted to check how people reacted to different doses of vitamin B. They were stuffing people in a freezer and turning out the lights.

That was the one thing that concerned me a bit. Not being frozen like a popsicle, oddly enough that didn’t bother me at all. But how long would they put me under? I couldn’t miss work that weekend.

Pause Button had taken over an old warehouse. Baltimore certainly had far too many of those things around, so I was glad someone was putting one to use. There was a minimal amount of graffiti, which was nice.

I parked out front, then realized I didn’t see any other cars nearby. Three cheers for situational awareness. Instead, I slowly drove around the parking lot until I found where the cars were. Toyota Camrys and Subaru Foresters, the cars of tech nerds. My kind of people.

I parked next to them, then hurried to the door. The building was huge, so I hoped they were close by as I pounded on the door again and again. It took nearly ten minutes for someone to answer.

The man that answered was tall and middle-aged, with dark brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. He wore glasses and had a close-cropped beard that held a few flecks of gray. His nametag identified him as Richard.

“Can I help you?” he asked in a strong British accent.

“Maybe,” I replied. “At the least, maybe I can help you.”

“Okay,” he said after a pause.

I decided to cut right to my elevator pitch. “Look, I heard about you guys on the radio, and I know you’re ready for human trials. I wanted to volunteer myself.”

He shook his head. “Starting on Monday, people will be able to apply online.”

“Yeah, I hear you,” I said, trying to keep him from closing the door on me. “I’m assuming you’ll be paying people for this?”

“Yes,” he said impatiently.

“Whatever you’re paying people, I’ll take half,” I said feeling desperate. “And I want to do it soon. I’m trying to remodel my bathroom.” As soon as the words came out of my mouth I realized how ridiculous I sounded.

“Is that my lunch?” asked a woman’s voice. “I ordered it like thirty fucking minutes ago!”

“No, Nicole,” Richard said. He turned back to me. “If you’re serious about this, we can ask.”

“After all, what’s the worst you could say?” I said with a grin.

“Uh…that we’re calling the police for trespassing?” Richard responded.

“Okay, good point,” I said.
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Richard pulled the door the rest of the way open and took a step back. I entered the warehouse and looked around in wonder.

The building was enormous, but considering there were so many of these abandoned in the Baltimore area I assumed the rent was still dirt cheap. The inside was mostly empty, with dust-covered concrete floors and massive pillars that supported the roof.

We stayed on one side of the massive building, inside which a handful of tables and chairs had been set up. A refrigerator sat in the corner, right next to a utility sink.

“Wow, you guys mean business,” I said as I looked around.

“How do you mean?” Richard asked.

I pointed around the building. “No fancy signs hanging on the wall, no tap filled with craft beer and a sign that says ‘one per employee per day,’ and for that matter, no decorations at all.”

“We take our work seriously around here,” Richard said, taking no offense at my comments.

“Considering what you’re doing, I’d say that’s a good thing,” I said.

We stopped by his desk and he spent a minute typing up an email, then pushed a button on his phone. A man’s impatient voice answered.

“We have someone here that would like to see you,” Richard said.

The voice grunted. “Well, come on, then. Just make it quick.”

Richard pushed a button, terminating the call.

“He sounds pleasant,” I said.

Richard shrugged. “He’s got a lot on his shoulders, like somehow fitting this into our budget. I’d be irritable as well.”

Another knock came at the door and the woman—Nicole—stood up and hurried across the room. From what I could see, her hair was sun-streaked brown, and she wore a small pair of wire-framed glasses. Quite a beauty, but it was hard to tell as she was rushing across the room.

“Finally!” she said as she approached the door. “I’ve never had to wait so fucking long for pad Thai before.” She pulled the door open and spoke with a delivery man waiting there for her.

“Never get between a woman and good food,” Richard said, smiling at Nicole in a way I recognized.

“Are you two together?” I asked.

He nodded, just slightly. “Five years, now.”

“That’s wonderful,” I said.

“Very. Well, come on.” He motioned for me to follow him.

We walked across the expansive room to a set of stairs that led down, into the basement. Not all of these old warehouses had basements, so I was surprised to see how impressive this one was. The concrete of the first floor looked to be nearly a foot thick, and it was supported by a forest of massive steel-reinforced concrete columns. Damn thing looked like it could survive a nuclear war.

At the base of the stairs a large desk had been set up, behind which a gray-haired man sat. He grumbled angrily at his computer and stabbed at his keyboard with just his pointer fingers. Out of reflex I wanted to yell “home row!” but he didn’t look like the joking kind.

The man looked up as Richard and I approached.

“This is Eric, our CEO,” Richard said, then turned to me. “And this is….”

“Mark,” I replied, offering him my hand. Eric shook it firmly.

“Mark had some questions about human trials,” Richard said.

Eric turned and looked at me, slightly incredulous. “How do you even know about that?” he asked.

“Nicole submitted our story to the local radio station,” Richard said.

“Right,” Eric said, clicking on his computer. “I had almost forgotten about that.” He turned back to me. “Starting Monday you can apply online.”

I took a deep breath. Time to shoot my shot. “If you choose me I’ll do it for half of whatever you’re paying everyone else.”

The incredulous look on Eric’s face grew. “Are you fucking serious? Richard, who is this putz?”

“Look, I need the money,” I said, trying not to sound too desperate. “I’m sure you’ll get plenty of people signing up the moment it’s announced. I figure this is my best bet.”

“Do you even know how much we’re offering?” Eric asked.

“To be honest, no,” I replied. “But this way, we both win. I get money in my pocket and you guys save a buck.”

Eric glared at me for a moment, then went back to typing on his computer. He muttered a few unpleasant things under his breath, and for a moment I thought he was going to throw me out himself. But after a few uncomfortable minutes, he turned back to me.

“Fine. I don’t like you coming down here and pushing your way into our business, but every cent matters. You’re right, this will benefit us both.” He grabbed his computer mouse and clicked a few things. “Do you know how much we’re paying?”

“No,” I replied.

“Ten thousand,” he said. “So, you’ll get five. Not bad for three days’ work. Come back first thing Monday. We’ll thaw you out on Thursday. Congratulations, you get to go a week before everyone else. Richard, you want to show him the pods?” As good a dismissal as any.

“Right,” Richard said with a nod. “Over here.”

I followed him across the basement. On the other side, stuffed in the corner next to a massive breaker panel, sat the two pods. “Pod” was definitely the most accurate word for them; they were shaped like an old fridge, the kinds from the fifties that were rounded. A circular glass port in the front door allowed for a view inside.

They both laid back on a sturdy metal rack. I took a moment to appreciate the quality of the welds. Better than what I could have done.

“So, how’s this work?” I asked.

“It’s fairly simple, actually,” Richard said, walking onto the other side of the pod. “We inject you with a proprietary blend of chemical compounds that will help prepare your body for cryostasis. Once you go under, the pod will drop to one degree Kelvin and hold you there as long as we require.”

I whistled appreciatively. “These things must use a lot of power.”

“The beginning of the process uses quite a bit of electricity, yes,” Richard continued. “But once you’re frozen, things change. The pods switch over to self-power. They could last for a hundred years that way, even if external power was lost. As the body is effectively shut down, there are no waste products to dispose of. It’s like hitting the pause button on life.”

“And hence the name of your company,” I said.

“Nicole came up with that one, actually,” Richard said with a hint of pride in his voice.

“Will I dream?” I asked. “Sounds like I’ll be out for three days.”

“No,” Richard replied. “You won’t notice anything at all, actually, except for perhaps some sluggishness upon waking.”

I clapped my hands and rubbed them together. “I’m excited,” I said. “Is there anything else I need to know?”

“Yeah,” Richard said, adjusting his glasses. “Don’t eat breakfast Monday morning. And make sure you take a shit. The emptier you are, the easier the process is.”

I frowned. “I wouldn’t crap my pants while asleep, would I?”

“No, but if you’re groggy when you wake, there’s a chance things could get messy.”

“Point taken,” I said. I reached out and shook his hand. “Well, I’m sorry if I caused you any inconvenience, but thank you so much for this. I’ll be here first thing Monday morning.”

“We’ll be waiting,” Richard said.

After that I left the building and went back to my car. I felt almost jittery with excitement. My hands shook, and it wasn’t from the energy drink I had slammed earlier, although that certainly contributed. I hurried home, completely forgetting that I had planned on going to the home improvement store.

The rest of the week was difficult, to say the least. I felt like a kid waiting for his first trip to Disney World. I had to buy sleeping pills just to go down at night.

I was going to be one of the first ever people cryogenically frozen and brought back. Not only that, but I was going to get paid for it, which meant my bathroom remodel was finally going to happen. Hell, I’d even have a good chunk of money left over. Enough to finally start that IRA and start building a retirement.

Friday evening rolled around and I went to work.

It was a nice wedding in northern Maryland. The groom had a hipster beard and a trendy haircut. He wore a plaid bowtie with matching socks, which he made sure to show everyone he could. I hated him immediately.

As the second shooter, I followed the groom and groomsmen around as they prepared and snapped pics. I had long since gotten used to the monotony of this part of the job and took pictures almost stoically, looking for good angles. Once they were ready I grabbed some pics of the groom and his friends, then we all went to the venue.

It was a beautiful place and showed that the bride’s parents had more money than I’d ever see. And she was a pretty thing, if a bit country for my tastes. Still, her blonde hair and bright green eyes looked great.

The bridesmaids all looked great too, especially the maid of honor, who was the bride’s best friend from college. A brunette, she had that slightly thick, big-tittied look I had come to love on a woman. The dress did a poor job of hiding her round backside, as well. I think every guy in the venue got an eyeful of that thing, including the groom. Good thing the bride didn’t see.

Once the ceremony itself was done, we had a quick dinner and then went right back to snapping photos. My boss joined in the celebration as she often did, and I took pictures of people dancing. Of course the bride and her father, the bride and the groom, the groom and his mother, those were standards. Then I noticed the maid of honor.

She had hiked her dress up to mid-thigh so she could perform a dance that probably had a bit too much tequila in it. I got a few pictures just in case the bride wanted to tease her friend later, then used the camera as my in.

Put a camera on a beautiful woman and she’ll start showing off. That’s something I’d seen a hundred times. As soon as I got close to her and raised my camera, the hair tossing and booty shaking began. I moved in close and even danced with her for a few minutes. As the cameraman, I was a safe option.

“Hey, camera guy,” she said, grabbing me by my tie and pulling me closer.

“Mark,” I replied.

“Mitzi,” she replied. “You’re kinda cute.”

“Thanks,” I replied. “I’ve been working on that.” I struck a pose that would have been stupid in any other situation, but she was flirting with me so I went for it. She laughed. Score.

I looked around and saw my boss doing the electric slide with half the family members. Good, so I had a few minutes.

“What is it?” Mitzi asked, noticing me looking around.

“I can’t dance too much or my boss will get on my case,” I told her, then moved in close. I put my non-camera hand around her lower back and pulled her close, pretending I could dance for a few seconds. She laughed and moved with me. It was a struggle not to look down the front of her dress. Those things were impressive.

“Okay, I gotta get back to work,” I said. She had been smiling at me the whole time, so I leaned in and pecked her on the lips, then winked at her as I pulled away.

“That’s all?” she huffed, putting her hands on her hips.

I just smiled at her and continued snapping photos of everyone else. I made sure to get plenty of shots of the venue itself and every guest that looked at least somewhat important.

After a few minutes Mitzi “accidentally” began appearing in many of my photos. She just happened to put herself in my way, although I pretended not to notice and often turned away so I missed her. It drove her mad

“Hey,” she asked, grabbing my arm a moment later.

“Yeah?” I said, giving her my best smile before turning back to the crowd. I raised my camera and snapped a photo of a waiter, just doing my best to look busy.

“Do you live around here?”

“About twenty minutes south of here,” I said, looking back at her again. She was sweaty from dancing so much. It was a good look on her.

“When do you get off work?” she asked.

“Once everyone leaves, basically,” I said, snapping another photo of some grandparents attempting to dance to a Backstreet Boys song. “How about you?” I had done this plenty of times. It wasn’t hard to score in my line of work.

“Tonight? Nothing, most of us just packing for a vacation,” she said. “We’re all going down to Punta Cana in two days.”

“Sounds like you need something to do tonight, then,” I said. I pulled out my phone. “What’s your number?” She gave it to me and I texted her my address.

And sometimes, it was just that simple. One of the benefits of being a wedding photographer.

About two hours later, I was trying my best to suck on both of her nipples at the same time while she rode me so hard I thought she was going to break my hip. We went at it for quite some time, until we passed out.

So, while I may not have been rich, I had a great life.
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Monday morning came, and I was beyond excited.

I wasn’t a big coffee guy so I slammed an energy drink upon waking and almost made myself breakfast before remembering what Richard had told me. Instead, I caught up with social media while sitting on the can.

Mitzi had texted me a few times after our naked rendezvous and we were planning on getting together once she got back from Punta Cana. She didn’t seem like the relationship type, at least not yet, so I kept that in mind and tried to think of some place to take her for dinner. Of course, I could always cook something myself and show off my skills in the kitchen. Plus, that would save me some cash. I had to be realistic.

But, in other news, the war had gotten much worse. Things had been progressing over the past week, but I had been so busy thinking about my upcoming cryo experience that I was behind. I tried my best to catch up on current events. That was easy, as the stories were everywhere, I just had to sift through all the useless opinion pieces and get right to the facts.

Apparently, the United Nations had met in Switzerland to discuss charging Russian leaders with war crimes. Russia responded by bombing the building. In one move they eliminated a ton of world leaders and opponents and escalated tensions to the highest level possible. World war was unavoidable.

Needless to say, things went straight to shit after that. I found myself grateful I hadn’t joined the military as US forces were mobilized. I respected their hard work, but I was a lover, not a fighter. I’d just continue my life of photographing rich people’s weddings, and if I played my cards right, spending the occasional night with women like Mitzi. One day I’d settle down, but at the moment I was just enjoying life, even if the world was going to hell.

I had no worries of war interrupting my work. If I had learned one thing over the years, it was that global events didn’t affect rich people the way they did everyone else. I figured I was safe. As long as rich people were getting married, I’d bet there, taking their pictures and banging their friends.

As I drove south to the warehouse where Pause Button was located, I turned up the radio. The announcer somehow sounded almost bored as he explained that a ground war was breaking out all over eastern Europe. Perhaps it was just because it was public national radio. They tended to be that way.

“Oh, come on!” I shouted as someone swerved from the left lane across two center lanes so they could make an exit just in time. No blinker, of course. But then again, Baltimore wasn’t exactly known for its skilled drivers. I laughed as I thought it would be just my luck to get in a wreck on that morning. After that thought, I slowed down a bit.

I arrived at Pause Button a few minutes before eight in the morning. Several cars were already there, so I got out of my car and hurried to the rear door. I knocked and tried not to bounce on my toes from excitement.

Nicole answered. “Good morning, Mark,” she said, her high-pitched voice pleasant at this early hour. When she wasn’t ready to kill someone over some pad Thai, she was quite a striking woman.

She pulled the door the rest of the way open and let me enter. Once inside, she led me across the room and to the stairs. When we reached the basement, she had me go through and sign an inch-thick stack of legal documents. They seemed almost never ending, but I reminded myself they had to cover themselves in case of any incidents. And, of course, they needed my bank info so they could wire me my payment.

Richard was already downstairs, typing in commands on the cryo pod. He gave a little wave when he saw that I was finally done with all the paperwork.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Hell yeah,” I said.

“Here, then,” he said, handing me a pile of thick cloth. I unfolded it and saw it was a bodysuit made from a neoprene-like material. “It’ll help regulate your temperature and circulation,” he said when he saw me looking. “It especially helps when you wake. Without that, the process takes twice as long.”

I looked around. There were no changing rooms or even a curtain to change behind. I wasn’t a particularly shy person, but it felt a little…crude.

Fortunately, Nicole turned and went to the other cryo pod. While she made adjustments on that, I went on the far side of my pod and hurriedly changed. I handed Richard my clothes, wallet, and phone, and he sealed them in a bag and put them in a nearby cabinet.

The suit fit me like a glove and was quite comfortable. It was dark blue with black stripes down the sides of my arms and legs, with the Pause Button logo over my left breast.

“No food? No water?” Richard asked as I walked back around. He pressed a button and the door to the pod slowly opened.

“I had an energy drink, but that was more than two hours again,” I said. “Pretty sure I already peed it out.”

He shrugged. “If you piss yourself, it’s not my fault. Go ahead and climb in.”

I did as he said and climbed into the opening of the pod. It was a tight fit, but at least it felt like memory foam on the inside. It was kind of like lying on a bed shaped just like my outline.

“I need you to pull your sleeve up,” Richard said, pointing at my right arm. He held a needle and alcohol pad in his hands.

I reached down and pushed it up to my elbow. He swabbed my skin with alcohol, then slipped an IV into my arm. A moment later he began pumping me full of something that made me incredibly calm.

“We’re slowing down your heart right now,” he explained. “You’ll feel groggy, but that’s expected.” The IV bag he held was small, and he reached inside the pod and attached it to the side wall.

“I feel like I could sleep all day,” I said, trying not to yawn.

“This stuff is fast-acting,” Richard said. “Once you thaw out and wake up, you’ll probably feel an urge to urinate. Your first urination will be bright green. I’m telling you now so you don’t freak out when you see it. Also, in case I forget to tell you later.” He barked a laugh.

“Seems like you guys really have this figured out,” I said.

“That was Nicole as well,” Richard said. “Most of this is her creation, to be honest. I just trim the edges, so to speak, and Eric handles the business end of things and the financials.”

“Nice,” I said, closing my eyes for a moment. “You gonna marry her?” I wasn’t sure why I asked him that.

He rubbed his bearded chin for a moment. “Possibly. The desire is certainly there for both of us. We just enjoy our lives as they are at the moment. No need to complicate things with needless paperwork.”

I looked around. There really wasn’t much of anything on the interior of the cryo pod other than padding and my IV bag. A few tiny lights blinked green near my head. That was probably by design. “And this thing is self-powered, so I’m safe, right?”

Richard nodded. “Once we get you frozen it’s self-powered, correct. As I told you before, it can go for nearly a hundred years before you have to worry about anything. Of course, you wouldn’t be worrying. You’d be frozen. Or, you know. Dead.” He laughed at his own joke.

“Boy, you sure know how to put a guy at ease,” I said, shifting a bit inside the pod.

“Yeah, you’ll be fine,” he assured me, then began typing on the outside of the pod.

“And no dreams?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Your brain is quite active when you dream. Your brain won’t be active at all. You’ll be completely frozen. It’s going to feel like you closed your eyes and suddenly opened them again.”

“You know a lot about this,” I said. “You learned all about that from animal studies?”

He lowered his voice. “I’ve actually been through the pod myself,” he said with a wink. “For two days. I was the first. The only side effect was that I woke up hungry.”

“Well, that makes me feel better,” I said.

“I’m going to close this in a minute, then we’ll get started.”

“What about the other pod?” I asked.

“We’ll decide who goes in there today. They’ll probably be frozen next Monday. One moment, please.” He bent down and flipped a few switches, then reappeared in my vision. “A moment after the lid seals, you’ll feel a strong chill. By the time you process the cold, you should be out. Any questions?”

“No, I’m ready,” I said. Would I go down in history as the first person to be cryogenically frozen? Richard said he had done it, but it sounded like that was done before receiving government approval, so they’d probably keep quiet about that.

“Alright. We’ll see you Thursday morning.”

Nicole stepped up next to Richard and they both smiled at me. She reached forward and pushed a button and the lid slowly lowered, then sealed.

My ears popped as the cryo pod gently pressurized itself, then a quiet humming filled the chamber. A sharp sense of cold suddenly swept across my skin, like I was naked in Siberia. I shivered once, and then everything went dark as I fell asleep.
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My eyelids slowly opened, like I was waking in the morning after not quite enough sleep. I felt sluggish, but oddly not that tired. Richard had said I would feel that way. I laid there for a few minutes, just breathing slowly as I continued to wake. My stomach rumbled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten before being frozen.

Honestly, I wasn’t sure what to expect. Several small lights flashed near my head, but I figured they were just status indicators. Besides, they were green, which put me at ease. Had they been red, I would have worried.

No, wait. One of them was flashing red. Okay, now I was worried.

The port window in front of my face was covered with dust, which I found strange, and the dust was thick enough to block my view outside. It was possible they just needed to hire a maid, but that much dust shouldn’t have accumulated in only three days. Or, three and a half, or however long it had been.

I fumbled around inside the cryo pod, feeling for a latch. Something was strange about this situation, with me being awake. Why weren’t they checking on me? Surely that would have set off some alarms.

My fingers finally found a latch and I pulled. There was a loud click as the hatch unsealed, and my ears popped again as air escaped. It slowly swung open, and that was when I realized something had gone terribly wrong.

Considering I had been frozen in the corner of the basement, I expected to see nothing but the thick concrete first floor above me. Well, I saw some of that. Much of the first floor had collapsed, but me being in the corner had saved my ass.

I sat up and looked around. Of Richard, Nicole, and Eric, there was no sign. But more importantly, the place was an absolute wreck. It looked like a fucking bomb had gone off or something. The only part of the first floor that still remained was the corner section right above me and the other pod. When I looked up, I found myself staring at the sky. There was no building left above me beyond that tiny sliver of the first floor.

Wait, the other pod!

Still feeling sluggish, I pulled myself out of the pod. My IV caught in my forearm painfully, so I snatched it out, not caring how much it hurt. I stood there for a moment, leaning on my pod as I looked around and kept pressure on the IV wound.

Debris covered everything, and I mean everything. Most of the building had collapsed, and all that brick and concrete sat in a massive pile right in front of me. I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to process everything.

I stumbled over to the next pod, hoping that would provide me with some answers. Well, it did, but not the answers I was hoping for.

A brick had fallen and landed right on the port window of this pod, cracking it open. That had been enough to ruin everything; all that remained inside that pod was a desiccated corpse. Long hair formed a halo around the head.

Holy shit, how long had it been? Bodies didn’t dry up like that in three days. It looked to have been there for years, decades even.

I looked around for anything of use. The cabinet was there on the back wall, so I hurried to it. Well, I tried to hurry; my feet didn’t obey me very well yet. Once I got there I pulled it open and checked for my things. Having been sealed in a bag, my clothes were still in decent shape. My cell phone wouldn’t turn on. I grabbed my wallet, just in case. Fortunately, my body suit had pockets, so I just left it on for the time being.

I walked back to my cryo pod, determined to figure out what was going on. Surely something could clue me in. The exterior was covered with buttons, but I didn’t have a clue what any of them did.

I peeked inside, at the small red flashing light I had seen. The light was part of a button, so I pushed it.

“Thawing process began due to reduced power levels,” said a woman’s voice. I recognized it as Nicole’s voice.

Low on the front was an LCD readout, visible even through the dust. I wiped it off and was rewarded with the date.

“No fucking way,” I said. It had to be a joke, or a mistake or something. If that readout was correct, I had been frozen for roughly eighty years.

But as I looked around, I realized it had to be correct. Something had happened while I was under, right after they put me under was my guess. What would destroy a building like this? I had seen a natural gas explosion in Baltimore years back. With the aging infrastructure, it was possible something like that had happened.

“Time to figure out what went wrong,” I said.

My bodysuit was honestly more comfortable than my clothes, so I just left it on. I grabbed my shoes though, grateful they were still in decent condition. Once I had them on I began carefully exploring.

The entire building had collapsed into a pile of rubble just ten feet beyond my cryo pod. That made it practically impossible to search the building for anything that might be useful, but relatively easy to climb out. I just walked up the giant pile of bricks and concrete.

It took me several minutes to climb the rubble and make it to ground level, both because I was still groggy and because it wasn’t the most stable thing. When I reached the first floor I wound up with more questions than answers.

“It’s like a bad dream,” I said out loud as I looked around.

My building wasn’t the only one that had been demolished. Everything else in the area had also collapsed. Maybe an earthquake? No, we didn’t get earthquakes like that in Baltimore. I noticed the cars in the parking lot, or more specifically what was left of them. The nearest one was a hundred feet away and on its side. It looked like it had burned in a fire and then rusted after that.

“Think, think, think,” I said to myself. I closed my eyes and fought through the chemical veil of sluggishness.

I had to pee, so after a moment I unzipped my bodysuit and whipped it out. Considering the entire city looked like it had flattened, I didn’t think there would be any problem with me urinating on the ground.

My pee was neon green and my heart skipped a beat until I remember Richard telling me that would happen. Still, it was a bit shocking to see. Once I was done, I zipped up and stared at the city surrounding me for a few minutes.

Everything around me had been destroyed. It had sat this way for quite some time, which meant other areas were probably toast as well. Survival. That had to be my first priority. Well, that and figuring out what the fuck was going on.

I went back to the pile of rubble that used to be a building and looked around. Surely there had to be something of use in there. It took me the better part of an hour, but I finally found a busted section of galvanized pipe, three feet long and still intact. I grabbed it and held it as if it were made of pure gold.

“Which way?” I pondered. I was in an industrial area at the moment. DC was south, but that was a bit of a drive—not that I’d be driving, of course—and the suburbs were reasonably close to the north. I decided to head that way, as it would probably be my best chance of finding someone.

I held the pipe by my side and started north. To be honest, I wasn’t even sure what to look for, much less what I’d find.

In the years I had been frozen, nature had done a decent job of reclaiming the area. Not as much as I would have expected, but scraggly grass covered most things. Interestingly enough, I didn’t see any old trees. All the ones I passed by looked rather young, at least by tree standards. No sprawling oaks, that was for certain.

A lot of those industrial buildings around Baltimore had been abandoned for decades, so it wouldn’t have taken much for it to collapse. That became more apparent after walking for about half an hour, when I began to see the remnants of houses. None of them were in good shape, but many were still in one piece.

I went to one of the nearest houses, hoping to find something useful. It had been picked clean; only some rotten furniture remained. Even the knives had been taken from the kitchen. I gripped my pipe tightly, grateful I had found the thing.

“Yes!” I shouted as I saw the busted remnants of a convenience store. Half the walls had fallen in and every window long since shattered, but I didn’t care.

“Okay, there’s got to be something here I can use,” I said as I ran towards it. When I got to the front of the building, I stopped.

“Well, shit,” I said. The interior was mostly just filled with debris, although it looked like the contents of the store were buried beneath the junk. The roof had caved in, leaving the area just a mess.

Using my pipe, I tried to clear away some of the bricks, ceiling tiles, and concrete blocks. It was hard work on an empty stomach, but I was rewarded with a mostly shattered display of cigarette lighters. I went through each one, flicking them until the pad of my thumb hurt. Out of forty lighters, one still worked, although the flame was weak. That went right into my pocket.

I considered it a miracle the lighter had lasted that long, but it had been buried beneath a pile of rubble, which prevented UV rays from destroying the plastic.

The same couldn’t be said for the rest of the stuff there. Of course all the food had long since rotted away; even the canned goods were probably little more than slime at this point. There were a couple quarts of motor oil left, and that was about it.

On a whim I searched until I found the cash register, then beat it open with my steel pipe. The cash was worthless, but I grabbed every penny in the register. If the world was truly this bad, copper would be valuable.

I didn’t think there was much else I could salvage from the building, so I left. I stood there in the middle of the street for a few minutes, leaning on the pipe and wondering what I was going to do next.

It was then that I saw my first living human.

They were far away, far enough that I couldn’t make much out but I could tell it was a person. I cupped my hands around my mouth and shouted, trying to draw their attention. If the world was ruined, the last thing I needed to do was try to make it alone.

The person turned at the sound of my voice and finally saw me. Almost immediately, they began running to me.

“Great,” I said, taking a few steps towards them. “Probably not used to seeing others around here. Hopefully they’re not too socially awkward.”

As the person came closer I was able to make out more detail. They seemed to be covered from head to toe in coarse, gray-and-brown clothing, like something made from hide and old canvas. It almost reminded me of armor. In fact, as they drew closer, I realized it was armor.

And then, they pulled out a machete.
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Iraised my pipe in front of me and gripped it with both hands.

“Just my fucking luck,” I muttered as the nutcase ran closer.

It was hard to tell, but from their build I thought it was a man. Well, no matter what gender he was, he was covered in what looked like ragged deer hide and canvas sacks and looked ready to chop me in half with an ancient machete. Even his face had a crude hide helmet with a jagged hole cut out for the eyes.

“Meat!” he shouted. His voice sounded like he had smoked since he was a toddler. “Fresh meat! Come here, little piggy!”

Now would be a good time to mention that I had never been in a sword fight, a knife fight, or anything that would even remotely help me in this situation. I never even played little league baseball. So, I did the only thing I could think of.

Using the length of my metal pipe to my advantage, I jabbed it forward in a snapping motion like a spear and managed to catch him right in the center of his face. It was hard to tell with the leather covering half his face, but the pipe caught him right about where his nose would be and his head jerked back. I wasted no time and jabbed him again, probably breaking half the teeth in his mouth that time.

“My face!” he shouted as he fell onto his back. His words were garbled, probably due to his mouth being filled with blood and broken teeth. “I’m gonna fuck you, then I’m gonna eat you!”

He scrambled to his feet, waving the machete around like a madman. Blood soaked the canvas of his helmet, and the damage had been done. He still clearly wanted my death—apparently to eat me and to, ahem, tenderize me first—but he was disoriented now and stumbling.

I took the pipe in a two-handed grip and swung it as hard as I could, once again connecting with his face. He fell onto his back and I stood over him, ramming the pipe down until the only thing remaining in his helmet was a misshapen lump of flesh.

I stood there for a moment, breathing hard, trying to wrap my head around what the fuck had just happened. I tried not to look at the ruined mess that was his head; even covered with canvas, it was disgusting. After taking a deep breath, I checked the man for anything useful.

His armor was garbage. There was no other word for it. Sure, it would probably stop a swipe with a knife, but it was poorly made, ill-fitting, and when I tugged on the straps, one of them broke. Most of his clothes were homemade from scraps of found cloth, none of them matching. His machete wasn’t in the best shape, but it was a better weapon than my pipe.

Although, glancing at his face, maybe it wasn’t.

The only thing useful he had was a leather belt that had somehow managed to not rot away over the years. I grabbed that and put it around my waist, noting the loop that allowed the machete to hang from it. Well, that was convenient.

“Man, what the fuck happened around here?” I wondered aloud. I took the machete and found part of a concrete block, then began running the edge along it. It was the world’s shittiest sharpening stone, but it was better than nothing. Marginally. While doing that, I tried to think about what could have caused everything to go to shit.

This area was rough, even for Baltimore. Something had wrecked everything. It reminded me of videos I had seen of the aftermath of nuclear bomb tests back from the last century. Those things made a real mess.

Wait, that war over in Europe and Asia that was breaking out when I got frozen. Was that it?

“Holy shit, was there a nuclear war?” I asked the air around me. I suddenly found myself lucky I had been cryogenically frozen in a sturdy basement. Being this close to DC, it made sense that everything was destroyed. The whole stretch from DC to New York City was probably toast.

And on top of that, nearly eighty years had passed. Why was everything still dead? Why had society not reformed and fixed things? I suddenly wondered if I was being irradiated by just standing there. That certainly wasn’t a pleasant thought.

I looked back at the crazy man lying on the ground. That hide vest he wore drew my attention again. It was poorly made, but if I ran into another lunatic with a knife, it would at least stop a slash. I bent down and pulled it off him, then searched him for shoelaces or another belt or anything else I could use to fix up the stupid vest. He had some string in his pocket, which helped a ton.

In the end, I wound up with a lopsided hide vest that fit crookedly on my torso. It sucked, but it was better than nothing. Marginally.

I went back and dug through his pockets and found a few other things, which I quickly pocketed. A few small rocks, because apparently this guy had the mentality of a child, and interestingly enough, some bullets. I had no idea what type of gun they went to, but I pocketed them anyway. Something like that could be valuable in this world.

I glanced at the sun and tried to orient myself according to its position. When I thought I was facing north, I kept walking.

Fortunately, I had lived in the Baltimore area my whole life, so I knew it well. Even the slums, which I was likely to arrive in within a few hours, assuming no more psychos attacked me. With that in mind, I tried to avoid walking in the middle of the road, and kept near buildings. Or, what was left of them.

As I progressed north I started to come to a bad part of town. Or at least, what used to be a bad part of town. Many of the houses had been in disrepair back when everyone was still alive, so the neighborhood was really in bad shape now. Entire blocks had collapsed, leaving little more than piles of ancient brick, stone, and concrete.

A skeletonized hand stuck out from beneath some bricks next to me, as if reaching for my leg. I stepped away and moved closer to the front of the house, which had once been constructed of stone and brick.

One of those stones was nicely flat, so I spat on it and spent a few minutes running the edge of the machete across it. It was only slightly better than the concrete block, but after ten minutes I had a workable edge. That made me feel slightly better.

And so, with a worn-out machete hanging from my belt and a steel pipe as a walking stick, I turned to the east, aiming for downtown. If anything remained in this city, it would be there. Maybe if I was lucky, I could—

“Hands up, you asshole,” barked a gruff voice from behind me.

“Wait, you want my hands up my asshole?” I asked, but I raised both arms and slowly turned around. “Man, the survivors in this place are fucking weird.”

The man standing twenty feet away had a dark, bushy beard streaked with gray and a sun-darkened face that looked like it had seen better days. His clothes were simple and looked homemade, just a gray shirt and brown pants. What my eyes focused on, however, was the gun in his hands.

I was by no means an expert on guns, but this thing was clearly homemade. The barrel looked like a pipe from a hardware store. Could that even handle the pressure of a bullet? I wasn’t ready to find out, especially when I noticed the diameter of that pipe. Whatever came out of that barrel was fucking big.

“You’re clearly not one of the psychos, even if you’re wearing some of their armor,” the man said. “None of them would have made that joke, either. Who are you and where did you come from?”

“Can I put my arms down first?” I asked. “You have a gun and I have a pipe and a rusted machete. I think you’re safe from me.”

He grunted. “Fine. But you make me even the slightest bit suspicious and I’m shooting a hole through your head and taking your clothes.” He focused on me for a moment. “What the fuck are you even wearing?”

I looked down at the Pause Button bodysuit I was wearing and plucked at it. “Not sure you’d believe me if I told you, but if you promise not to shoot me, I’ll try.”

He just glared at me.

“Okay, first off, my name is Mark,” I said. “Good to meet you, friend.” Hopefully calling him that would help. “I woke up about two hours to the south, maybe three. I was part of a science experiment from a long time ago.” I took a deep breath. “I was basically put to sleep and frozen eighty years ago. The batteries started running out so the machine woke me up earlier today.”

He raised his gun and took aim at my face. “Fucking madman,” he muttered.

“No, wait!” I said, raising both hands in front of me. “I can prove it, hold on.” I quickly tried to think of something that would show I came from the pre-war era, if that was in fact what had happened. But what? I had walked all over this desolate city and hadn’t thought of a thing that would—wait, my shoes!

“Look at my shoes,” I said, pointing down.

He looked down and grunted again. “What are those?”

“Slightly worn-out running shoes,” I replied. “Perhaps not the best proof, but you can’t tell me that many shoes like this have survived in the eighty years I’ve been frozen.”

He looked down at his own homemade leather boots and frowned, then finally lowered his gun. My earlier supposition had been correct; the barrel was indeed a pipe.

“So where are you heading now?” he asked.

I shrugged. “I have no clue. Honestly, I was just trying to find somewhere safe, or some answers. Then, this guy attacked me,” I said as I plucked at the piece of hide armor covering my chest.

“Most psychos are insane,” he said. “That’s why we call them that. They’re dangerous, but easy to kill if they’re by themselves. The radiation ate their brains. Some of them were dumb enough to have kids. There’s pockets of them here and there, wandering around. They get crazier with every generation, probably due to all the inbreeding. So, you really don’t know what’s going on around here?”

I shook my head. “War was just starting to break out when they froze me. I was supposed to be frozen for three days, but I guess something happened during that time and I stayed in there until the battery ran out.”

“You should be thankful,” the man said. “Things have been rough since then.” He slowly walked towards me, eyeing me up and down with a hard stare that nearly made me shiver. This was a man that had seen hell, tasted death, and survived. He offered me his hand. “Name’s Jacob. Some call me Jacob the Wicked, but most people try to forget that.”

“Your name is Jacob the Wicked?” I asked, trying not to snicker. Well, it was eighty years in the future and all society had collapsed. It made sense that names would get weird. I shook his hand, noting that his was covered with callouses.

Jacob nodded. “Yup.”

“Why would they call you that?” I asked, not sure I wanted to hear the answer.

He raised his gun and looked at the barrel for a moment. “A man once tried to test me and my people. Hurt us, to see what I was made of. People do that sometimes, to see what they can get away with. He wasn’t a nice fella, that much was clear. He wanted to hurt people, to take charge and be a tyrant in my community. I got to him before the constable did, and I beat him a bit, then I took this very gun and shoved the barrel up his ass and pulled the trigger.”

“Holy shit,” I said.

“That’s one way to put it,” he replied. “Took him a few minutes to die. Earned me a nickname, though, on account of my temper. He wasn’t the first man I’d killed, nor the tenth.” He barked a mirthless laugh. “Nor the hundredth.”

“So, are you going to kill me?” I asked, suddenly wary of this man.

“I hope not,” he replied. “You seem like you might know a few things that could help us out.”

“Us?” I asked. “Who is ‘us’?”

“Some of us live in a community in the middle of the city,” he said, lowering his gun again. I swear, I would never look at that thing the same way again. “We live in peace. Farm our food, try to live simple lives.”

“So, what are you doing out here, then?” I asked.

“There’s things in some of these buildings that come in handy,” he replied. It was then I noticed the sack slung across his back. He reached back and patted it. “I strip houses of copper wire and pipes, of knives and pots and pants, anything that has survived the years. Clothes, if I’m lucky. There’s not much left these days, but I try.” He patted his gun. “That’s why I have this. Things ain’t safe out here. This is about the most dangerous job a fella can have.”

I reached into my pocket and pulled out a handful of pennies. “Here, maybe this will help.” I held out my hand, hoping the coins would work as a peace offering. If this man lived in a community of people, that was exactly what I needed to survive.

Jacob looked at the pennies for a moment. “Those are only about half copper. I’ll take ‘em, though.” He slung his back off his shoulder and held it out. I slipped the pennies in the neck of the sack and he pulled it back over his shoulder.

“Think you can walk quietly through all this?” he asked.

“Absolutely,” I said. I had never really tried to walk silently, at least not as an adult. I wasn’t about to tell this guy no, though.

“Come on,” he said, heading east. “We’ve got some walking to do. I’ll try to keep you alive.”
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Together, we walked down the broken remains of a sidewalk. I found it interesting that the area we walked through had been one of the most dangerous neighborhoods in the country before the war, but now it was almost completely empty with the exception of several demolished buildings. Kinda funny how global nuclear war made things safer, right?

“So, was I right?” I asked. “Did the war do this?”

Jacob grunted. “Yeah,” he said. “I can’t tell you the whole story, though. When we get home, Vick can tell you everything that happened. He’s about as old as old can be, and lived through the whole thing. He ain’t got much time left. Just takes it easy, now. Tries to teach the youngsters all his memories and stories so they live on. He’s a bit of an asshole though, and not the best teacher. But as I said, we do what we can. Even ol’ Vick.”

I tried not to be obnoxiously excited. Getting to talk to someone from my time would be incredible, especially someone with first-hand knowledge of exactly what happened.

“What can you tell me?” I asked. I was eager for any tidbit of knowledge.

“Well, you’re right about the war,” Jacob said. “People dropped bombs all over the place, damn near killed everyone and everything. From what I understand, the world was a strange place after that. Things was bad, nothing would grow. Got real cold for a while, like the whole world was stuck in winter. Didn’t start to heal until maybe forty, fifty years later, and then the healing was very slow..”

“And you guys?” I asked.

“Yeah, some of us managed to survive,” he said. “Only those tough enough to fight it out. Some went and convinced others to follow them. Started getting rough, capturing entire blocks and turning tribal. We like to avoid those types. Others tried to live a good life. To give our children a future.”

“Do you have any children?” I asked.

“Me?” Jacob let out a wheezing laugh. “Boy, I’m in the business of ending lives, not making them. I wasn’t made to be a father. Don’t have the right mind for it. No, some of us have a clear purpose in life.” He patted his homemade rifle. “My purpose is killin’.”

“Noted,” I said. “So where do you guys live? What’s it like?”

He shifted his shoulders as if choosing his words. “Well, we have an area, I guess you could call it. A compound, a settlement. Two city blocks, with a wall around it and a bit of land to grow some food, what we can at least. Growin’ food ain’t always easy. Took some of us the better part of a year to find enough good soil and bring it home.” He gave me a hard look. “You’d be surprised at what people will kill for. I’ve seen men killed over a sack of good dirt.”

I tried not to shiver. Well, if they were building their compound in the downtown area, good soil would indeed be in short supply. I tried to imagine walking from downtown to the suburbs on a daily basis, just to collect soil. Add in some machete-wielding psychos and it sounded like a proper nightmare.

“How long do you think it will take us to get back to your home?” I asked.

“Oh, we won’t get there today,” Jacob replied. “I want to find somewhere safe before nightfall so we can catch some sleep. Take turns looking out. Tomorrow we should get home, maybe by lunch time if we move quickly.”

I thought briefly on where we would be sleeping, and could not think of anything pleasant. Looking at the remains of the buildings around us, I figured we’d be sleeping on a pile of bricks.

“I noticed you mentioned some people turning tribal,” I said. “Care to expand on that?”

“Yeah, you’ll need to learn that if you want to survive,” Jacob said, his mouth twisting into a sour frown. “Things ain’t all flowers and sunshine around here.”

I somehow managed to avoid laughing. So far, everything I had seen was complete shit, and now he was saying it got worse? Well, if nothing else it would make a good story, and we had many hours of walking ahead of us.

“There are four gangs that roam the area,” Jacob said. “They’ve fought each other enough over the years that they started wearing certain colors so they can mark themselves. When they get in fights, it helps them tell who is who.”

“Great,” I said. “I already hate it.”

“First is the Burning Water Tribe. Care to guess why they’re called that?”

I took an obvious guess. “Because they somehow set the water on fire?” How Cleveland of them.

“Yes,” Jacob said. “There were these things called gas stations, I think back from your day.”

“Yeah, I’m following.”

“Well, once things warmed back up after the war, part of the city flooded. They figured out how to work the gas stations and sprayed a layer of gas on all the water, then lit it. Burned an entire neighborhood that way, the people living in there, at least. Most of the houses were okay, on account of them being brick and stone. That old gas smokes a lot. It’ll suffocate you. Those Burning Water fucks still like to use fire when they can, to burn people. We managed to steal one of their swords some time ago. Incredible thing, it’ll slice a man in half and burn him at the same time.”

“Jesus,” I said. A burning sword? I wasn’t even sure how something like that would work.

“Yeah they rule the southeastern part of the city, near the harbor. From there to about an hour’s walk east,” he said.

“So, Canton?” I asked.

“Canton?”

“The name of that neighborhood,” I said. “Forget it, keep going.”

“Just north of us are the Green Men,” he continued.

“The Green Men?” I asked. “They radioactive or something?”

“Something,” Jacob said wryly. “They’re something alright. It was some effect from the bombs. It didn’t kill everyone, you know. Some people say it was a new type of bomb, trying to destroy more, targeting people instead of toppling all the buildings. I don’t know, knowledge isn’t my expertise.” He patted his gun again. “Some of these guys turned green and got mean. Real mean. The women are even worse.” He held his hands in front of him. “Tits the size of your head, but they’re more likely to kill you than fuck you. Not that you’d want to, though. Fuck, that is. They looked like they’d break you in half if you even tried.”

“You paint a vivid picture,” I said.

“The Green Men are a real menace around here,” he said. “They can be hard to kill, and they’re hungry.”

“Hungry?” I asked, although I could guess the answer.

“Yeah, hungry,” Jacob said. “A lot of them are big, so they eat a lot. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but food is in short supply around here.” He reached out and slapped my arm. “You got a lot of meat on you, boy. You’d feed four of them for a few days.”

I shivered at the thought of being food for radioactive mutants. Even ones with big tits.

“You go further north, and you get to the Druids,” he said, his voice suddenly turning dark and somber. “They’re the smart ones. The Green Men are scary, they’ll eat you. The Druids are the ones trying to take over the whole area, though. They got brains, at least their leader.” He muttered something under his breath and suddenly seemed both angry and sad. “Their leader is smart and cunning and won’t stop until all of this is his. He wants to be king of the wasteland, apparently.”

I thought I might have been seeing things, but Jacob brought a hand up and wiped one of his eyes after that. He didn’t seem like the crying type, so I assumed he just had something in his eye. It was pretty dirty around here, after all.

“Do they send out patrols or something?” I asked

“All the time,” Jacob replied. “They test our defenses probably once a month, on account of us being one of the biggest settlements. They attack the other gangs as well, trying to conquer and consolidate. The Green Men will kill you and eat you. The Druids will do worse; they’ll capture you and force you to join them. Or if they capture a woman, they chain them up and use them for breeding, to grow their numbers.”

“So, is there anything about this place that isn’t absolutely fucking horrible?” I asked.

“Not much,” Jacob said. “Us, and there’s a few other pockets of people out there surviving. Surviving’s hard, though. Them smaller groups of people don’t always make it.”

“What do you call your place?” I asked.

“Haven,” he replied. “So, back to the gangs. We got the Green Men, Burning Water Tribe, and the Druids. Last is the Drowned Men.”

“Oh brother,” I muttered.

“We have to pass through their area to get to Haven, so we gotta be careful,” he said.

“So, why are they called the Drowned Men?” I asked, already dreading the answer.

“They live in the heart of the city, right by the harbor,” Jacob said. “I think the place was called downtown in years past. Well, when the oceans rose, a lot of that went underwater. Sometimes they patrol the water, moving around in shitty little boats. A lot of times they hide in buildings, waiting for people to move by so they can shoot them from the windows.”

“Lovely,” I said. “These guys sound like real charmers.”

“Well, if they shoot you then you got off easy,” Jacob continued. “They’re called the Drowned Men because that’s what they like to do. If they catch you in their territory, there’s a good chance they’ll just hold your head underwater and drown you. Besides, that saves bullets.”

“And then they’ll eat me, right?” I asked.

He looked at me. “Well, yeah,” he said, as if it were obvious. “Food is scarce. You think they’re eating potatoes? They don’t really have women in the Drowned Men, so sometimes they’ll have their way with you first. Or, they’ll take turns with you while drowning you. They’re good people to avoid.”

“You live in a pretty fucked-up world, Jacob,” I said.

“Well, so do you, now,” he said with a wet laugh.

“Shit,” I muttered. “You’re right.”
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Baltimore was a big city, so we set out at a quick pace to try to cover more ground. Even so, it took a while since we had to keep a constant eye out for roaming gang members that might want to eat us.

For all his gray hair, Jacob had eagle eyes and a lifetime of experience that was as valuable as gold here. He pointed at a partially collapsed rowhome as we walked by it and quietly told me about how one of the Green Men ambushed him from that building, years ago. He told the story in a calm voice, and I shivered as he casually described shooting a man point-blank in the face to end the fight.

“Snipers like rooftops,” he told me as we strolled through the slums. “That’s why I like these rowhomes. They all got flat roofs, and those don’t last too well. Most of them already collapsed, so we don’t have to worry as much about snipers out here. Once we get around the Drowned Men, that’ll be a different story. In fact, I think we’ll pass through there during the night, just to be safe.”

“Why were you this far away from Haven?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I like to scavenge. To be out here on my own, with no one else to answer to. I don’t always get along with Haven’s leadership, mind you. Plus, many of the houses out this far haven’t been sorted through, yet. Or if they have, not by someone that really knew what they were doing. Passing through downtown is always risky, though.”

“I’ve walked through downtown quite a few times at night,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “I had a girlfriend that lived in Mount Vernon and we used to hit pub after pub, then stumble back to her place. Probably took a year off my life doing that with her.”

“Pub?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “You go there to drink beer, wine or liquor. Mostly beer. Some of them sell food, but really you just go there for a drink. Do you guys have beer?”

He nodded. “Beer’s sterile. Safe to drink. Sometimes water isn’t, so we try to play it safe. Weak beer with most meals, even the kids. We have a process to clean water, but it’s slow.”

I thought back to my handyman days, fixing up my old house for as little money as possible. I had learned quite a bit doing that, so it was certainly possible that I could help these guys, once I got to their little compound. Haven, he called it.

I had a feeling no one lived for free in this world. Every person was expected to contribute. That certainly made me glad I had spent so much time on YouTube, learning how to fix things, before my time as an ice cube.

“Hold on,” Jacob whispered, placing his hand on my arm.

I stopped and looked over at him. His eyes were fixed on something in front of us, and his grip tightened on his rifle. He pulled on my arm and we both flattened ourselves against the walls of a brick rowhome.

“Down there,” he whispered, so quietly I could barely hear him.

He pointed further down the road and I followed his hand. I squinted, looking for movement against the rubble and partially collapsed buildings.

There. Something walked out of a house. Something big. It was hard to make out at this distance, but it looked like a large man, except…his skin looked green. Was I seeing that correctly?

“Green Man,” Jacob said. “That’s what we call them, the fellas in the Green Men.”

“Very original,” I said quietly.

He pointed again and I looked back down the road and watched for a few minutes.

The Green Man wandered around the street, almost aimlessly, occasionally kicking a piece of rubble and cursing at it.

“Oh, it’s a woman,” Jacob whispered. “You’re in for a real treat.” He sounded simultaneously afraid and excited.

“Oh boy,” I muttered, and tried to focus.

While the thought of being killed and eaten—and not necessarily in that order—was quite horrifying, I found myself oddly excited to see one of the Green Men. Or as it were, a Green Woman. Jacob’s earlier description of them had me strangely fascinated.

Such a guy, right? Yeah I might die, but at least I’d see some knockers first.

“Careful, she’s coming this way,” Jacob whispered.

And she was. She searched through the rubble, looking bored as she picked something up, examined it, and tossed it aside. We pressed ourselves flat against the brick wall, and Jacob backed into a doorway. He pulled me in after him, but I stuck my head out so I could continue to watch.

The first thing I noticed was that she was, in fact, green. It was hard to tell what her clothing was, other than scraps of cloth and hide.

The second thing I noticed was her body. She looked like a champion bodybuilder. I mean, she was huge, and probably six and a half feet tall. But stuck on the front of her were two gallon-jug sized tits that made my inner child perk up. Each of those things was the size of my head, and her clothing did a poor job of containing them.

“Huge, aren’t they?” Jacob asked from next to me. He knew exactly what I was looking at.

“Holy shit,” I said quietly.

“You gotta be careful with the women,” he said. “She looks bored, so if she sees us she might try to start a fight. She might just walk away though, especially if she sees this.” He patted his gun.

My heart rate increased as she slowly wandered closer. She seemed completely focused on the broken city around her as she looked through all the rubble. I watched in odd fascination as her thigh muscles flexed with each step. She reached up and pulled on a door jamb and it came off easily in her hand. Her arm was the size of my leg, and with it up I got another good look at those ridiculously huge jugs of hers.

“We’re wasting time here,” Jacob grumbled, but I noticed his grumbles were quiet.

“I think she’s coming for us,” I said, backing further into the doorway.

Jacob looked down at his makeshift rifle and checked it. With a grim look on his face, he held it ready.

I’m not sure what I was expecting with her face, but I didn’t find it too shocking. It looked like the face of a woman, other than the coloring. A bit thick in the neck perhaps, but still surprisingly decent-looking. Granted, she looked like she had been in a dozen fist fights this month alone, but still. Not the horrible nightmare I had been expecting. In fact, she had long, black hair that was actually quite nice, considering the environment we were in. Overall, she wasn’t too bad to look at.

“You might want to step back,” Jacob said, grabbing my arm.

But it was too late. She looked over and her eyes snapped right to me and narrowed. I recognized that look. The look of sudden anger, of a lust for violence. She was bored and wanted to pass the time by beating me to a pulp. And then probably eating me.

She walked slowly towards us. Right next to me, Jacob raised his gun and pointed it at her. She ignored him and focused on me.

“Step back, princess,” Jacob warned in a loud, commanding voice. I glanced over and saw his finger tighten on the trigger.

But her eyes were focused strangely on me. She walked closer and finally stopped a dozen steps in front of us.

“You don’t belong here,” she said, looking me up and down..

Her voice was slightly deep and husky. She sounded like a smoker, to be honest. And furthermore, from Jacob’s description I expected little more than a simpleton, a completely brute. She sounded intelligent.

“Not sure I follow you,” I said.

“You look different,” she said. “No beard. Your clothes are strange. Too clean. You from somewhere else?” Somehow she continued to ignore the guy pointing a rifle right at her face.

“You could say that,” I told her. “Look, we don’t want to bother you. We’re just passing through.”

She looked me up and down and licked her lips. And then, she grabbed her torn clothes and pulled them to the side, fully exposing one of her massive breasts. That thing was enormous, and surprisingly firm considering its size. I would expect something that big to hang to her waist, but both of them were stuck right there on her thickly muscled chest. She gave it a squeeze and looked at me.

I blinked, unsure of what to do or say.

Then, she made things worse by grabbing the bottom edge of her clothes and lifting them up, fully exposing her crotch. Interestingly enough, her pussy was almost completely hairless. She gave it a slap while looking at me.

“I have good pussy if you want it,” she said. “Been a while since I lay with a man. Don’t like how they smell, but you smell good. Let’s go, pink skin.”

Holy shit, was this nuclear mutant woman hitting on me? Was this even real? How was I supposed to deal with this situation?

Part of my head screamed that I needed to turn and run, even though she could almost certainly outrun me. And, because I was a single guy in my twenties, a different part of my head acknowledged that it indeed did look like a good pussy, and her massive breasts did rather fascinate me.

“Now is a really bad time to think with your dick” Jacob said quietly.

“I have the best pussy,” she insisted, slapping it again to prove her point.

“Not even a little bit?” I asked. “I mean, my dick’s never done me wrong before.”

“No,” Jacob said firmly, but he kept his voice quiet.

Sadly, he was right. Holy shit, she would probably break my hip if I even tried to do anything with her. I blinked and shook the doubts from my mind. We needed to get out of there, and fast.

And then I remembered that she was six and a half feet tall and probably three hundred pounds of solid muscle. She could absolutely crush me. I had to play it safe and find a way to tell her no without pissing her off.

“I’m going to be honest with you,” I said, taking a few steps closer to her. Behind me, I heard Jacob grunt in disapproval. “You look like a lot of fun. Uh, I’m sure you have, you know, the best pussy. I would like to spend some time with you, but I’m trying to get home. And home is on the other side of the city, so we need to hurry up and get out of her.”

Her face darkened slightly. She didn’t seem to like rejection.

“Well, if you don’t want it,” she said, dropping the bottom hem of her clothes. Her hands tightened into fists.

“No, wait!” I said, holding a hand up. Shit, I was in a bad situation. Did I really have to bang Broomhilda to keep my head on my shoulders? I mean, it didn’t seem like the worst deal, but still. Kinda ruined the mood. “Look, I want to but I really have to get going. Can I just look at your body some more real quick? It’s really nice. Very, uh, sexy. Strong and sexy. Turns me on.”

Her frown remained, but she took a step closer to me. Fortunately, her hands relaxed. She walked up to me and stood there, towering over me by nearly a foot. Holy shit, she was terrifying.

Her tits were directly in front of my face, though. Score.

She briefly looked me up and down, then bent down and put her face right in front of mine. She stared into my eyes for a second, then smelled me. She fucking smelled me.

“I really like how you smell,” she said, keeping her face close to mine. “You need my pussy. The best pussy.”

“I wish I had the time to be with you right now,” I began, and stopped once I saw her eyes narrow. Her hands closed into fists again.

And so I did the first thing that popped into my mind. I reached up and slipped my hand behind her head, then pulled her down for a kiss. It was highly doubtful that a massive, radioactive mutant woman like that would kiss gently, so I crammed my tongue in her mouth like I was trying to choke her with it while my other hand reached around behind her and grabbed firmly onto her ass. As muscular as she was, that thing was just plain big. Honestly? I liked it. I liked it a lot.

Hey, save your judgement. I hadn’t been laid in eighty years, remember?

I gave her big ass one more squeeze, then grabbed onto one of those massive tits of hers and spent a few seconds sucking on her nipple. Damn thing was the size of my thumb. After that, I took a step back, breathing hard, doing my best to ignore the fact that I had the most awkward boner of my life.

I could have taken things one step further, but I knew there were more important things to focus on, like not getting eaten.

“I’m sorry, love. We really have to get going,” I told her.

“I like how you kiss,” she said, and bent back down.

We went at it for a few more minutes and I made sure to grab and squeeze on every part of her body that I could. I even slipped a finger inside her, which brought out a soft moan, something that sounded completely at odds with her enormous physique. But then, we finally separated. By that time I had a raging boner, and I wasn’t even remotely ashamed. She was probably a great lay. I almost told Jacob that I just needed to handle her really quickly.

She looked down at me and I thought she was going to kiss me a third time. Well, if she did that, Jacob was just going to have to wait while I fucked her. I think if I turned her down, she would straight-up kill me at this point.

“My name is Mark,” I told her, trying to change the subject. I took her hand in mine and squeezed it. Hey, I wasn’t above flirting with a huge mutant woman if it meant I got to live. Plus, you know. Titties.

“Sharg,” she replied. She turned slightly, so her side was facing me.

I looked up at her. She looked at me impatiently.

“Oh, sorry,” I said, and reached out and grabbed her ass. I gave it a few healthy squeezes. Okay, so I gave it a lot of squeezes. She seemed to enjoy that. So did I, for that matter, although I wasn’t quite ready to admit it. I was tempted to try slipping a finger in her ass but figured that was probably not safe on several levels.

“Drowned Men to the east,” she said after a minute. “Watch out for the buildings. You coming through here again?”

“If I ever do, I’ll find you,” I said. I was still on the fence if I meant it or not. I reached out and squeezed her ass again, which shifted me solidly into the realm of “yes.”

She looked at me one last time, then turned and began slowly walking away. I watched her walk for a moment, and not just because of her massive rear end. Part of me felt like I had just missed out on an epic opportunity.

“What the fuck just happened?” I wondered aloud.

“Hell of a way to save our asses,” Jacob said. He chuckled softly. “Can’t say I haven’t thought of it a few times myself. Don’t think I’m brave enough to do what you just did.”

“This place is fucking weird,” I said.

“Yeah, well at least we now know there are some Drowned Men to the east,” Jacob said. “I should have just let you fuck her. She probably would have had good information.”

“Not sure I’d survive,” I replied.

“Yeah, but I would,” Jacob said with a shrug.
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Now that the threat of the muscle mommy was done, we made a decision on which direction to go and started off. Of course as fate would have it, we wound up going the same way as Sharg. I had to spend another ten minutes kissing and groping her before she let us pass. I found myself truly wanting to take her for a ride, but I knew we didn’t have the time. Jacob snickered the whole time.

“If there was ever a story to tell your grandchildren, it’s that,” he said later, as we walked down a broken sidewalk. “The time you made out with a Green Woman.”

“Not my proudest moment,” I said. “I don’t think I’ll be telling anyone about that one, actually. Although come to think of it, I’m getting more action than you are.”

“Was she a good kisser, at least?” he asked.

“Actually, yeah,” I said. “And her ass was huge. And those tits. Honestly, it was pretty awesome. I need to find a reason to come back out here sometime. Seriously, if I run into her again, I’m going for it. It’s gotta be fun.”

“Okay, enough,” Jacob said. “I’d like to put that memory out of my mind, and the sooner the better. Hold on, time for a slight detour.”

I followed him down a narrow alleyway between a rowhome and the remains of a convenience store. He held his rifle up and ready and we crept down the asphalt as silently as possible.

“Don’t think I’ve been here yet,” he replied. “Too many Green Men in this neighborhood. We don’t get around this area very often, not at all. Maybe if Sharg becomes your girlfriend, we can strip these houses bare.” He finished with a laugh.

“Does that mean I finally get to bang her?” I asked. More and more I was thinking about the opportunity I might have missed. The thought of those huge tits bouncing in my face while she rode me was quite the motivation.

Jacob just laughed.

We stopped at the end of the alley and stood there for a few moments, with him staring in every direction. Once he determined it was safe, we entered the street and went into the first house on our right.

The door was locked, which made things more difficult. Fortunately, none of the first-floor windows were intact, so we simply climbed through them.

“What are we looking for?” I asked, looking in disgust at a pile of…something that had once been alive.

“Anything useful,” Jacob said, as if that was all the answer that was needed.

He slung his rifle over his shoulder and immediately began sifting through the rubble. Pieces of rotten furniture were useless, but the wooden frame of the couch was still usable for something. A large sack was slung across his back as well, and he pulled that off and began filling it. From the couch he managed to salvage a handful of boards. The rest had long since rotted away.

The walls were in sad shape, so a few solid kicks near outlets exposed the wiring. He wasn’t gentle at all with that, but fifteen minutes of sweat resulted in us having a pile of usable copper wire for his canvas bag. He grabbed the outlets as well.

The kitchen was a jackpot. At least, I thought so. But then again, what did I know?

We pulled open the drawers and cupboards and found corelle plates, which of course were still in perfect condition. I found a handful of cheap kitchen knives and excitedly offered them to Jacob.

“Cheap steel,” he said, frowning at them. “Stainless steel, damn near as thin as paper. They’ll cut, but they’re useless besides that. Can’t melt ‘em down and make ‘em into anything else. Won’t hold an edge. Nah, these are garbage.”

But, he opened the mouth of his canvas sack and I tossed a few cheap chef’s knives in.

Together, we walked up the stairs, or what was left of them. I was afraid I was going to break an ankle, but we made it to the top in one piece and looked around.

The years had not been kind to this house. The floors were shit, the walls were shit, and the ceiling was shit. Most of the furniture was rotten. We rifled through the closets and dressers, but most of the clothes were rotten or eaten by insects. Jacob found a coat that was still usable, and that went into his canvas bag.

And then, we found the real jackpot.

“Well, would you look at this?” Jacob asked.

He stood over the nightstand with the drawer open. I walked over and looked over his shoulder at what had him so interested.

Lying in the half-rotten wooden drawer was a pistol. A revolver, and a damn big one. Right behind it was a box of ammunition. The cardboard box had mostly crumbled into dust, but the little plastic cartridge case was still intact.

“Now, that is a beautiful sight,” Jacob said as he reached into the drawer.

He carefully lifted the revolver from the drawer; some of the wood crumbled the moment he touched it. While he examined the pistol, I picked up the bullets and held them in my hands.

“And still in great shape,” he said in tones of wonder. “Oh, this is a nice one. You see this?” He held it closer so I could see it. “Forty-four magnum. Oh, this is a special day, Mark. A special day indeed. First, you almost fuck a Green Woman, and second, I find one of the best pistols ever made.”

“What’s so great about it?” I asked. I didn’t know much about guns, to be honest. It looked heavy, and the hole in the end of the barrel was big enough to plug with a finger.

Jacob raised the pistol and took aim at the wall. “You shoot someone in the shoulder with this thing and their arm will probably fall off. This will stop a Green Man, one shot.”

“That powerful, huh?” I asked.

“Not only that, but valuable,” he said. “I can trade this for quite a lot. Upgrade my place, maybe.”

Ah, so a barter economy. That made sense. I suddenly remembered the bullets I had found on that psycho that attacked me and wondered what they’d be worth. It was only a few bullets, so probably not much.

“Can’t believe this hadn’t been taken yet,” Jacob said. “But then again, with the Green Men so close by, most people aren’t stupid enough to come through here.”

“So, what kind of things should I keep an eye out for?” I asked. “What are the real valuable items?”

“Food and guns, in that order,” he replied without hesitation. “After that, things we can use to make food and guns. Then it’ll be copper, clothes, good steel. Anything that can be turned into something else.” He looked over at the curtains, crumbling with age. “Assume this cloth was still good. Of course we have little to no use for a curtain, but thick cloth like that could be used to make a jacket, or a backpack.”

I nodded and tried to take it all in. “Right, I gotcha. I did a lot of home improvement before the war, so I might be able to help with that.” Although I went to a store to buy supplies, I didn’t salvage shit to build a house with. That was definitely a different skill set.

“Alright, let’s get out of here,” he said. “We’re pushing our luck, being in here this long. We’re still in Green Man territory, after all. They probably already came through and got the cloth, but most of them ain’t smart enough to get things like copper wire.”

“I’ll have to ask Sharg, next time I see her,” I said.

Jacob snickered and shook his head. “Lemme check the bathroom, then we’ll leave.”

The door was hanging by one hinge, so he kicked it and it fell off with a crash.

“Didn’t mean to be that loud,” he grumbled.

The sink was still fine, but the cabinet beneath was in rough shape. He pulled open the door, which promptly fell off. Most of what I saw had already rotted into nothing, but he let out a happy noise and grabbed a bottle of something.

“Perfect!” he said as he stuffed it into his backpack. “Some of these chemicals can be used to make batteries. I don’t know how they do it, I just know what I need to get.”

“So, you guys have electricity?” I asked.

“After a fashion, yeah,” he said. “We do what we can. Come on, let’s go.”

I followed Jacob down the stairs, narrowly avoiding twisting my ankle on the descent. The living room was a mess, both due to how long it had sat here as well as us rummaging through everything. I couldn’t help but think that it could have been a nice place with a bit of work.

Well, eighty years ago, at least.

“Stay close to walls and keep an eye on the windows above,” Jacob said as he held his rifle in both hands.

I took a moment to look at his makeshift rifle. The barrel was definitely a steel pipe, around two feet in length. The stock had been carved from salvaged wood and from the wear I could tell Jacob had used it for quite a few years. Small notches had been carved into the wood, near the end of the stock. I had a grim feeling about that.

“One notch for each person you killed?” I asked, pointing at his rifle.

He looked down, then back at me and nodded. “Thirty-eight,” he said. “There’s more, lots more, but that’s just since I built this. I have nicer guns but sometimes I like to take this one out, since I built it myself.”

I tried not to think about the emotional toll from killing nearly forty people. Although considering Jacob had grown up in this savage world, it probably didn’t bother him at all. I wasn’t sure which one was more terrifying.

We stayed close to the fronts of the rowhomes as we traveled through the broken remains of the neighborhood. I felt a momentary bit of sadness at seeing my city so thoroughly destroyed, but pushed it down. This world would eat me alive if I started feeling sad for what had happened. There was no room for sympathy in this new age.

“So they bombed Baltimore as well?” I asked. “I expected some fallout from DC, which would be the main target, but not Baltimore. Why Baltimore?”

Jacob grunted and spoke after a moment. “Sometimes it’s not about destroying a valuable target, boy. Sometimes you just want to kill as many people as possible. Yeah, a bomb landed just east and south of the city. And north, as well. And then north of that, and north of that. The entire east coast was bombed. Vick can tell you more when you meet him.”

“Jesus Christ,” I said. They bombed the entire east coast, just to kill as many people as possible? But then again, that was war.

“Jesus Christ left this place a long time ago,” Jacob said. “All that’s left is a bunch of people that are willing to kill to survive.” He turned and gave me a hard look. “Some people say the day it happened, so many people died that hell itself overflowed. The whole world broke and changed. Things are different now. You’ll see what I’m talking about soon enough.”

“I have a feeling I’m not going to like it,” I said.

“Hold on to that feeling,” Jacob said, turning back to scan the road. “Because you’re definitely not going to like it.”
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Itried to think about what Jacob had just told me while we walked. If nothing else, it helped me to stay quiet as we crept through a dangerous wasteland.

Hell overflowed? What did that even mean? How could some mythical place overflow? None of it made any sense. I hadn’t been religious since I was ten or eleven, so I couldn’t figure out any sensible explanation for what he had said. Was he talking about zombies?

A comment Jacob had made earlier floated back to my mind. Some of the bombs that had been dropped were different, new types of bombs. They were trying to kill more, he said. Apparently, weird shit happened instead. Like, you know, huge green women with tits the size of my head. It made me wonder what other strange things were afloat, and then my thoughts just looped back around and I was lost again.

Eventually, the scenery began to change. The rowhomes changed, from cheap, post-World War Two homes to larger ones made in the early nineteen hundreds. Being made from brick and sometimes stone, they had fared slightly better. I recognized the neighborhood.

“They used to call this Pigtown,” I said quietly.

“Strange name,” Jacob muttered. “Keep your eyes open. Drowned Men are around here. We might have to kill our way out of here, so be prepared to use that machete of yours.”

I pulled the machete from my belt and held it tightly to keep my hand from shaking. In all my twenty-eight years, I had never heard a sentence so terrifying. I looked down at the pitted blade that I had sharpened on a piece of stone. Could I hack through a man’s face with that in order to stay alive?

I suppose the answer was obvious. I had been a peaceful person my entire life, but if I wanted to keep on living, I was going to have to get my hands dirty. I took a deep breath and told myself it wouldn’t be any different than a video game. I tried not to think of the psycho’s face I had beaten in with a pipe. At least he had a mask on, so I couldn’t see the damage.

“Don’t worry, it’s a lot easier in the moment,” Jacob said, glancing over his shoulder at me. “I know that look. Those feelings will disappear soon enough, and be glad when they do. You hesitate, you die. It’s that simple.”

“All I wanted to do was remodel my bathroom,” I said to myself. “Just some extra money to fix things up so I could bring chicks back to my house and get laid. And here I am, struggling to survive in a post-apocalyptic wasteland that used to be my city.” I stopped and turned in a full circle, taking the landscape in. In some places, it was barely recognizable.

“Cut your yappin’,” Jacob said. “Taller buildings means snipers. As I said earlier, keep your eyes on those windows. You see anything, let me know.”

“Think you can shoot them back?” I asked, watching every window above the first floor.

“Maybe, maybe not,” he said, slapping the barrel of his rifle. “This thing ain’t good with long distances. It’s better close-up.”

“I’ll have to get one of those, I guess,” I said.

“I might have something for you when we get to Haven,” he said quietly. “Okay, no more talking unless you see something. The shadows’re gettin’ long, so we’ll have to stop soon, unless you feel like walking overnight. I just want to make it past the stadium. That’s where things get nasty.”

I was beginning to wonder if there was any part of this city that wasn’t nasty, although I supposed my understanding of the word and his were probably vastly different. What I considered a nightmare would likely be a walk in the park for Jacob.

Jacob stopped suddenly and I nearly ran into the back of him before catching myself. He made a hand motion that I didn’t understand, but I took my best guess and crouched down. My best guess was correct.

We both knelt there for a few minutes while his sharp eyes scanned the area. I didn’t see anything, but the evening shadows were long, as he pointed out, and a lot could hide in those shadows.

He reached back and tapped me, then pointed ahead. I tried to follow his hand and found myself staring at a three-story home. Jacob held up three fingers, so I checked the third floor. Sure enough, after a minute I saw something move in one of the windows.

“We’ll have to move between the houses,” he whispered, so quietly I could barely hear him. “As soon as he goes away, we’ll make a run for it.”

I waited for his signal. As soon as he gave it, we raced across the street and ran through the narrow gap between two houses. I shivered as I thought about how we had almost been seen by a sniper. Jacob’s experience and sharp eyesight had saved my life. I would have to send him a thank you card.

“Don’t know if he had a gun or if he was just a spotter,” Jacob whispered when we entered the backyard. “Don’t care to find out, either. Treat everyone as if they have a gun, and a better one than you.”

“Noted,” I said, looking down at my machete. “I guess this won’t do much good against a gun.”

We moved more slowly after that, creeping through backyards and sticking to dark alleys. Jacob was one with the shadows, barely visible in the dim light. I was more of a clutz and barely avoided tripping over my own feet. At least my shoes were quiet.

At one point I found a rusted-out bicycle. I reached out and grabbed it, and to my amazement the pedals still turned. Fixing that up would be difficult, but it would be great transportation in this horrible world.

“Fast movement draws eyes,” Jacob said as if reading my thoughts. “You’ll wind up getting shot, or they’ll set a trap for you. Walkin’s best.”

“Well, shit,” I whispered. Fortunately, my shoes were comfortable. It sounded like they were going to get a lot of use.

I wanted to ask Jacob more questions but he motioned for me to stay quiet. Together, we moved down the remains of a sidewalk until we exited the rows of houses and came closer to downtown.

As we walked up the side of Russell Street, I had flashbacks of getting stuck in traffic. Especially when there was a football game. God, I used to wish for the Ravens to lose, just out of spite. Stupid stadium made my drive home two or three hours sometimes. And as that thought came to mind, I saw it. The stadium.

The tops were just a mass of twisted metal bars and beams, reaching into the sky like the tentacles of an anemone. The lower parts had mostly survived, perhaps from being shielded by so many other buildings.

Trash of every kind covered everything in the area, even more than before the war. I began to wonder if the Drowned Men lived in the stadium. It seemed like a reasonable place to stay, considering how large it was.

Jacob turned back to me and whispered. “Fastest way home is to pass by here. Don’t get caught, though. Too many of ‘em around here.”

Well, there was my answer.

We wound in and out of buildings, sometimes even passing through windows to avoid the street or sidewalks. I had an overwhelming sense of dread the entire time; my blood pressure skyrocketed and I felt like I wanted to puke. It didn’t help that shards of broken glass still covered the floor in some places. That would be just my luck, to survive a nuclear war and start a new life, only to die of an infection caught from a piece of broken glass.

More memories flooded back to me as we turned onto Pratt Street. I didn’t think I had ever moved so quickly on that street as we did walking just then. It was like the epicenter of traffic jams.

Jacob reached back and tapped me, then pointed up without looking. He kept moving, so I looked up and tried not to trip.

Baltimore was not a city known for a plethora of lofty skyscrapers, but a rather large one towered above us. Although “towering” was probably the wrong word.

I wasn’t even sure how it was possible, but the building had basically snapped at the base and leaned over at a moderate angle, resting on the massive building next to it. It had somehow partially fallen without breaking apart. I wasn’t sure if it staying in one piece was a testament to its build quality or if the fact it had fallen like a tree was the exact opposite. Either way, it was darkly fascinating.

“Stay away,” Jacob mouthed, pointing at the leaning building. He turned back and we continued down the sidewalk.

My pounding heart began to relax a bit after walking a few blocks. After hearing so many tales from Jacob about how horrible this place had become, I expected to find cannibalistic psychos on every street corner. That we had made it so far without notice felt like a blessing.

“Shit,” Jacob muttered.

That was the only warning I had that my feelings of peace were premature. Three men strode down the sidewalk on the opposite side of the street. Upon seeing us, they broke into a run.

“Move,” Jacob said, pushing me back a few feet so we could turn north, between the buildings. “The less we’re seen the better. It’s about to get messy, boy.”

I still had the machete in my hand, so I told myself I was ready over and over to try to convince myself.

“What is it?” I asked. “Drowned Men?”

“Yeah,” Jacob said, dashing into the entryway to the nearest building. He flattened himself against the wall and motioned for me to get behind him. “Just hold that thing ready,” he said, glancing at my machete.

I pressed my back against the wall and gripped my machete with both hands. My heart pounded. Through dumb luck, I had survived an encounter with a lone psycho, but the guy’s brain had been half-cooked. These were the Drowned Men, who were much worse, according to Jacob. I reminded myself that—

BAM!

The gunshot was deafening, but the sound helped dull the shock of seeing someone get shot point-blank in the face. Holy shit, there was nothing left of the guy’s head after that. I knew guns were deadly, but that seemed almost unreal in how destructive it was.

I stepped to his side and raised my machete right as the second and third Drowned Men came into view. They completely ignored their dead comrade and charged us.

Jacob pulled a large knife from his belt. The Drowned Man had one as well, but he was no match for Jacob. The old man struck like a viper, slicing across the Drowned Man’s wrist so that he dropped his knife, then stabbing him right in the face. The whole thing took less than two seconds.

The action had distracted the third man slightly, so I raised my machete and brought it down with all my might. He screamed and raised his hand. My blade caught him in the wrist and lopped his hand off. He barely had enough time to react before Jacob’s knife was suddenly in his throat. I brought my machete up and hacked deeply into his skull, making sure it was lights out for him.

“Holy shit,” I said, my voice shaking. “Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit.” Blood dripped from the edge of my machete, hot and red.

“It was us or them,” Jacob said in a voice as hard as the steel in his knife. He fixed me with a sharp glare that was even harder. “You get that in your mind right now, boy. You start going soft and we won’t make the journey home. That won’t be the last time you kill.”

I nodded and looked down at the blade of my machete again. I bent down and wiped it clean on the man’s filthy clothing—blue, I noticed—and held it ready.

“I’m okay,” I told Jacob after a deep breath.

“Alright, good,” he said. “We’ve just begun.”
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After that, we avoided Pratt Street and stuck to the smaller roads. It was slower, mostly on account of the streets being partially blocked with rubble, but it was safer, according to Jacob. The Drowned Men were lazy and would often patrol the busiest areas.

“There can’t be many people that still walk around here,” I wondered aloud. “There’s nothing left of this city.”

“You’d be surprised,” he said. “Like I told you, there are pockets of survivors here and there, people just barely making it after all these years. Well, they all have needs. They send people out to scavenge. You find the right plant out here, one that can be eaten, and that’s worth more than copper or guns, remember. People will risk a lot for food. They’ll walk across the city and risk everything.” He grunted. “And then the Drowned Men catch ‘em, and they become food.”

“So I imagine you have a farm in Haven?” I asked.

“Yup,” he said.

“And that’s well-guarded?”

“Yup,” he said again. “We have our best eyes and strongest guns on that, day and night. Most of our men patrol Haven and keep it safe while the women tend to the plants. We take a lot of pride in it. Any one of these gangs would give a lot for our crops, or our other facilities for that matter. They try us all the time, but so far we’ve kept them at bay.”

I tried to picture this ramshackle city they had built, but honestly I had no clue what it would look like. Whatever it was, it would be built from the remains of Baltimore. Eastern Baltimore, apparently.

“How much further?” I asked.

“Don’t tell me you’re gettin’ tired,” Jacob said, giving me the side eye.

“No, I’m just trying to figure out where everything is,” I replied.

He pointed down the street that paralleled Pratt Street. “Straight down here. We’ll have to switch back to the main road in a few blocks, and that’ll get dangerous, but it’s basically a straight shot from here to Haven.”

“How far?” I asked.

Jacob shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe about two miles, long as we don’t have to circle around anything.”

“Like what?” I asked.

“Like the Burning Water Tribe setting fire to things if they think we’re in the area,” he replied. “Sometimes they’ll do that; start some fires to steer you in a certain direction. Then, they’ll capture you and—”

“Yeah, then we become food. I get it,” I said. Of all the directions I saw Baltimore going, overrun by rapey cannibals was not one of them.

I caught glimpses of a massive building as we crossed a side street. Of course, the convention center. I had been to a few cons there in my previous life, though nothing overly special or memorable. The parties afterwards had been more fun, to be honest.

Actually, most of my memories of this particular part of Baltimore involved heavy drinking. I had definitely done a bit of that in my early twenties.

On two more occasions Jacob stopped me and we waited in the shadows while he watched the buildings above. Both times he eventually pointed to a window high up, and I eventually saw someone there. He wasn’t certain about the first one, but he said the second one was a sniper.

“We need to go a different way,” Jacob said, eyeing the street right in front of us.

“We can’t just cross this when he’s not looking?” I asked. “It’s just one street. Twenty feet, maybe. If we run—”

“No,” he said firmly. “I won’t risk even a small chance of him seeing us. Trust me, if we’re seen, all sorts of alarms will go off. No, we’re going to go up the street a bit and cross a block or two north. Look.”

He pointed and I followed his finger. A building had collapsed long ago, littering the narrow street with rubble. The pile was definitely large enough for us to slip behind.

We scanned the area in every direction, then turned north and hurried along the sidewalk, hugging the nearby building. I still felt incredibly exposed, but Jacob said we were okay. Well, comparatively speaking.

Once we got to the pile of rubble, we looked both ways and ran across the street. Charles Street; I recognized it as well. The old Washington Monument would have been further north, although I had no clue if it still stood. Some good pubs had been up there.

“I met an Irish chick up that way, years ago,” I said quietly as we crept down the sidewalk.

“Eh?” Jacob asked, glancing at me over his shoulder.

I kept my voice low. “Ireland. It’s a country across the ocean, over in Europe. Lotta redheads there. This chick had been born and raised there, then moved to America when she was twenty, so she still had that accent. She loved beer almost as much as she loved sex. Not much for boobs, but she had the most incredible ass.”

“That so?” Jacob asked, sounding half-interested.

“Yeah,” I said. “I spent about a month with her. Every few days we’d go hit the pubs until we were trashed, then walk back to her place and fuck each other until we passed out. Good memories.”

“Well, try not to cum your panties back there. We still need to get home.”

I kept my laugh silent as we continued down the sidewalk, or what was left of it. Grass grew in the numerous cracks, which surprised me. I knew grass would grow just about anywhere, but this was Baltimore we were talking about. It was like a concrete island.

We continued moving east, always on the lookout for any nefarious gang members. On two occasions Jacob saw something in the distance and pushed us further north to avoid detection. I half-expected him to be the type that would kill anyone in his way, but he shook his head at the mention of that.

“Don’t get me wrong; I don’t mind killin’. When you’ve lived out here, killin’s as easy as breathin’. But gunfire can be heard a mile away, and one shot will draw every cannibal fuck within three blocks.”

“What about your shot back there?” I indicated with a thumb jerked over my shoulder.

“That was unavoidable,” he said. “Plus, it was in a different gang’s territory, so we’re safe now. Well, safer. All we have to do is get through here and we’ll be on our way. A few more blocks and we’ll be out of the bad parts.”

I looked around, silently laughing to myself at the notion of calling the harbor area one of the bad parts. I mean, he wasn’t wrong. I opened my mouth to comment on it and Jacob suddenly placed a hand on my chest, stopping me. He made another hand signal, and we dropped low, hiding in a shadow.

About fifty feet in front of us, two men walked into the street, loudly arguing. After a few seconds I realized that wasn’t quite the case; one man was dragging the other one, who was doing his best to fight back.

“This is the last fucking time!” one man shouted.

“Come on man, this is fucked up and you know it! It wasn’t me, it was—”

A sudden gunshot cut off his protests.

“Ahhhhh!” the first man screamed in frustration. He reached down and began reloading his gun as he walked away.

“Now’s our chance,” Jacob said. “That gun of his looks like a single shot, so it takes a moment to reload. We need to hurry.”

I stayed low and moved behind Jacob, racing through the shadows. The sun had nearly set by that time, giving us plenty of darkness to hide within. It helped that my clothes were dark, too.

“What’d you do?” a voice asked from within the building next to us.

“What do you think?” the first man replied. “I shot his stupid ass. I’m tired of him fucking everything up. We could have found those guys that are creeping through here right now, but he ruined our trap back on Charles Street.”

As we passed by the body, Jacob reached down and looted the body. The man’s wrists were bound tightly with rope, and he had a homemade pistol crammed behind his belt. With deft fingers, Jacob unfastened the belt and stripped it off, then grabbed the pistol as well. We hurried away as the other two men continued to argue.

“You know it wasn’t him that fucked up the trap, right? It was Mason.”

“Are you shitting me?” the first man, the shooter, said after a brief pause. “Well, I’ll be fucked, hahaha! Ah, it’s fine. I never liked him anyways. Lemme go get his shit.”

“You’ll literally be fucked if you keep pulling shit like this. We don’t have enough men to just kill them like this.”

“At least we can eat him, though.”

“Yeah, good point. I’ll help you butcher the body.”

Jacob checked his rifle as we raced away, moving silently on the broken concrete. I glanced over my shoulder and saw two men exit the building and walk toward the corpse. One of them pulled out a knife.

“Hurry,” Jacob whispered, pulling me around a corner. We stopped there for a moment, catching our breath and scanning around us.

“Hey, what the fuck?!” the shooter yelled. “They’re here! Find them!” A sudden light reflected off the nearby buildings. I glanced around the corner and saw a bright flame hovering above the man. Weird.

“Time for us to get out of here,” Jacob said, pushing himself away from the wall. “Follow me, and stay close. Things just got a lot worse, boy.”

Jacob stayed in the shadows, but we ran as fast as we could. I was grateful that the sun had just set, and we were on the north side of the buildings, where the shadows were deepest. He quickly looked at the next intersection and we hurried across.

A gunshot rang out in the darkness and Jacob grunted, but didn’t slow. We turned and went north on South Street, something that made me silently chuckle, then turned and ran along Water Street. A small ball of fire flew past my head and struck a nearby building.

“What the fuck?” I said out loud.

We ran for another few minutes, then Jacob paused for a moment next to what used to be a park. He knelt by a fallen tree and frowned at his arm. That was when I noticed his wound.

“Shit, you’re bleeding,” I whispered. “Are you alright, man?”

“I’m fine, boy, it’s just a flesh wound,” he said, looking around. He opened a small pouch at his belt and withdrew a small bundle of dark cloth. That unwound into a long strip, which he directed me to wrap around his upper arm.

“Shit,” I said again. Those bastards had shot him. I shivered when I realized just how much worse it could have been.

“That’ll heal in a week or so. Faster, if I can get our healer on it,” he said. “We were lucky; their rifles ain’t too accurate. That could have been my neck, or my head.”

“Hey, what was that fireball that almost hit us?” I asked.

Jacob shot me a concerned glance. “We’re lucky things didn’t get too bad back there.”

“Not too bad?” I asked. “You got shot!”

“Yeah, and that one guy could have been a much larger problem. He’s the type that can summon fire into his bare hand and throw it. There aren’t many of them around, but you gotta be real careful with them.” He looked around us for a few seconds. “I’m usually a couple streets to the south. I think I know where we are, though.”

“I’ve got us,” I said, looking over his head. What was he talking about with the fire thing? I had to focus on the topic at hand though, so we could get out of there. “I used to go to concerts about a block in front of us. Uhhh, Ram’s Head, I think the place was called. Ram’s Head Live.”

“Concerts, eh? Well, you won’t be seeing many of those around here,” Jacob said with a quiet chuckle.

I pointed down the road. “If we go that way, then turn right, we’ll be back on Pratt Street. That’ll take us a good bit further east.”

“I think I saw them over here,” a voice said behind us, barely loud enough to be heard.

“Shit. Time to move,” Jacob said, pushing himself to his feet.

We ran down the road together, trying our best to keep our eyes on our surroundings while covering as much ground as possible. One of the men behind us yelled something and a gun rang out a few seconds later. Fortunately, the bullet missed us, but it still provided motivation to keep moving as quickly as possible.

“This way,” I said, ducking down a side street. Jacob followed quickly behind.

The voices continued to shout behind us. I was grateful for having driven this path many times before, although it took a lot longer by foot, even with shitty Baltimore traffic. In fact, after only a couple minutes I began to realize just how out of shape I was. I had been a runner back in high school, but not since then. Anything beyond a hundred-meter sprint and I was done.

“Don’t slow down, boy, unless you want to know what a bullet tastes like,” Jacob said. The gray-haired man ran ahead of me, keeping a steady pace.

Dammit. I couldn’t let this old timer outrun me like that. Another gunshot sounded behind us, the bullet striking the building we ran next to. My heart thrashed in my chest and I forced my legs to keep moving.

“Not used to running?” Jacob asked as he stopped next to the edge of a large building.

“Not like this, no,” I said, gasping for breath. “But in my defense, I’m also not used to being shot at.”

“Ah, it ain’t so bad. Just keep moving and they’ll probably miss. Drowned Men are lazy, so they probably don’t want to put too much effort into hunting us down. Unless they’re hungry, that is. Or horny. Possibly both, knowing them.”

“Gross,” I replied.

“That’s a good word for it,” Jacob said. “Alright, now we gotta cross this road, and we gotta do it fast. I’m sure you can see the problem.”

“Yeah, crossing that many lanes when someone is shooting at us can be a serious issue,” I muttered. “Doesn’t exactly fill me with joy.”

“Well, just make sure you move your ass or they’ll fill you with lead. Or sometimes rocks.”

“Rocks?”

Jacob nodded and patted his rifle. “A lot of them have guns like mine. Homemade. If bullets are low, sometimes they’ll shoot rocks at you.”

“Good god, that sounds awful,” I said.

Jacob pulled up his shirt and showed me a small cluster of scars on his stomach. “Yeah, it’s awful alright. They don’t penetrate like a real bullet, so they’re easier to cut out. That’s the one good thing. Okay, you ready?”

I took a deep breath. “No.”

Jacob nodded. “Good. We move on three. One. Two. Three!”

And we ran.
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Idon’t think I had ever run that hard in my entire life. It wasn’t far—maybe a hundred feet at most, crossing this wide street. With three broad lanes and a wide shoulder, the street was large enough that we ran out in the open for an uncomfortable period of time.

“Fuck, I’m hungry,” a voice shouted in the distance.

“Get them!” another voice yelled from a high-up window.

A gun sounded in the night and the bullet struck the broken pavement just in front of me. If it hit the ground, that meant they were likely firing from a high elevation. I risked a glance over my shoulder, but I was moving too quickly to really see anything. One of those windows had a sniper in it, though.

“Come on!” Jacob said as we finished crossing the street. He didn’t slow a bit and kept running down the broad sidewalk until we found something to hide behind.

“Holy shit,” I said, gasping for breath. “I think my heart is going to explode.”

Jacob nudged me with his elbow. “You just needed a bit of fear and you ran just fine, eh? I think you’ll be okay. Turn that fear into strength.”

“How are you not tired?” I asked between breaths.

Jacob shrugged. “I do this on the regular. I guess I’m in better shape than you, even though I’m twice as old.”

“How old are you, even?” I asked.

“Fifty,” Jacob replied, looking around us. “Well, I think. It’s hard to tell, sometimes.”

I opened my mouth to ask why he wasn’t sure, then I remembered they probably didn’t have clocks and calendar apps on their cell phones in this dystopian world. Hell, they probably scratched lines in the dirt to track their days.

“We gotta keep moving. We’re almost out of their territory, but not quite yet,” Jacob said, pulling me behind him.

The inner harbor was to our right. I had so many memories of that place, of touring the old battleship parked there—wait, was ‘parked’ the right word to use for the water? Whatever. Concerts, bar hopping, I did a lot of fun things in the Baltimore harbor area over the years.

And now all the lights were dim, with the exception of a few candles in distant windows. Without any light pollution though, the stars absolutely filled the sky. I marveled at just how many there were—I had never seen such a clear image of the night sky before. The Milky Way itself, a strip of millions of stars, fascinated me as it stretched across the stellar dome above. I wished I could have taken a picture of it.

“Eyes on the street, Mark,” Jacob warned. “We’re not out of danger yet. We have a lot more running to do.”

“Ah, shit,” I said between breaths. “Hey, can you tell me where we’re going? As in where Haven is located?”

“It’s just north of Patterson’s Park,” he replied, glancing over his shoulder at me.

“Patterson Park?” I asked. “Ah shit, there used to be an amazing Italian deli near there. D-something. Uhhh, DiPasquale’s. Man, I would eat myself stupid, there.”

“What kind of food did they have?” Jacob asked, suddenly sounding interesting.

It dawned on me that he had probably been hungry his entire life, and the descriptions of pre-war foods would be like a wild fantasy story. I decided to oblige him. It seemed like the decent thing to do.

“I would usually get sandwiches,” I told him. “Freshly baked Italian bread. The one I got had like three different kinds of thin-sliced salami and pepperoni—uhh, like spicy sausages—all wrapped around some fresh mozzarella cheese. They smeared a bunch of olive tapenade on the bread. It was fuckin’ amazing.”

“That does sound good,” Jacob said, looking both ways before we crossed a street.

“Yeah, right down there and to Eastern Avenue,” I said. “At least if we’re going the way I think we are.”

He eyed me for a second. “East Baltimore Street. Can you tell me more about the food?”

“Ahh, that’s right. You guys live on the north end of the park. Okay, do you have pasta here? Noodles?”

“Sure,” he said. “Easy to make, nutritious. We grow a little wheat when we can, and the women turn it into flour. Whenever we have pasta it’s usually for a celebration. It usually is used for bread.”

“I ordered the spaghetti with meatballs from there once,” I said, smiling at the memory. “Now, I can put down some food, so I ordered two meatballs, thinking it would be easy. Those fucking things were the size of my fist, I shit you not.”

“The meatballs?”

“Yeah. Each one was huge. Half beef, half pork, filled with spices. Tasted incredible. And an excellent sauce made from tomatoes—if you guys don’t have that, I’ll figure out a way to help you make it.”

“Sounds like paradise,” he said.

“Maybe that’s a way I can contribute,” I said. “I know how to cook a decent bit. Maybe I can use my knowledge of cooking to help you guys out. I imagine you want everyone to contribute.”

Jacob nodded. “That’s the only way things work, is if everyone helps out.”

We turned left at the next intersection, still keeping an eye on our surroundings. It seemed that we had left the Drowned Men behind, which was good. Those guys gave me the creeps.

“Me too,” Jacob said, and I realized I had spoken that thought out loud. “They’re all bad, but the Drowned Men ain’t right in the head. You remember that psycho that attacked you shortly before we met? Imagine a thousand of them trying to create a society, and that’s the Drowned Men.”

“Jesus,” I muttered.

Looking around as we walked was darkly fascinating. I recognized many of the buildings on either side of the road, at least the ones still standing. Baltimore had always been a city stricken with urban blight, but the war had really destroyed a lot of this place. Well, the war and the eighty years that followed. Sometimes we passed by an entire block that was little more than rubble.

After about thirty minutes, we passed what used to be a small park. Those tended to be few and far between in Baltimore, so I recognized most of them. Not this one, though.

The years had not been kind to it. No trees stood, and barely any grass grew on the pock-marked ground. It was heavily cratered, like people had been taking soil from the park for years. I commented on that and Jacob nodded.

“We got a lot of our dirt from there. There and Patterson’s Park, although that place gets too violent at times. It ain’t safe, plus in some places the dirt itself ain’t safe. Too many chemicals. Too much blood in the soil.”

“So you filled up a bag with dirt and walked all the way back to Haven?” I asked.

Jacob nodded again. “Yep. That’s the only way to get good soil for growing crops.”

“Man. That sounds like a lot of hard work,” I said, mostly thinking out loud. “Like, you guys really have to scratch and scrape for every single thing you have.”

“That’s life out here. Get used to it,” Jacob said simply. “Ain’t nothing easy out here, not even staying alive. Some days that’s a fight, too.”

We passed Broadway Street and Jacob pointed to his right. “That’ll take you all the way to the harbor. You know, if you feel like messing with the Burning Water Tribe.”

I looked down the street and frowned. “Nah, I think I’m good. Not really in the mood to get set on fire right now.”

Jacob barked a laugh as we hurried across the wide street.

“So, what’s out here?” I asked, pointing around us.

“Death,” Jacob replied. “And I mean that in several ways, just so we’re clear. You’ll find bodies out here, ones that have been dead for decades. Sometimes you can scavenge something good off them, but they all been picked clean by now. You might find someone from the Drowned Men or the Burning Water Tribe roaming around, looking for something to eat.”

“You mean someone to eat?” I asked.

“Exactly,” he said. “What you won’t find much of is settlers. Ain’t safe out here. Safety is in numbers, preferably with a brick wall around you.”

“Oh, I meant to ask. What exactly will I be doing once we get in Haven?”

Jacob paused at the corner of a crumbling rowhome and looked both ways, then gestured for me to follow him. We continued down the street.

“You’ll be helping,” he said. “With everything you can. We’re trying to expand, and that ain’t easy work out here. You said you can cook, so we’ll have you help our ladies with that. You know any medical stuff? Healing?”

“I mean, I know basic first aid,” I told him. “But considering the time I came from, I might know more than some of your people.”

He nodded. “That might come in handy. Course, we got our healer that can take care of most minor wounds just like that,” he said with a snap of his fingers.

“What, like magic?” I asked, meaning it as a joke.

He shrugged. “Some call it that. Remember, you already saw the man that could make fire. Now, this scratch on my arm? Jenna will have it closed up and healed in a matter of seconds.”

I stopped dead in my tracks. A few seconds later, Jacob noticed and turned to regard me.

“Your legs stop workin’, boy? We need to move.”

“Sorry,” I said, walking again. “I’m just trying to process the fact that you just told me magic is real.”

He leaned his head to one side, then the other. “Eh, as I said. Some call it magic, others use different words. Really, it's some kind of mutation that came about from those new bombs. And it’s small, like just healing a little bit or moving water around in soil. We’re still learning about it. We got one man that can create a small fire right in the palm of his hand, like what you saw earlier. Some call it pyromancy, some use other terms. He’s gotta be careful, as it’ll still burn him, but it comes in handy for keeping cook fires going.”

“Holy shit,” I said to myself. “Magic is fucking real. Jacob, what else changed? I mean, I’ve seen the Green Men, now you’re telling me magic is real. What else should I know?

Jacob slapped the side of a brick rowhome as he walked past. “Well, I’m not sure exactly what you had back in your time, but there are a few little things. Magic, or whatever you want to call it. Most people died from the bombs—all that radiation made them rot on the inside. Or, if they lived, they’d have children with no brain, or three legs, or something terrible. But some people were more resistant, and they, uh, changed. At least out here, where things were bad.”

“Changed?” I asked. “Like the Green Men?”

He nodded. “Yeah, like that. From what I understand, they was people, once. Many years ago, decades ago, that is. There’s some other things, too. The Beastkin, as some call them. They’re part animal. Just a little bit; they’re still like people, like you and me, but some of them have tails, or different ears or eyes. Some are crazy strong, some live longer. Some are just plain ugly.”

“Part animal?” I asked. “Okay, you’ll definitely have to explain that one. You mean like a person with cat ears instead of human ears?” Again, I meant it as a joke.

“Yeah, that’s pretty close,” Jacob said. “Like Shayla, she’s one of ours. You’ll meet her soon enough. Her people come from down near D.C., where some of the worst bombs fell. Don’t go down there unless you really want to see some oddities. But Shayla, she’s part cat. Just a little, but she’s got cat ears and a tail. Attitude kind of matches, as well.”

“You have fucking catgirls?” I asked, incredulous. “Holy shit, my old roommate Ben would die over this. I swear, that guy spent far too much time jerking off to anime. He’d be in heaven.”

Jacob gave me a sharp look. “Just don’t ever call her that where she can hear. She’s likely to put a beatin’ on you. That word isn’t a very popular one around here. It’s seen as an insult.”

“Catgirl?” I asked.

He nodded. “Yeah, so just go ahead and put it out of your mind. No catgirl, no foxgirl, none of that.”

“So, what should I call her?” I asked.

Jacob laughed. “If you value your life? Call her Shayla.”
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We continued for another hour, stopping at every intersection and checking all directions before moving on. Jacob finally said we were close.

I recognized the neighborhood; back in my time, it was a transitional one. It was one of those places where houses were massively overpriced and fancy bars could be found at every corner, but if you went a block or two north you were likely to get shot. Ah, good ol’ Baltimore.

Patterson Park appeared on our right. Or, as they called it now, Patterson’s Park. Funny how names changed like that.

It was a massive park, although it had clearly seen better days. While back in my time it had been a lush green area where people played with dogs and went on picnics, now it was desolate and brown, almost a desert. The towering trees were gone, as was the green grass. The ground looked like a bulldozer moshpit had taken place. Through all the carnage I recognized several craters.

“This area was fought over a lot, wasn’t it?” I asked.

“Yep,” Jacob said. “Some say there’s more blood than dirt out there. For years, decades, people fought over that park. I mean, that’s a lot of land. If you could own it and protect it, imagine how much food you could grow! Your children could play safely on grass. You could have chickens and cattle. Well, people killed each other for it, and now so much blood has drenched the soil you’d struggle to grow anything there.”

I started to whistle and caught myself. No sense in giving away our position.

“Right up here,” Jacob said as he turned a corner.

I followed him and blinked at what I saw.

The first thing I noticed was the wall. Made from brick and stone salvaged from houses, it looked to be about ten feet tall. Light glowed from within the compound, allowing me to see the crenelations atop the wall.

“Haven?” I asked.

“Yep,” he replied.

The second thing I noticed was the destruction. For an entire city block in every direction around Haven, the houses had been completely flattened and the ruins picked clean. It would be a hard place to sneak up on.

“Wow,” I said, looking around. “This is impressive. Seriously impressive.”

The wall encircled the entire village of Haven—or compound, or camp; I wasn’t sure what word to use—and it looked to be two full city blocks in size. So, quite large. At each corner of the rectangular wall a tower had been erected, and I was able to make out guards posted on each one. Of course they would have heavy security here.

A sudden spotlight blinded me. I raised a hand to shield my eyes, but Jacob just waved.

“It’s me, Jacob,” he said. The light went out.

“You guys have electricity?” I asked.

“We have a lot of things,” Jacob replied. “And we’ve fought tooth and nail for every one of them.”

“Pick up a stray?” a voice called out.

“Yeah,” Jacob replied as we approached the wall.

Through the darkness, I recognized a large gate in front of us. The wall was twice as thick there, with a thick, heavy roof over the gate that would allow the guards to attack any enemy forces from above. So, basically like a medieval gatehouse.

“It’s like a castle,” I said to myself.

And it really was. The wall—this close I saw men walking atop the wall, which meant it was indeed quite thick—the corner towers, the gatehouse. Well, I couldn’t blame them. Survival was at stake.

The gate began to creak open. It took me a moment, but I eventually realized it had been made from car hoods, or at least covered with them. Nearly thirty seconds passed, but the massive door finally swung open all the way, allowing me to see that it was roughly a foot thick.

“Man, you guys aren’t fucking around,” I said as we walked through the open gate. A handful of hard-eyed men watched us, especially me. Every one of them had a rifle in their hands and at least one pistol at their belt.

“Survival,” Jacob said again. “I’m gonna take you to my place first so you can get some sleep. Mayor might want to talk to you. Word travels fast around here, so he’ll probably know we have a new guy within five minutes.”

I nodded. “Okay. I’ll do whatever.”

“Just…be nice. He can be touchy.”

I briefly pondered what Jacob meant by that, but the thought escaped me as I looked around.

After the desolation and emptiness of the city—well, except for roaming cannibals, of course—seeing people was a bit shocking. Especially so many! I saw all ages, from an old woman walking around, leaning on her cane, to a small group of children running around while a woman tried to herd them to their house. She had a hard set to her face and a rifle slung across her back.

I was at a loss for words. Inside Haven, the rowhomes had been torn down and rebuilt into small cabins, just large enough for a family. Most were only a single story, their roofs below the height of the wall, although a few buildings towered three and even four stories high. Truly skyscrapers in that environment. Their upper windows were incredibly narrow, like arrowslits.

“Over there,” Jacob said, pointing at one of the tall buildings. “That’s where I live. They might set you up with something over there if there are any free rooms. Let’s drop off our finds, first.”

I followed Jacob across the compound, trying to avoid all the stares I drew. Everyone around me wore handmade clothes, usually in colors that could be easily found in nature—which often meant brown. I still wore my neoprene bodysuit from being frozen, with the leather chestpiece from the psycho on top of it.

We walked over to an oddly shaped building with three sides open to the elements, with a metal roof and a back wall made entirely of brick and stone. After a moment I recognized it as a forge; the gentle glow of the coals helped illuminate the place just enough for me to see. Several large barrels stood on one side, partially filled with different sorts of scrap.

Jacob pulled the large sack from his shoulder and opened the neck. From that he withdrew the knives we had found and tossed them in one barrel, then put the copper wire and outlets in an adjacent one.

There was a barrel for everything, I realized. Copper wire, items made from usable steel, pieces of wood, cloth, leather—everything was collected and repurposed. I even saw a smaller barrel filled with assorted jewelry. I blinked at that—there had to be nearly a million dollars’ worth of gold in there, but no one paid it any mind.

“Fascinating,” I said, looking at everything.

The sun had long since gone down, so very few people were working. People still ran around on errands, but most just chatted with their friends, sometimes with a wooden or leather mug in hand. I nearly asked Jacob what people drank around here, but he had already told me; water and weak beer. Mostly weak beer. Even the children.

I started to notice more things as we walked back to the tall building where he lived. Barrels to collect rainwater. Several chickens running around. A dog barked in the background, and another one answered.

“You guys have dogs?” I asked.

Jacob nodded. “Of course. Not much better in this world than a good dog. They’ll keep you safe, especially out here. They’ll keep your feet warm at night and they’re always happy to see you. You just have to be careful that some psycho doesn’t—”

“Eat them, yeah, I get it,” I said. “Man, I guess I didn’t realize how dangerous food scarcity could be.”

“That’s because you grew up with a full belly,” Jacob said.

We approached his building and stopped at the front steps. An older man sat there, his hair and beard both solid gray. He wore a rather interesting jacket; instead of the purely functional and mostly brown clothes everyone else wore, this one had been dyed black and looked almost like a sportcoat.

“Mayor,” Jacob said, nodding his head. He jerked a thumb at me. “This is Mark. I found him roaming around over by the Green Men. He—well, he can tell you. Mark, this is Mayor Cameron.”

“A pleasure,” the mayor said, pushing himself to his feet with a grunt. He extended his hand and I shook it.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’m glad to be here. Thanks for letting me in.”

He nodded. “So, what’s your story?”

I took a deep breath. “God, where to start,” I muttered.

“Preferably from the beginning,” the mayor said. Jacob wheezed a laugh.

“Yeah, sure, sure,” I said. “Okay, so long story short, I was born before the war.”

The mayor looked over at Jacob. Jacob just nodded.

I pulled my leather armor aside and pointed at the logo on my bodysuit. “First, look at what I’m wearing. My shoes, too. I signed up to be cryogenically frozen, about eighty years ago. From what I’ve gathered, the day after they put me on ice the bombs fell. I didn’t make it out of there until power ran out on the pod I was sleeping in, which was just earlier today. I managed to fight off a psycho that attacked me, and then Jacob found me.”

“Is that so?” the mayor asked, raising a gray eyebrow. He looked over at Jacob again.

“He checks out,” Jacob said. “I mean, look at his shoes. We don’t have anything like that. Plus, he knows the city like he’s lived here his whole life. Of course, he remembers it back before the war, so things was a little different.”

The mayor nodded slowly, watching me closely. “You think you can help us out?”

I spread my hands. “I’ll certainly try my hardest. I mean, without you guys I’m pretty much toast. Like Jacob says, it’s about survival. I worked as a handyman for a while, so I can build stuff. I can cook. I’ll make myself useful.”

“Good,” Mayor Cameron said. “Well, all are welcome, as long as they help us survive and follow our rules. And we don’t have many, so that’s not hard to do.”

I waited a few seconds, but he didn’t go further. “Okay, I’ll bite. What are your rules?”

He held up a thick finger. “Haven comes first, in all things. The survival of the community as a whole must always be your top priority.” Another finger. “No harming any other citizens. If you have a problem, take it up with the local constable, Michael. You’ll see him around. Wears a big gold badge on his chest so you can’t miss him. Don’t even think about taking anything into your own hands. My word is law. His word is law.”

I nodded. “Okay, easy enough.”

The mayor held up a third finger. “Everyone helps out, unless you’re over seventy years old or bedridden. Gardening, farming, cooking, building, scavenging, or guard duty. There’s always something to do here.” He lowered his hand and gave me a firm look. “Just be good. It’s that simple. I hope I don’t need to explain what that means.”

I held up my hands. “No sir, I’m fine. I get the point.” I could tell this guy was a straight-shooter, which I respected. In a world like this, being indecisive or uncertain probably meant death.

He nodded. “Since Jacob here found you, he’ll set you up with a place to sleep. Tomorrow, he’ll show you how you’ll help us out.” The mayor turned to Jacob. “We need some help on the wall, and with cooking. Scavenging, too. Think he can do that?”

Jacob turned to me. “Not sure if he’ll be worth a damn with a gun in his hands, but he said he can cook and he can build shit. I think he’ll be fine. We’ll figure out what he can do tomorrow.”

The mayor nodded and shook my hand. “Again, good to meet you, Mark.” After that, he walked away.

“Alright,” Jacob said, turning to the door. “It’s late. Let’s get some sleep. Come on, I’ll show you to your new home.”

I felt an odd bit of excitement as I followed him up the stairs. It was rather fascinating, seeing this building that had been constructed from the remnants of others. The stairs we ascended went up the right side of the building, straight to the second floor. That was only a narrow hallway with half a dozen doors on one side. We looped around and took the stairs up to the third floor, which was the same.

Only four rooms populated the third floor, which led me to believe they were a bit larger. To be clear, they were still plenty small. When Jacob opened his door, I saw just how small.

His room was maybe ten feet long, twelve at the most, and three-quarters as wide. Inside was a simple bed, a wooden dresser, and a few shelves. A small chest sat at the foot of the bed, with a stool perched in one corner. The top of the dresser held an assortment of tools and half-finished projects. Interestingly enough, a painting hung on the wall. I immediately recognized it: it was a painting of Paris, with the Eiffel Tower at the top.

“Found it in a house,” Jacob said when he saw me looking. “Sometimes you’ll get lucky and find things like that. Usually, I give it all to the community, but I decided to keep that one. And that’s okay to do sometimes, just don’t get greedy.”

I nodded. “Point taken.”

Jacob eyed me up and down, then walked over to his dresser and began sifting through the drawers. He pulled out a pair of pants, two shirts, and two pairs of socks and handed them to me. “You’re about my size, or close enough. Here. I’ll get more.”

“Thanks,” I said, holding them close to my chest. At that time, those clothes were all I owned.

Jacob moved over to the chest at the foot of his bed and opened it. I blinked, looking at all the guns inside. I did a double take, and saw some hand grenades in there as well. Jacob sorted through the contents of the chest for a moment, then finally withdrew a homemade pistol and handed it to me.

“You’ll need this,” he said, and handed me a box of ammunition as well.

“Thanks again,” I said. “Really, I appreciate it.”

“You ever shoot a gun?” he asked.

I shook my head.

Jacob nodded as if he expected that answer. He took the pistol from me and turned it over in his hands. The crudeness of it didn’t surprise me—I mean, the thing had a pipe for a barrel—but upon closer inspection I saw that the joints were tight and it was well-made.

“This here is a shotgun. .410 gauge. I’m giving you a box of slugs, so you’ll have some decent stopping power, although it’s not great beyond about fifty feet. The sights are here,” he said, pointing to the two pins on the back of the barrel and a single small one at the tip. “Focus on the front sight post. Center it between the rear ones, and make sure that front sight post is center mass on your enemy. Then pull the trigger.”

I nodded, taking it all in.

“Here’s the trigger, in case you’re blind,” Jacob said with a little chuckle. “After you shoot it, flip this switch, and the barrel breaks down. Pull the old shell out—and put it in your pocket, we save these things—and put the new one in. It’s that simple.”

He set the gun and box of ammo back on the stack of clothes in my hands.

“Now, let me take you to your room.”

I followed him back down to the second floor, and we walked to the end of the hall. He turned a knob and pushed the door open.

The rooms on the second floor were smaller; the same ten feet long but only about five feet wide. A bed and a small dresser; that was the entirety of the furnishings.

“A palace fit for a king,” I said, walking over to the dresser. I pulled open a drawer and set my things inside, then laid my new gun on top.

“When all your needs are met, you’ll find that you don’t really crave a lot of things,” Jacob said.

“I can understand that,” I replied, still staring at my gun. “Hey. Do you guys have parts to modify these things?”

“Sure, if you’re handy. What are you thinking?”

“A better sight,” I told him. “The little pins are fine but I have a feeling I’ll need to raise this and shoot quickly. I’d rather have something larger. I’m envisioning a large circle with crosshairs in the center.”

“If you think you can make it, go right ahead,” he said. “There’s plenty of people that’ll help you, and we have the tools and scrap metal. Remember where we put stuff in barrels earlier?” I nodded. “Go there and sort through the stuff. Just don’t take much or people will get upset.”

I nodded slowly, then picked up the gun and turned it over in my hands. Several ideas popped into my head right away.

“Alright, I’m gonna leave you alone. I’ll see you first thing in the morning,” Jacob said as he grabbed the door and started closing it.”

“What’s happening tomorrow morning?” I asked.

He chuckled. “You’re working. If you’re unlucky, you’ll be cooking with the women or helping build and repair things around here. If you’re really lucky, you’ll get to go out into the city with me.”

“Why would you call that lucky?” I asked him.

He winked. “Because I’m just such a charming fella.”
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Nothing about my new sleeping quarters was particularly comfortable, but I was tired enough that I was out in a matter of minutes. The rooms only had a single tiny window—for the sake of safety, I assumed—so it was still rather dark when a loud knocking woke me.

“Alright, time to get up,” Jacob’s voice called out from the other side of the door.

I yawned and rubbed my eyes. I had a feeling he was one of those guys that woke with the sunrise and went right to work, without even having the decency to chug half a pot of coffee first.

“Yeah, just give me a few,” I said back to him.

“Come outside once you’re dressed,” he said. “I’ll show you where the bathrooms are so you can brush your teeth and empty yourself.”

I sat up and stretched my hands over my head, then twisted in each direction. All that walking had worn me out, that much was certain. I hadn’t slept that deeply in a long time. About eighty years, I thought with a chuckle.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed and rubbed my eyes, then grabbed some clothes. They fit decently enough and were quite comfortable, although I briefly wondered what they did when it got colder around here. Cloaks? Did people wear cloaks? Part of me thought that would be kinda neat.

I grabbed my gun, noting that it had a sling, which felt appropriate since it was rather large for a pistol. That went over my shoulder and I left my room, ready to face the day. After descending the stairs, a man gestured for me to follow him.

“Hey,” he said. “Name’s Jim.” He held out a hand, and I shook it.

“Mark,” I replied.

“This is where we clean up in the mornings,” he said, taking me to a small building.

Within that building were a handful of sinks and to my surprise, toilets. Large barrels supplied everything with water. Jim handed me a homemade toothbrush and let me clean up.

“Jacob’s over there when you’re done,” he said, pointing.

Once I finished I left the small bathroom and went in the direction he had told me. I found Jacob standing in front of the building I now lived in, talking to a woman.

I tried hard not to be rude as a general rule, but I found myself staring at her. Blue-eyed and blonde-haired, she was tall, slender, and absolutely gorgeous. A rifle was slung across her back, just like Jacob. She wore similar handmade clothes as the rest of us, but snug-fitting shorts instead of pants. It was hard to tell with the coarse shirt, but she looked rather large-chested.

“There he is,” Jacob said, glancing at me. “Mark, this is Shayla. She’s gonna take care of you today and show you around. See what you’re good at.”

“You have ears,” I said, like an idiot. Although Jacob had briefly described the animal-human hybrids, seeing one in person shocked me. She was a beautiful woman, of that there was no doubt, but I couldn’t stop staring at the cat ears on top of her head.

“Wow, you are really observant!” Shayla replied with an overly patient smile. “I also have hair, and skin. Did you realize that as well?”

I tried not to point. “Your ears are on top of your head. Like a cat.” I closed my eyes and shook my head. She was only slightly different from me, and I was being rude. I opened my mouth to apologize but she cut me off.

Shayla whistled. “Boy, you’re a smart one!” She pointed to a nearby sign. “Can you tell me what color that is?” She raised her hand and flipped me a bird. “Oh, how many fingers am I holding up?” She raised her hand and flipped me off with that one, too. “How many fingers, now?”

I shook my head. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m new here and I haven’t seen anything like this before.” I took a deep breath and let it out. “I’m sorry, Shayla. That was rude of me.”

She watched me with her hands on her hips and one eyebrow raised. Damn, she was gorgeous.

“Well, at least you have some manners,” she said, turning away from me. “Come on, Mark. Let’s see if you’re completely worthless or only a little bit.”

Jacob laughed and clapped me on the shoulder. “Watch yourself around her. I own knives less sharp than her tongue.”

“Okay,” I said warily.

I followed Shayla across the compound, noticing how those snug-fitting shorts showed off her exquisite ass. And, interestingly enough, a long cat tail emerged from a hole in the shorts, right at the base of her spine. I tried not to stare, but it was absolutely fascinating.

“Alright, so, what are you good at?” she asked. “Cooking, farming, building, shooting, or just staring? Surely you know how to do something useful.”

“Well, I’ve never shot a gun,” I said, patting mine. “But I had a garden at my old house. I’m definitely a good cook, although I imagine we’re dealing with different technology levels than what I’m used to. And I can build. I was renovating my house when all this happened.”

She stopped and turned to face me. “Okay, you’re not entirely making sense. Different technology levels? Renovating your house? What the fuck are you talking about?”

I ran my fingers through my hair, realizing I was going to be repeating my story quite often. “I was born before the war,” I began.

“Uh huh,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “And you took a special serum that made you age more slowly, right? Or was it magic?”

I sighed. “Listen, Shayla. I’m trying to explain, but you need to knock it off.”

She pursed her lips, clearly struggling not to make wisecracks. “Okay. Go on. But you’ve got like…ten seconds.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I was born before the war. There was a company that developed cryostasis technology, and I volunteered for it. They were going to freeze me for a few days, then thaw me out. I was going to use the money to fix up my house. From what I can tell, as soon as they put me under, the bombs fell and ruined everything.”

“So, you stayed frozen for eighty years?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

I nodded. “Yep. Woke up yesterday, wondering what the hell was going on. I wandered around the city for a few hours, was attacked by a psycho, then Jacob found me.”

“Lucky you,” she said, finally seeming to relax a bit. “Jacob is one of our best scavengers, and arguably our toughest. You could have done a lot worse. Where did he find you?”

“Over near Green Man territory,” I said, and Shayla laughed.

“Oh man, you should be glad none of the Green Women found you. I’ve heard they tend to take an immediate liking to handsome, clean men like you. If you had come across one she’d probably try to fuck you to death.”

“Um,” I said, clearing my throat. “Yeah, good thing that didn’t happen.”

“Alright, we’ll start over here,” Shayla said, pulling me toward the rows of barrels where Jacob and I had dropped off our findings.

A ramshackle roof kept the elements off the barrels, but it appeared they were open to everyone. Shayla walked up and grabbed a piece of thick cloth.

“Oh, this is nice,” she said, examining the black-and-gold paisley curtain. “Heavy stuff. I’ll bet this will last a while.”

“Well, it made it this far,” I said, frowning at the tacky curtain. I had to remind myself that these people were focused on survival, not fashion. But I mean, damn. I wouldn’t give those curtains to my worst enemy.

Shayla eyed me briefly. “What do you think you could make out of this?” She passed the cloth to me and crossed her arms.

I immediately realized this was a test. With that in mind, I racked my brain, trying to tap into my creative side.

“Let’s see,” I said, turning the cloth over in my hands. “My first concern is this yellow-gold pattern. That might show up if this is worn outside. But, ignoring that, I think I would make a bandolier. I don’t have one, and I’d like to be able to carry more ammo. Other things, too.” I folded the material over. “Oh, I could just turn it inside out. Most of the yellow is gone, that way.”

Shayla nodded. “Not bad.” She reached out and took the cloth from me, then tossed it back in the barrel. She browsed the barrels for a moment, then pulled out a 3-foot length of copper pipe. “What about this?”

“Water,” I said without hesitation. “Anything involving water, be it supply or sewage.”

Shayla nodded again. “You wouldn’t melt it down and use it as wire?”

“No,” I said. “We have enough wire for that. Piping is important, and arguably harder to find.”

She began to smile at me. “Okay, so you’re only partially worthless. Follow me.”

I quickly grew to enjoy following her. The view was simply incredible. We walked over to a partially completed building near the wall.

“What would you do with this?” she asked, jerking her head toward the building.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Living quarters,” she said, crossing her arms.

I rubbed my chin. There were several things to factor in, like hygiene, safety, and….

I blinked as a three-armed man walked by. His right arm was normal, but on his left side he had two shoulders and two arms. They were slightly smaller than his right one, but looked completely functional. He saw me looking and nodded. I nodded back and gave him a little wave.

“Um,” I began, trying to pull my mind away from all the mutants I had seen so far. That was probably a rude word, mutants. “If it’s living quarters, then probably build it similar to where I’m staying. Safety is a factor so all walls facing outside should have either no windows or very small ones.”

Shayla smiled at me. “Another question for you, since you seem to know a thing or two. We’re looking to expand Haven all the way to the next street. How would you do that?”

The answer seemed obvious to me. “Use the houses in the nearby area to create a wall surrounding the block you want to expand to. Have men build during the day, with plenty of guards nearby and scouts around. Build that wall and connect it with the one here, then once the outer wall is done start working on your new land.”

“So, that would result in Haven having a big wall right in the middle. You’re okay with that?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Let’s say the worst happens and someone breaks into our community. Having that wall in the middle would help section things off and would offer another line of defense.”

Shayla smiled again and nodded slowly at me. “Alright, so you have a few good thoughts rattling around between your ears. It’s nice to know you’re not completely worthless. How are you with a gun?” She glanced down at the pipe pistol hanging from my shoulder.

I lifted the gun and looked at it for a moment. “Eh, I’d rather not say. You’d probably go back to calling me completely worthless.”

“Ammo is valuable, but we can spare a bullet or two if it means making you a worthy fighter.”

“Hey, I have a question,” I said, looking around. “Not to change the subject, but no one ever explained the uh, changes that happened with the bombs.”

“Changes?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips. That one eyebrow went up dangerously.

“Yeah. I’m not sure what word to use. Like, you know, you have cat ears. I just saw a man with three arms. What caused that? I’m just trying to understand.”

She stared at me for a moment, and I worried that she was going to bite my head off. Instead, she barked a laugh. “Sounds like you need to talk to Vick. He can explain it all to you. Come on,” she said as she turned and walked away.
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Icaught up with Shayla and walked next to her.

“Who is Vick?” I asked.

“The oldest man in Haven,” she replied. “Probably the oldest man for a thousand miles, to be honest. Luck has been with him.”

“How old is he?” I asked.

She pursed her lips. “Uh, ninety-three or ninety-four, I believe. He was born before the war, and lived through it all. He can explain things better than anyone else.”

I whistled. “Wow. He lived through all of that? Impressive.”

“Yeah,” Shayla said, and I noticed something in her voice.

“What is it?” I asked.

Shayla paused before answering. “Vick is an asshole. There’s no other way to explain it. He was an annoying kid when the bombs dropped and never bothered growing up.”

“Oh, great,” I muttered.

We walked across Haven, and I finally got a good view of the settlement. The concrete and asphalt of the road and sidewalk had been ripped up and used in the heavy wall surrounding the compound, leaving just dirt inside the place. Several large gardens grew a surprising variety of things, and I noticed an armed guard watching over each one. Two trees grew in one area. A man stood on the wall nearby, keeping a close eye on everything while holding a rifle.

“Holy shit,” I said. “Those are apple trees.”

Shayla nodded. “We worked hard to get those. It took a dozen men nearly a month, traveling to the north amidst the gangs and raiders, to find some. They’re arguably one of the most precious things in all of Haven. We have a few saplings growing as well.”

I recognized potatoes, tomatoes, and corn in another garden. Good staples for survival, that much was certain. A few chickens scratched at the ground nearby.

“He’s over here,” Shayla said, turning toward another large building.

In front, an ancient man sat on a homemade wheelchair. A blanket covered his legs and he frowned sourly at everything and everyone.

“Hey, Vick,” Shayla said. “You get to be useful for once. Pretend to be alive, okay?”

He frowned at her. “You look like a harlot, showing your ass off like that.”

“Wow,” I said, and decided to butt in so things didn’t turn south. “Vick, my name is Mark.”

“So?” he asked.

“I was born before the war. I volunteered for cryostasis right before it happened. As far as I can tell, the bombs fell right when they put me under, and I just woke yesterday. Can you tell me exactly what happened?”

He pursed his lips like he wanted to spit. “Lots of things happened.”

“Vick, stop being a pain in the ass,” Shayla said, raising her rifle. “We don’t have room for worthless people in here, so if you’re going to be an asshole I’ll throw you outside the wall myself.”

“You’re so mean to me!” he whined. “Fine, fine. No, it’s fine. Really.” He turned to me. “Yeah, bombs fell all over the country. All over the world, really. Everyone nuked everyone. What of it?”

I looked at Shayla. She was glaring at the old man and raised her rifle as if to strike him with it.

Vick groaned. “Jesus, stop it, Shayla. You fucking people are so rude to me.”

“This is your last warning, Vick. Be useful or live out there,” she said in a hard voice. “No one enjoys putting up with your shit and we only keep you around because you know more than anyone else about what happened. If you refuse to teach others, you will be useless, and I have no patience for useless people.”

“Fine,” he muttered. “This is fucking bullshit, you know?” He cleared his throat roughly and turned to me. “What do you want to know?”

“Everything,” I said. “Who bombed who? How widespread was the destruction? Several people have mentioned different types of bombs that fell, that changed things.”

Vick cleared his throat again and spat on the ground. “Yeah. The short of it is everyone bombed everyone.” He glared at Shayla for a moment, then continued. “Russia nuked us and China. China nuked us and Russia. We nuked both of them in return. India nuked everyone. So many bombs fell it’s a miracle the planet even survived. China dropped a cobalt bomb on India, so no one will be able to live there for probably another two hundred years.”

“Holy shit,” I said.

“Yeah. The whole eastern part of China, like where Korea was and even Japan—nothing survived. Every single person was killed.”

“Did anyone survive unscathed? Who started it?”

“Well, a bunch of world leaders met up in, uh, Switzerland, I think,” Vick continued. “United Nations. Russia bombed them and killed them all, which is what started everything.”

“I remember that!” I said. “That happened right before I went under. Like just a day or two before.”

Vick nodded and some of his teenage edgelord mannerisms seemed to fade. “Okay, at least now I know where to really start. So, from there, a ground war began in Europe. ‘Began’ being the key word—they never got the chance to really do much with it because bombs started flying.”

“Who struck first?” I asked.

Vick frowned and sucked on a tooth. “I don’t remember, to be honest. But the reaction was so quick. One country dropped a nuke and then it seemed the whole word dropped them mere seconds later. The entire east coast was hit. West coast, too. I think the only state that really survived was Ohio, because who gives a fuck about that state?”

“Valid,” I said.

“It only took a day for all the bombs to fall,” Vick said. “In fact, it really was only a few hours. Everyone just launched all their shit at once. And they used some weird new bombs, uhh, I think it was Russia. Something designed to cause more human casualties without destroying things like buildings so much. Said they wanted to kill all the people and then come take over.”

“How’d you survive?” I asked.

“Parking garage,” Vick said with a laugh. “We were three stories underground when the bombs fell. Loudest thing I ever heard, I tell you. My dad had an Escalade with some sweet-ass rims on it. We locked the doors and just stayed in there until everything was done. He had just bought groceries so we had some food with us. We stayed in there for a few days, then finally started digging ourselves out.”

“So, what about those new bombs?” I asked, trying to steer him back to what really mattered.

“Yeah, yeah, those bombs,” he said. “Instead of killing people, they changed DNA. Created a bunch of mutants.” Shayla scowled at him and he snapped at her. “Don’t give me any shit, catgirl, that’s what you lot are. Mutants. I ain’t saying you’re bad, but you’re fucking mutants.”

“I’m going to shoot this stupid son of a bitch if he keeps it up,” Shayla said to me. “Come find me when you’re done.” With that, she turned and left, her tail angrily swishing.

I watched her walk away.

Vick whistled. “That bitch is fine, I tell you,” he said, watching her as well.

“Yeah, but you gotta be nicer,” I said to him.

“Nah, fuck that,” he said, slapping himself on the chest. “I am who I am, and everyone can deal with it.”

I rolled my eyes. “Back to the bombs.” I really hated this guy. When Shayla described him as a teenage edgelord, she hadn’t been mistaken.

“Yeah, the bombs,” Vick continued. “They created mutants. Those bombs got dropped on all the big targets, the important ones. D.C., New York. California, I imagine. I don’t think anyone really understands exactly what they were, or why they didn’t work as intended. Like I said, instead of killing people, they just changed DNA, sometimes massively. Sometimes merging them with nearby animals.”

“Creating people like Shayla,” I said.

“Exactly,” Vick replied. “It’s mostly cats and dogs and animals like that. I’ve heard rumors over the years of wolves and even bears, but those tend to live further away from people so they’re rare. Yeah, all kinds of weird shit happened, and I don’t understand a fucking bit of it. Magic—it’s really minor, but it’s real, now. Some of the women use it to heal minor injuries. A couple guys can start fires.”

I shook my head. “Fuckin’ magic is real,” I muttered. “So wait, it’s gender-based?”

“Yeah,” Vick grumped. “Only women can heal, and only men can start fire. At least, to the best of my knowledge. But hey, I can’t complain too much. Those healing bitches have kept me alive. I’m ninety-four, and still going strong. Think I’ll live to be a hundred.”

“So, these weird bombs created the Green Men?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Vick said. “And worse. I’ve heard of animals with two heads, and some shit that sounds like dinosaurs roaming the earth again. I don’t know what they actually are, but that’s what they sound like. I stay away from that shit. I like to be safe.”

“What else?” I asked.

“I could spend all day telling you about this,” he said. “There was so much smoke in the skies that we didn’t see the sun for nearly a year. Everything died. Some people were smart enough to save seeds, and that really helped. But the Earth cooled down so much, we went through a few years of nothing but winter. Like, twenty years or more, that is. Survival was hard, damn hard. The people that were lucky enough to survive the bombs had to fight to survive. Most of them died. It wasn’t until the last ten or twenty years that things really started growing again, to be honest.”

“I guess I’m glad I thawed out when I did,” I muttered. “Could have been a lot worse.”

“Hey, at least you slept through the worst of it,” Vick said with a laugh. “You never had to draw straws to see who would sacrifice themselves and get eaten. Man, I miss my fucking XBOX. I’m glad I can say that to you and you’ll understand. These yokels just look at me like I’m retarded.”

“Yeah,” I said with a nod. Wait, did I hear him casually mention cannibalism? I decided to ignore it. “There’s a lot of things I miss already. I guess we just have to focus on survival. Hey, how does water work around here?”

“Eh, we collect rain in barrels,” he said. “Some people were able to tap into the old sewer system so we still have working toilets. Just gotta be careful with water, as always.”

I already saw ways to improve on things. Most notably, they needed a better location. I began pondering where I would have created a settlement, given the choice.

“Thanks for all the info, Vick,” I said.

“Yep. Stop by and see me anytime,” he replied. “It’s nice to talk to someone even older than me.” He barked a laugh.

“Never thought of it that way,” I said. “I guess I’m more than a hundred years old.”

“You don’t look a day over fifty,” he said.

That done, I sought out Shayla again. I found her on her hands and knees, helping pull weeds from a garden. The sight of Shayla down like that was quite incredible, but I decided to be respectful and not gawk too much.

“Hey,” I said as I approached.

“Hey, yourself,” she said, standing and dusting her hands off. “Sorry, I hate that fucking guy. He’s a major asshole and I don’t have patience for him and the shitty things he says.”

“No, I get it,” I said. “He calmed down a bit once you left.”

“Did he at least answer some of your questions?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I replied. “A good bit, I think. I’m still curious about these new bombs that were dropped, but I suppose I’ll never really find out. But that’s okay. Surviving is more important.”

“That’s the spirit.” She looked down at my gun. “So, ready to try that thing out?”


15


Shayla led me across Haven to a large building. I began to wonder why she was taking me to a building if she wanted to train me on firearms.

“Wait here for a second,” she said, walking up the front steps.

I shrugged and stood there, looking around. It seemed that building was similar to the one I lived in. I began to wonder what their living arrangements were like in Haven. If a couple got married, did they receive an upgrade? What did they have for schools?

The wall surrounding the settlement fascinated me. It was ridiculously beefy, being ten feet tall and more than half as thick. My earlier assumption had been correct; much of the walls were built from slabs of concrete and asphalt, as well as brick and stone from houses. The workers here had managed to fit them all together to create a very solid wall—solid enough that men walked the top of the wall, holding rifles and keeping an eye on the city around them.

Towers stood at each corner of the wall. They weren’t huge; probably twenty feet tall or so. But an armed man stood on top of each one, ready to shoot anything that came near. One thing was for certain: the people of Haven really valued their safety.

Shayla returned a moment later, wearing armor of all things. A heavy leather vest covered the top of her, and a mail skirt hung to her knees. Several layers of thick cloth covered much of the mail armor.

“Wow,” I said, looking her up and down. “I assume I need to get some armor as well.”

“If you plan on going outside the wall, the answer is yes,” she replied. “It’s hard to make stuff that’ll stop a bullet, but not everyone fights with guns. Guns are expensive and ammo is scarce. Most of the assholes out there will just charge you with a knife, or pipe, or something similar.”

I looked down at her mail skirt. “Chain mail. I wasn’t expecting that.”

“Oh, you mean my pussy protector?” Shayla asked, looking down.

“Uh, your what?”

“Yeah. It helps if anyone decides to give me a cunt punt,” she said matter-of-factly. She reached down and slapped the mail skirt to demonstrate. “You see? Right in the baby maker and I’m just fine.”

I looked down at my threadbare pants. “Maybe I should get something like that. Don’t think I’d fare as well from a kick between the legs.”

Shayla shook her head. “Sorry, I don’t think you’d look as good in a skirt. Maybe we could get you a…hold on, let me think.” Her tail lashed a few times as she tapped her lips in thought.

“I’m sure there’s something we could figure out,” I said, now suddenly concerned with receiving wounds to my crotch. Perhaps I could build something like hers, although it certainly looked as if it would take some time. Maybe with a good pair of pliers and some wire I could do it.

“Let’s see, dick…no, maybe cock bl—no, not that.” She muttered to herself as she kept trying to think of appropriate words.

“We don’t have to name it,” I said. “But if people are in a habit of kicking others in the dick, I should probably wear something there.”

“You should,” she replied. “Gotta watch your crotch. Get something to block your cock from knocks. A palace for your phallus. Your dick kick shield. Keep your balls in—”

“Okay, I get the point,” I said.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her face turning grim. “This is serious stuff. Life or death.” She took a step closer to me and leaned in so that she was only inches from my face. “We need to protect your penis, Mark. I assume the balls as well. Yes, both of them. We don’t play favorites with balls around here.”

I laughed. In such a grim world, her jokes were quite refreshing. It made me briefly forget the death and destruction surrounding me.

“Ah, you’re a real gem, Shayla,” I said.

“Is that a good thing?” she asked. “Gems are worthless around here, you know. And some of them are radioactive, so they’ll kill you if you touch them.”

“Hmm, good point,” I said, glancing back toward the scavenger barrels. What would be valuable in this world? Ah, of course.

“You’re a real apple, Shayla,” I said. “Practically made of copper wire.”

She smiled at me. “Why Mark, you say such nice things. Are you flirting with me?”

“Probably,” I said. “Once it starts working, I’ll admit to it.”

She laughed, a delightful sound. “Alright, Mister Freeze. Let’s go teach you how to shoot your gun. Wait, do you have ammo?”

“Uh, in my room, yeah,” I said.

“Well, fat lot of good it does you there,” she said. “Come on.”

We walked over to the building I now lived in and I ran up the stairs to my room and fetched some ammo. I wasn’t sure how much to bring so I just grabbed a small box of a dozen rounds. After that, I went back downstairs to where Shayla was waiting. She gave me a warm smile when I stepped up to her.

Together, we walked across the settlement, toward the gate.

“Heading out?” one of the guards said as we approached. He was a taller man wearing a painted steel breastplate. It took me a moment to recognize what I was seeing: it was part of a car. Like steel from a hood, or similar. Well, cars would be an easy source for metal in this world, and the paint kept them from rusting.

“Yeah, teaching the new guy how to fire a gun,” Shayla said.

The guard laughed. “Point the barrel at the enemy and pull the trigger. Not the hardest thing to learn.”

“Thanks for the advice,” I said.

A large man began turning a heavy crank and the gate slowly opened. We waited a few seconds for it to move, then passed through. They shut the gate behind us.

“Man, security is tight here,” I said, glancing over my shoulder.

“Well yeah, when you’re surrounded by people that want you dead, that’s how things tend to work,” Shayla said as if it were obvious. Well, perhaps it was.

“Over there,” she said, pointing at the nearest row of crumbled houses.

It took a few minutes to get there. I looked around us the whole time, hoping I didn’t catch sight of any would-be attackers or anything.

“Ah, don’t worry,” Shayla said to me. “I see you looking around. Trust me, if someone comes to attack Haven, you’ll know it. It won’t be just a single man; it’ll be a small army. Our scouts will likely pick them off first, or at least announce their presence.”

“So, we don’t have to worry about random people wandering around here?” I asked.

“Not really,” she replied. “Life is too hard for randos to just walk around the place. Safety is in numbers, and most of the creeps out there know that getting too close to Haven is a great way to get shot. Now, if you went further away from the city, things would be much different. But here, we live inside our walls with our guns and we’re okay.”

We rounded the corner and entered an empty street. The rowhomes on each side were half-crumbled and had been thoroughly scavenged, leaving them like empty skeletons in some places. The formstone facades remained, because, well, formstone sucked. No one would want to scavenge that shit.

After searching for a moment, Shayla found the lower half of a rotted door and tore it off its hinges. She leaned it against a broken wall, then pulled me across the street. The strength in her grip was absolutely shocking.

“Please tell me you can hit that,” she said, crossing her arms.

“One way to find out,” I said, grabbing my gun.

It was a bit heavy for a pistol, but as I understood it the higher weight helped reduce recoil. I pulled the hammer back, looked down the sights, and pulled the trigger.

“Ah,” I said, placing a hand over my ears. “Holy shit, that’s loud.”

“Wish I could say you’ll get used to it,” Shayla said. Her ears were flattened against her head. “We usually visit our healers after shots are fired. It sucks, having your hearing ruined and then healed over and over again, but it’s what we’ve got.”

“Ever heard of earplugs?” I asked, trying not to sound irritable.

“Sure. Go ahead and find some,” she said with a wry twist to her mouth. “Or make them, since you’re so damn handy. Come on, let’s see if you even hit the target.”

I walked across the street with her and checked the piece of door. My slug had punched a hole near the center of the door, bringing a smile out of me.

“Not bad,” she said.

“I played a lot of first-person shooters back in my day,” I said off-handedly.

“Well, now we need to make sure you can shoot quickly. That was a nice shot but it took you half of forever to pull the damn trigger.”

We crossed the street while I loaded another shell into my heavy pistol. Remembering what Jacob had said, I pocketed the spent one.

“Okay, face away from the target,” Shayla said. “In fact, walk a few steps, then turn and shoot. See how quickly you can get your sights on point.”

I nodded, then raised my pistol. After a deep breath, I took two steps, turned, and quickly lined my sights up. Still took a bit longer than I wanted, but I saw the piece of door move, meaning I had struck it again.

We walked up to the target, and I couldn’t help but smile at the hole toward the bottom. Perhaps not a killing shot, but I at least was on the right track.

“Alright, well, this is good,” Shayla said, giving me an approving smile. “You’re actually quite capable, Mark. I think you’ll do just fine here.”

“Awesome,” I said. It felt good to be considered useful in a world like this, and it felt especially good to receive that validation from Shayla.

“Just make sure you stay on the right side of the law, okay?” Shayla said.

Something in her voice made me wary. “What do you mean?”

“Constable Michael is an honest and fair man, but a bit harsh. He has his own…methods,” Shayla explained. “He prefers things a certain way, and everyone needs to toe that line. It’s usually not a problem at all, but sometimes someone pisses him off, which is never good.”

“Thanks for the heads up,” I said, my mind churning. Corrupt cop, or just a hard one? Hopefully I’d never find out.

Shayla looked around us for a moment, then pointed back the way we came from. “Come on. Let’s go back to Haven.”

Together, we walked around the corner and back to the settlement. It was a nice day out and I found myself really enjoying the casual stroll with Shayla. For a moment I could forget about the wreckage surrounding us and the threat of death everywhere. It was just me and this strange-yet-gorgeous woman I was beginning to develop a crush on.

“So, uh. What’s your story?” I asked.

“My dad fucked a cat, and I was the end result,” Shayla replied.

I nearly choked. She just laughed.

“I figured you’d like that. No, my parents were from the D.C. area. Most Beastkin are from there, or New York. That’s where those strange bombs were dropped. They brought me up here because things are a bit calmer. They’d heard reports of a settlement up here and wanted to raise me in safety.”

“Safety?” I asked.

“Compared to D.C., yes,” she replied. “Things are much more…chaotic down there. More beastkin, more….” Her mouth twisted into a sour frown. “I hate the word, but more mutants. Like the Green Men, but much worse. Haven truly is a safe haven in this crazy world.”

“Where are your parents now?” I asked.

“Dead,” she replied sadly. “They both gave their lives to bring me here.”

“God, I am so sorry,” I said, placing a hand on her shoulder.

She gave me an appreciative smile. “It sucks, I won’t lie. Sometimes, like if we build something new or the gardens are especially successful, I wish my parents were here to celebrate with.” She took a deep breath and let it out. “But, they’re not. The Drowned Men got them, and I barely escaped, and that’s how life goes in this world.”

Note to self: kill every Drowned Man possible.

“How’d he do?” the guard atop the gate called out.

“He’s a decent shot!” Shayla yelled back.

“Good,” the guard said. “We need more of that around here. Alright, come on in. Jenna is up and around from what I hear.”

“Thanks,” Shayla said.

We both waited for a moment while they cranked the heavy gate open. We slipped through the opening, then they closed it behind us.

“Who is Jenna?” I asked.

“Healer,” Shayla said, slinging her rifle over her shoulder. I did the same.

I followed her across Haven, taking note of everything I could. I was eager to build something in this strange settlement, but I had a feeling they had their own way of doing things and wouldn’t be too pleased with me doing things my way. Haven didn’t seem big on individualism.

We walked up to a small building with a white letter H painted on the front. A middle-aged woman sat in a rocking chair out front with a cat snoozing on her lap.

“Oh, thank god, you have cats here,” I said, reaching out. “May I?”

The older woman nodded. I gently rubbed the animal’s head and it began purring.

“Cats keep the rats away,” the lady said. “We always try to keep a few around. They’re worth their weight in copper.”

“We need some quick healing,” Shayla said. “We just went shooting.”

“Right, right,” the woman—ostensibly Jenna—said.

Shayla bent forward and the woman reached out, placing her hands over her cat ears. She whispered a few quiet words and her hands took on a glowing quality. Shayla straightened up and thanked her.

“Me too, I suppose,” I said, still rubbing the cat. “May I have some healing, please?”

“Oh, he’s got manners,” Jenna said, giving me a faint smile. “Of course you may have healing. Everyone can, for free. It’s important to keep everyone healthy, after all.”

She reached out and cupped her hands over my ears. After whispering a few words, her hands briefly glowed. The ringing in my ears immediately stopped.

“Incredible,” I said.

“Alright, time for lunch,” Shayla said.
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Iwasn’t sure what to expect when Shayla said that, so I just stood up and thanked Jenna, then followed Shayla away.

Together, we walked toward the center of Haven. On our way we passed a tall pole with blades at the top. A windmill. I stared at it for a moment and finally realized it had been made out of a car alternator. Of course, why hadn’t I thought of that?

A large cookpot sat on top of a small fire, and two women stirred it and added what looked like freshly chopped herbs. The smell was unmistakable—most stews smelled the same, in my opinion.

“We all eat lunch together,” Shayla explained. “It’s provided for everyone. When we all help each other, we all stand a better chance of survival, after all.”

“Makes sense,” I said.

The smell of freshly baked bread also wafted into the area. Another older woman carried half a dozen loaves in a loose cloth and set them on a nearby table, then began slicing them.

“What about dinner?” I asked.

“You’re on your own,” Shayla said with a smile. “Fortunately, most of us have gardens, so it’s not as hard as it sounds. And every once in a while, a deer wanders into the area and we all eat well for a few days.”

“Venison stew,” I said, glancing around. “Nice.”

Jacob walked up to us with a few stools in his arms. He set them on the ground and waved us over.

“How’s the fresh meat doing?” he asked Shayla.

“Well, his brain mostly works,” Shayla replied. “He’s decent with a gun, and seems to know his ass from his elbow.”

Jacob clapped me on the shoulder and sat down. “Good, good. Glad to see you’re getting along well. Shayla being nice to you?”

“Not really,” I said with a grin as I sat on the stool next to him.

“Hey!” Shayla said, placing her hands on her hips. “I’m as nice as they get!” Her tail lashed side-to-side a few times, but she smiled and eventually sat on my other side.

Most people sat in a large circle around the cookpot, although a few groups stood off to the side. I saw one man with a sword strapped to his back, so that the hilt stuck up above one shoulder. Two women walked around, passing around bowls filled with stew and thick slices of crusty bread.

“Oh, wow,” I said after a bite. “This is fantastic.”

Shayla smiled and popped a piece of bread into her mouth.

“I never get tired of this,” Jacob said, inhaling his stew like a starving man. “I could eat this five times a day and still be ready for more.”

“Jesus, don’t accidentally eat a finger,” I said, watching him turn his bowl up and drink the last of the stew.

Shayla and I took a much more relaxed approach, enjoying the stew one bite at a time.

“So, what’s next on our agenda?” I asked. Another woman walked around, handing everyone mugs. I accepted mine with a word of thanks and took a sip. It was beer, albeit weak beer.

“Next we get to work in the gardens,” Shayla said. “Basic things. Trimming, pulling weeds, depending on the time of year you might find yourself tilling soil and planting seeds. We work hard to get maximum yield out of our small gardens.”

“Is that why you guys want to expand?” I asked. “More room for farming?”

Shayla nodded, but it was Jacob that answered.

“Yeah,” he said, covering his mouth with a hand as he belched. “Scuse me, there. If we increase our farming, we can grow more food. That means we can support more people and maybe build up some food stores to help keep us safe if there’s ever a drought.”

“I want to try to make a few things,” I said off-handedly, my eyes going to the rows of barrels that held all sorts of scraps. “And I might want to go out into the city again with you, Jacob, so I need to make sure I have some armor and sufficient weapons.”

He nodded and took another swig of his ale. “We can do that. We’re actually doing pretty good in that aspect—we have more materials than we know what to do with, to be honest. So if you want to try to make something useful, go right ahead. Just don’t waste anything.”

I thought for a moment. Everything seemed peaceful here in Haven. Everyone helped each other and got along well. But, put a group of people together and eventually there would be issues.

“Is there ever crime here?” I asked. “Like has there ever been a murder, or anything like that?”

Jacob pursed his lips as if to spit, but instead took another pull from his mug. “It’s rare. Very rare. The constable handles those things in a way that makes sure people don’t think twice about following the law.”

I felt Shayla tap me on the shoulder, so I looked over at her. She was pointing at something off in the distance. I followed her finger, until I saw it.

A noose.

One of the towers set at the corner of the wall had a noose hanging from it. I blinked. I figured justice here would be fairly Wild West, but that caught me off guard.

“Constable Michael won’t hesitate to do that to people that break the law,” Shayla said, suddenly more serious than I had previously heard. “Crime is very rare around here, because we’re all focused on survival. But if it does happen, it’s dealt with swiftly and often fatally.”

I whistled. “Remind me not to piss him off.”

“Oh, and Jacob shot a man right up the ass once,” Shayla said, her tone oddly chipper considering what he was saying. “That guy had killed a couple people in their sleep and was trying to take over Haven and control everything. But that was a long time ago.”

“Jesus,” I muttered.

“Yeah, one of the reasons I like being a scavenger is the peace,” Jacob said. “Eh, relative. Yeah, I gotta deal with Drowned Men and cannibals. But it’s just me. Less time spent in here, having to follow their rules. Sometimes I just truly prefer to be out there, by myself.”

“Is it that bad?” I asked quietly.

Jacob shrugged.

“It’s not so bad,” Shayla said. “Just make sure you stay on his good side. Michael doesn’t have much patience. If you’re even toeing the line, he’s likely to do something about it.”

“So, he’s a strict one?” I asked.

Shayla nodded. “And sometimes he just takes a disliking to someone, which is never good.”

“All good information to have,” I said to myself, looking around. “Hey, can I go check the supply barrels? There are a few things rattling around in my head and I’d like to make them.”

“Yeah,” Shayla said, pushing herself to her feet.

“Staying busy is generally the best option,” Jacob said, standing as well. “I’ll get the stools. You two go on ahead.”

“Thanks,” Shayla said.

Jacob nodded. “Yep.”

Shayla and I crossed the compound and walked over to the rows of barrels where everyone kept scavenged materials. I sorted through them, my mind racing. There were so many things here, so many options. I decided to stick to simple ideas so I wouldn’t fuck anything up and waste valuable resources.

“There are so many things you can make from this stuff,” Shayla said, drawing out a long piece of steel and staring at it. “One guy even made a sword. Fire comes out from the last half of the blade. It’s the most incredible thing. Useless, in a world where guns reign supreme, but still amazing. You’ll see it; he walks around with the thing strapped to his back all the time.” She sighed and shoved the metal back into the barrel, then turned to me. “What are you making first?”

“A bandolier,” I replied, finally selecting a piece of dark green cloth. Right next to that was a barrel of what looked like belts. Score.

“Hey, where can I get a needle and thread?” I asked.

“I can help with that,” Shayla said. “Be right back.”

I watched her walk away, once again mesmerized by her beauty. Her tail curled at the tip. Absolutely fascinating.

I continued digging through the barrels, seeing what all was there. I found all sorts of things that would come in handy: a two-inch stub of pipe, a short length of wire, a small metal file, and a heavy leather belt.

Shayla returned a few minutes later with a needle and a small spool of black thread in hand. I figured something like that would be incredibly valuable, so I thanked her for it.

“Alright, let’s see what you can do with this,” she said.

I had sewn a few things in my years, nothing complicated but I knew the basics. With the supplies in my arms I walked over to the front steps of my barracks and sat down. Shayla followed and sat on the step above me.

Scissors. I had forgotten scissors. That would make it a lot harder to trim the cloth. I muttered under my breath about it and Shayla produced a small knife from her belt.

“Thanks,” I said, and used it to cut the cloth. It slid through the old fabric like it was cutting water. Holy shit, that thing was razor blade-levels of sharp. I handed it back to her, then went right to work.

“Remind me to have you sharpen my machete,” I said as I pulled the needle through the cloth. I examined every stitch, making sure it was perfect. Sure, it took longer, but I was trying to impress Shayla. Plus, I just plain needed a bandolier.

She chuckled. “What’s the point in having a knife if it isn’t sharp enough to do the job?” she asked, watching me closely.

“Fair enough,” I said.

“Hey Devin!” Shayla suddenly called out. “Come here! Show that thing to the new guy!”

I looked up and a tall, lanky man walked toward us with a faint grin on his weathered face. Like most men around here, he had a beard. His was heavily flecked with gray, as was his dark hair.

Devin gave Shayla a friendly nod as he approached us, then his grin deepened when he stopped in front of me. He reached over his right shoulder and grabbed onto a sword hilt, then drew the weapon.

“Oh, nice,” I said as he showed me the sword.

The blade was about two feet long, and the hilt made from a length of pipe wrapped with cured hide. The quality of the construction looked incredible, especially since everything had been scavenged.

“And the fun part,” Devin said as his thumb flicked something.

The end of the blade suddenly burst into flame. I recoiled back, my eyes wide.

“Holy shit,” I said, looking at the burning sword. “That’s amazing! How did you make it?”

He thumbed a switch again and the flames winked out. “Wasn’t too hard,” Devin said. “Just a butane canister in the handle. I routed it into the blade. Gotta make sure you don’t clog any of the holes with guts if you stab anyone.” He chuckled. “Of course, I haven’t stabbed anyone with it, because guns are better. This thing is basically useless, but I like it so I keep it around.”

I wanted it. Never before had I seen anything so awesome. He described it as useless, but I didn’t care. I wanted it.

“I’m gonna find something nice and trade you for that one day,” I said.

He chuckled. “Sure. You just let me know.” And with that, he sheathed the sword and left us.

I grabbed another strip of cloth and tossed it over my shoulder, marking the correct length with my thumb. After pulling it back into my lap, I began sewing one edge of the cloth, effectively making a sturdy strap.

“Where did you learn how to sew?” Shayla asked.

“Home Economics class in high school,” I replied without thinking. I continued pulling the needle through the cloth, one stitch at a time. So far everything was perfectly straight, and as long as I focused I could usually keep it that way.

Sewing was one of those things that many people simply overthought. The reality was that sewing was easy, but most people rushed it. Slow and steady, one stitch at a time, and you’d have a quality product.

“What’s that?” Shayla asked. From her tone I got the feeling she knew but wanted me to explain it.

“This is the shoulder strap,” I said, draping that hemmed piece of cloth over my shoulder. The other piece of cloth, much larger, got one edge folded over and hemmed. After that, I folded it sort of like an envelope and began running lines of stitches every few inches in the cloth, creating small pockets. I had completely lost myself in the work and barely even acknowledged the world around me. Just one stitch at a time.

“Not bad,” Shayla said as she watched me work. “I should have you make me one of those.”

“Sure,” I said without thinking. “Just let me take you out sometime and we’ve got a deal.”

Shayla laughed. “What, like out there? You want to scavenge with me?”

I blinked and looked up from my work. Flirting was second nature to me, so I had simply spoken off-handedly.

“Maybe I can cook you dinner sometime,” I said. That would probably work.

“Mmhmm. And what would you make?” Shayla asked.

“I used to make a great risotto, with a dash of goat cheese added,” I said as I went back to my work. One stitch at a time. “I’d top it with some wilted greens and garlicky chicken breast. If I was on a date I’d avoid all the garlic.”

“Garlic is the best, though,” Shayla said. “I don’t know what a risotto is, but it sounds great.”

“It’s a rice dish,” I said. “Made from arborio rice. It’s really starchy, so when you stir it a bunch it creates a really creamy rice dish. A dash of goat cheese helps as well.”

“Okay,” she said. “So, you’ve got yourself a deal. Make me one of those and I’ll let you cook dinner for me. But it’s only dinner and nothing else. And if you even think of touching me, I’ll cut your hand off.”

I looked up and found her smiling at me. “I suppose I should see what my options are around here.”

“Well, let’s see. We’ve got potatoes and corn, more potatoes and corn, I think some carrots and beans, and potatoes and corn. Oh, and bread. Lots of bread.”

I laughed. “Do you at least have butter?”

“No. Do you see any cows around here? We’re hoping with an expansion we’ll have room for something like that. Of course, then we’d just have to actually find cows.”

Thirty minutes later I used Shayla’s knife to trim a few loose threads, then held up my finished product.

“Here we go. One bandolier, ready for action.” I draped it across my shoulder and tested the fit. “Not bad,” I said.

“We have a few backpacks around here; they’re scarce. Being able to carry more stuff is always helpful,” Shayla said. “Especially if you’re scavenging. Every year we pick more of the city clean so we have to go further and further away to find anything of use.”

“I meant to ask you about that,” I said, then looked up as Jacob approached us.

“Thought you folks might want some,” he said as he passed us each a mug.

“Thanks,” I said, accepting the drink. It was more of the weak beer they drank around here. I took a sip and set the mug next to me. It was weak and mostly flat, but not bad. It tasted like it had herbs in it instead of hops.

“Nice,” Jacob said, examining my bandolier. He reached out and opened one of the pockets, then jammed a finger inside to check the size. “I think you done a right good job there, Mark.”

“He’ll make you one, but you have to let him take you out on a date,” Shayla said with a grin.

“Oh, is that so?” Jacob threw his head back and let out a coarse laugh. “Nah, I think I’m good. You keep that up though and you’ll find yourself sewing things for everyone.”

“What were you going to ask, Mark?” Shayla said, steering me back on topic.

“Oh yeah. Why hasn’t the city been picked clean already? It’s been eighty years since the bombs fell. I would have assumed the city would have been completely scavenged within the first few years.”

Jacob combed his fingers through his beard and took a drink from his mug. “Well, as I understand it, there wasn’t anyone here to do any scavenging. Damn near everyone on the east coast was simply dead, on account of the bombs. The years after the bombs fell the world was trapped in winter. I remember my parents telling me we got five feet of snow once. Can you imagine?”

Having lived in Baltimore my whole life, I was accustomed to its winters, which were mostly cold and rainy. Honestly, they sucked. I’d take snow over that any day of the week.

“It took years for people to finally start moving in, and when they did they found all sorts of problems. Green Men had moved up here from the D.C. area and ate everyone they could. Times was dangerous.” Jacob shook his head. “I’m from west of here. West Virginia, in fact. My parents brought me over here back when Haven was just being built.”

“How far out do we have to walk to get to places worth scavenging?” I asked.

“About a day, back where you and I walked through,” he said. “Well, keep in mind you can’t go south. Burning Water Tribe will get you. East is safe enough. There’s a lot we haven’t sorted through yet out there. West, in the heart of the city, is where you’ll find a lot of good stuff. You’ll find the gangs there as well, though, so that’s dangerous. North is largely unexplored.”

“Huh,” I said, taking a sip of my ale. “North would be my first choice. There were some nice places up there. Old houses, made from stone and brick. I’ll bet plenty of them are still standing.”

Jacob leaned over and clapped me on the shoulder. “Well, you get right on that,” he said with a chuckle. “Just make sure to bring plenty of ammo.”

“Where do I get more?” I asked.

“We can reload some cartridges ourselves,” Jacob said.

“Best bet is to kill someone that has more bullets than you,” Shayla added.

I nodded slowly, taking it all in. A plan began to form in my mind, of how I could be a useful member of this strange little society. Maybe I’d get lucky and win over Shayla at the same time. A woman like her probably had a dozen men wanting her, so I had to make sure I impressed her and won her over.

“Well, I’ve got an early morning, so I’ll see you kids later,” Jacob said. He clapped me on the shoulder again, then hurried up the stairs.

“Nice guy,” I said.

Shayla nodded. “Yep. Just don’t ever cross him. Have you heard the story of how he got his nickname?”

I winced. “Please, I had nearly forgotten. I’d rather not think about shoving a gun anywhere like that.”

She laughed. “I don’t think there is a thing in the world that actually bothers him. The man has no fear. It was burned out of him when he was young.”

I stood up and handed her the needle and thread, then reached out to hug her. Surprisingly enough, she hugged me back. I kept it short and friendly, although my mind was already working on how to win her over.

Some of the locals cooked me dinner that night. It was good, although nothing special. Bread, beer, some vegetables with a rich sauce. Much of the food was vegetarian, since meat was so valuable.

I went to sleep that night surprisingly content and happy.
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The next morning I woke up feeling almost fully rested. That was great, considering I usually woke up feeling exhausted. Well, being active and eating wholesome food was clearly good for me. In a world without coffee, it was important to get plenty of sleep.

I got up and stretched for a moment, then grabbed my toothbrush and left my room. I had big plans for the day, so I wanted to get right to it. After hurrying downstairs, I went to the bathroom and brushed my teeth and washed my face.

I wanted Shayla to come with me, but I didn’t want to be a creep about it. I kept my eyes open for her, looking around as I slowly walked across Haven. Not seeing her, I decided to go back to my room and gather my things. If I had to go alone, so be it.

After tossing my bandolier over my shoulder, I grabbed my ammo and began filling it. Couldn’t be too safe, there. Fortunately my pistol had a sling as well, so I put that over my shoulder, then grabbed my machete. That went on my new leather belt.

I found Shayla walking across the place, heading toward a garden. I raised a hand and called out to her.

“Hey Shayla!” I said, hurrying up to her.

“Oh, hey, Mark,” she said, giving me a smile.

“I’m heading out to do some scavenging today, and I was wondering if you’d like to come with me,” I said.

She kept smiling at me, then finally nodded. “Sure. Sure, I’ll come with you. Someone’s got to keep you alive, after all. Just give me a few minutes, okay?”

“Yeah, no rush,” I said.

Shayla hurried away, her tail swishing with each step. She went into a large building, the one she lived in, and returned a few minutes later with all her stuff: a homemade rifle slung over her shoulder, a small backpack, and a large canvas sack in her hands. She didn’t wear all of her armor, just some. Probably so she could move quickly.

“Here,” she said, pushing the sack at me. “You’ll need this to carry stuff.”

“Oh yeah,” I said. “Good point.”

The sack had drawstrings that tied to the bottom corners, so I was able to wear it almost like a backpack.

“Do we have food?” I asked.

“That’s why I’ve got this,” Shayla said, jerking a thumb at her backpack. “Are you ready?”

I patted myself down. “I’ve got weapons, I’ve got ammo. I don’t own much but I’m bringing most of it with me.” I chuckled. “And you’ve got food. I think we’re good.”

Shayla nodded, a faint smile on her face. I wanted to impress her, so I tried hard to get everything right.

We walked across Haven and made our way to the gate.

“Heading out?” one of the gate guards asked.

“Yeah,” I replied before Shayla could. “Heading north, hoping to find something good.”

He nodded. “Stay safe. We’ve gotten rumors that some of the Druids have been roaming that area recently.”

“Thanks for the tip,” I said, and passed through the gate with Shayla right behind me.

“So, where are we going?” Shayla asked as we turned north. She hitched her thumbs behind the shoulder straps of her backpack, which, while probably comfortable, had the added benefit of thrusting her breasts forward. I struggled not to stare.

“North,” I said. “Since that area isn’t as explored, I wanted to go there. Honestly I think it’s a better place to make a settlement than where Haven is. Haven is in a terrible location.”

“You think you could do better?” she asked.

Dammit, her breasts bounced just slightly with every step. She had to be doing that on purpose. I focused on watching the ruins around us.

“I do,” I replied.

“Okay, shoot your shot,” she said. “Convince me.”

I cleared my throat. “Well, I’ve already been told that the dirt in Patterson Park is so contaminated it can’t really be used for gardening any longer. You don’t have a local source of water. The area here was a bad part of town back before the war.”

“Is that so?” Shayla asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” I said as we crossed Orleans Street. “This was a really impoverished area. Lots of crime. Baltimore was known for crooked cops, too, so they didn’t make things any better.”

Shayla whistled. “You paint an interesting picture.”

“I’d go up north, like near Roland Park,” I said.

“Roland’s Park? I’ve heard of that area,” Shayla replied.

I sighed. Of course the name had evolved over eighty years. Ah well.

“Well, there’s a lake up there and some nice old houses. I would wager they fared better than the cheap formstone rowhomes of this area,” I said. “So, that area would be my first choice. Also, rich people tend to have a lot of nice stuff, the kind of stuff that lasts for years. So, scavenging should be better up there. Failing that, we could go east until we hit water, then figure out a method for desalination.”

“You almost sound like you know what you’re talking about,” Shayla said. “I’m not fully convinced yet, though. You still have some work to do.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Okay. So, we go to Roland Park, find a good house on the lake and make that our house. Then we tear down the houses around it, using the brick and stone to build a wall around our property. It would take a while, but it would be worth it. Plus, it’s not a concrete jungle up there. Hopefully there would be enough empty land that some animals had moved in, so we could hunt.”

“Better,” Shayla said. “You’re getting closer.”

It wasn’t until then that I realized I had been using the word “we” instead of “I.” Shayla didn’t seem to mind, so I continued.

“So, after we build a simple wall around our land, we could start a small farm. Maybe some chickens, if that’s a possibility. Chickens, a garden, whatever else we can get in there. If we could attract other people to the area, they’d each get a house, and we’d help everyone build walls for safety. And the best part would be the beds.”

“The beds?”

“Yeah, the beds. If the mattresses survived, you’d get to sleep on memory foam, which is kinda like sleeping on a bed made of happiness. Maybe they’d have coffee, too.”

“I’ve heard of coffee,” Shayla said. “Some of the old folks talk about it. Tastes bitter but wakes you up in the morning.”

“That’s basically it,” I said. “Sort of an acquired taste. My hope is that some of those wealthy houses would have things like gun safes—preferably ones with keys so we could actually open them. I think with enough work we could build an excellent settlement there.”

“Well, you’ve almost got me,” Shayla said. “Maybe if you make me that goat cheese risotto, I’ll be convinced.” She smiled, but suddenly looked sad.

“We just need goats,” I said with a grin.

“Good luck finding those, or practically any other animal,” Shayla said, looking around. “Where to?”

“This way,” I said, turning left on Jefferson Street.

We stayed on the broken sidewalk, hugging the remains of buildings to ensure no one could see us—just in case we suddenly found ourselves not alone.

“This would be better at night,” I muttered. “Shame you guys don’t have flashlights.”

“Sounds like you need to invent them,” Shayla replied, walking right behind me.

“Yeah, that or I suddenly learn how to use magic and summon fire in my hands,” I said.

I stopped at an intersection, looking around the corner of a building. An empty lot stood in front of us, followed by two more blocks of rowhomes. I could see our target beyond that, and smiled.

“Alright, let’s hurry,” I said, breaking out into a run. I wanted to avoid time spent in the open, just in case anyone was watching.

Now, I was in decent shape and could run reasonably fast over a short distance, even in my late twenties. Shayla zoomed right by me, her blonde hair streaming behind her. Her tail moved with every step, maintaining her balance. Holy shit, I didn’t realize it was even humanly possible to run that fast. She made it to the nearest rowhome and waited there for me at the corner.

“You’ve gotta run faster than that if you want to stay alive,” she said, grinning at me.

“How the fuck?” I asked between breaths.

“We Beastkin are good at many things,” she replied with a wink.

“I ran track in high school,” I said. “I’m still pretty quick.”

She just shrugged. “Even if that was true, looks like you get winded after thirty feet.”

“Alright, let’s keep going,” I said, pretending I wasn’t still breathing hard.

We crept forward another block, ensuring we were especially cautious in the last bit of our journey. This was a place I expected everyone within several miles to scavenge, but I hoped to still find plenty of usable stuff.

We paused at the end of the block, staring at a massive building in front of us. Shayla nodded, finally understanding where we were. She started to walk forward but I caught her hand and pulled her next to me.

“Not yet,” I said quietly. “I would imagine other people are here as well. I just want to be safe.” I looked down at her hand in mine. While awesome, I couldn’t help but notice her fingernails.

“Something wrong?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“I was just noticing these weapons on the ends of your fingers,” I said with a quiet chuckle. They looked like human fingernails, just a bit stronger and slightly pointed. As fast as she had already shown herself to be, those could do some serious damage. “Remind me not to piss you off,” I muttered.

“That’s generally wise advice,” she replied.

We stood there for another ten minutes, looking for signs of life. The way Shayla’s tail lashed from side to side told me she was bored. I also worried it would give our position away if anyone saw us.

A bird landed on the dirt-covered street in front of us and pecked at the ground for a moment. I thought it was a robin. After a strange sound from Shayla, I glanced over at her. She had gone completely still, but her tail was still moving. Her eyes were wide open, staring at the bird. Her lips twitched a few times.

“Not now,” I whispered.

She blinked and shook her head. “Sorry. Sometimes I can’t help it.”

“It’s okay,” I said with a gentle smile. I wanted her to know that I accepted her, even though she was a bit different from me.

“For what it’s worth, I don’t catch them and eat them raw. I prefer putting them in a stew,” Shayla said. “I’m not completely uncivilised.”

I struggled not to laugh out loud. “That does actually make me feel better. Okay, I think we’re good to cross—”

Shayla bolted forward, faster than a coked-up Usain Bolt could dream of. She startled the bird, who immediately flapped its wings and took flight. Shayla leaped into the air and swung an arm, neatly plucking the bird from the air. By the time she landed, she had already snapped its neck.

Oh, and that was all before I had finished my third step.

“Jesus christ,” I said as I caught up to her on the other side of the road.

“Hey, this will do well for lunch,” she said. “Or dinner. Your choice!” Her tail flickered happily.

Both of us were backed against the massive building. I looked around, trying to refresh my memory.

“So, I know what this place used to be, at least I think,” Shayla said, looking up. “It’s so big. Incredible. What was it back in your day?”

“Johns Hopkins Hospital,” I replied. “If there is even the tiniest bit of supplies remaining here—which I think is a reasonable assumption, as I see plenty of unbroken windows—then we are going to have a very, very good day.”
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Shayla followed me as we walked around to the front of the building. The front doors had been glass, so obviously they had been destroyed decades ago, and nature had done a good job trying to reclaim the lobby.

“How many bullets do you have?” I asked.

Shayla shrugged. “Twenty or so. You?”

“Same,” I replied. “We’ll probably need a few to open some of the doors.”

She smirked. “Are you not strong enough to kick them open?”

“No, and neither are you, and neither is a Green Man,” I replied. “At least, the doors where I want to go. Those things are solid wood, with a steel door frame. Shoot the lock, then try to open it.”

Shayla shrugged again. “If you say so. Where are we going first?”

“I suppose I should answer your question with another question. What do we need most at Haven?”

“Should I answer that with a third question?” Shayla asked, scratching her head with the barrel of her rifle. “Hmm, we always need good cloth. And metal, and building supplies.” She frowned at the reception desk as we walked by and approached a set of heavy double doors. They, too, had been kicked in years ago, granting us access to the hospital.

“We can get everything here, especially if some of the rooms are still locked,” I said, looking around. Several skeletons sat against a wall. “Okay, so this is the emergency room department. Uhh, area. Whatever the word is. Sector. Fuck, I don’t know. This part will be for treating acute things. But since that door was busted open I think it’s safe to assume this place has been picked clean.”

And indeed, it had. A thick layer of dirt covered the floor, complete with animal tracks and a few bugs crawling around. Plantlife grew near every broken window and small trees even grew through a few holes in the outer wall. A few more skeletons were scattered around the place, but nothing excessive. A handful of vines sprawled across the wall, some of them attempting to block the hallway.

Usable items, though? Nah, nothing in that area. Even if something hadn’t been taken, it would have been absolutely filthy and completely useless.

“Hand me your machete,” Shayla said, holding her hand out.

I passed her the weapon and she hacked at the vines. Once she was done, she frowned at the blade. “I need to teach you how to sharpen this thing,” she muttered.

“I’d be gratef—OH WHAT THE FUCK?!” I shouted.

“Oh, that?” Shayla asked calmly.

A two-foot-long cockroach scurried toward us, fast enough that I scrambled back. Shayla calmly raised the machete and brought it down, chopping the bug in two. White, creamy guts spilled out and she hacked at it again.

“Please don’t tell me you eat those things,” I said, waiting for my heart to slow down.

Shayla gave me an odd look. “Ew. Don’t be gross, Mark.” She turned as two more roaches scurried toward us, and chopped them in half as well.

“Could you, uh,” I said, pointing at the blade.

“Huh?” she asked, then looked at the machete. “Oh, yeah. No problem.” She bent over and wiped the blade on a patch of thick moss. I was so grossed out by the giant roaches that I didn’t even stare when she bent over.

“Why the fuck are the roaches so big?” I asked. “Jesus christ, that’s like something from a nightmare.”

“As I’ve said, some of those bombs changed things,” she replied, handing me the machete. “These roaches are easy to kill. Just shoot them or chop them up. And pray you don’t run into any giant wasps.”

“Oh fuck, wasps?” I asked. “Nature’s assholes, but now they’re a foot long?”

Shayla shrugged. “A little bigger, actually. But they’ll swarm you and kill you in a heartbeat. Shotguns come in real handy with them around.”

I just shook my head. “Fucking hell,” I muttered.

We continued down the long, straight hallway, keeping our guns handy. I adjusted the sack a few times, still getting used to it, and it dawned on me that it was probably going to be rather uncomfortable once it was filled with stuff. Well, I’d deal with that when I got there.

“Okay, let’s follow these,” I said, pointing at a barely legible sign on the wall.

“What are you hoping to find?” Shayla asked, bending down and grabbing a skeletonized arm. She poked me in the side in time with her words. “Something in particular?”

“I wish we could find lifesaving medicine here, but I wouldn’t trust eighty-year-old meds. So instead, we’ll get some other stuff.”

We turned another corner and I kept following the signs, the ones I could read at least. This far in the hospital there wasn’t nearly as much dirt, but I could tell we weren’t the first ones to explore.

“Fortunately, animals don’t know how to operate door handles,” I said, twisting the handle on a heavy steel door. “After you, my dear.”

“I’m not part deer, I’m part cat,” Shayla replied as she walked past me and entered the stairwell. “Oh, it’s much cleaner in here.”

“Good,” I said. Much of the ceiling tiles had collapsed ages ago in the hallway, so I stuffed a few of them in the way so the door wouldn’t close, just in case it locked. Never knew with those things.

“Which way?” she asked.

“Down,” I replied, pushing past her.

We hurried down the stairs, trying not to slip on the thick layers of dust. I saw other footprints there, but none looked too recent. At least, I didn’t think so. I honestly had no idea how to judge the age of a footprint, especially in the dim light.

Fortunately, the next door we came to was unlocked. Just to be safe, I pushed some debris in the way.

“What did they do here?” Shayla asked, scrunching her nose. “Uh, wow. That’s a smell.”

“This is hopefully our jackpot,” I replied. “But yeah, that reeks. This is where they did laundry and cooked the food. Clearly all that food was eaten long ago. And, judging by the smell, whatever ate it died and rotted down here.”

“I don’t think much fresh air comes down here,” Shayla said. “That explains some of it.”

“Yeah, good point,” I said, looking for signs. “Okay, here. Perfect.”

“Environmental Services?” she asked.

“Yep,” I said, pushing the door open.

The entire department was, of course, trashed. As dark as it was—only a few slivers of light filtered down through breaks in the walls and ceiling—we fumbled through the room, looking for storage. It took us a while, but we finally found where they stored all the sheets and blankets. Some of those were in a locked cabinet, which was exactly what I wanted. Those were likely to be somewhat clean and hopefully usable.

“Just gotta shoot the lock off,” I said, unslinging my gun.

“Excuse me,” Shayla said, tapping my shoulder.

I turned and saw her holding a skeleton in front of her. Scraps of rotted cloth still hung from the shoulders and hips, but not much else. Something clinked heavily each time she shifted. With one hand she moved its jaw, making it seem to talk.

“Excuse me,” Shayla said in a low and gravelly voice. As she had a naturally high-pitched voice, just her tone by itself was enough to make me laugh. She poked me with a skeletal finger again. “If you shoot that gun in here, I’ll have a bone to pick with you.”

I rolled my eyes. “Really?”

She made the head look side to side, then lean forward. “Hey, buddy. If you need the keys, you could always try asking.” She shook the skeleton one more time and my eyes dropped down to its belt, and the large bundle of keys hanging from it.

“You’re a lifesaver, Shayla,” I said, reaching for the keys.

“Not even a thank you?” she asked. “I’d give you a piece of my mind but it rotted out of my skull fifty years ago.”

I laughed, but she wasn’t done yet.

“Ah, I’m just ribbing you. Man, I really need to leave this joint. The weather always leaves me bone dry.”

“How can you even see good enough to do that?” I asked her, squinting at the keys.

She dropped the skeleton. “Sometimes I forget that not everyone can see as good as I can. Need some help?”

“Yeah, probably,” I said, passing her the keys. “We just need the one that fits this lock here.”

She nodded and began thumbing through the heavy keychain, testing each one. It only took her a couple minutes and we had the large cabinet open.

“Well, would you look at that,” I said as we looked upon the neat stacks of plain white sheets. Even inside the cabinet, the top layers were in bad shape. We threw those aside and were rewarded with more clean sheets than we could carry.

“Alright, let’s each grab some,” I said, removing the sack from my shoulders. I took a solid dozen of the sheets and stuffed them inside, then slipped it back over my shoulder.

“You’re not grabbing more?” Shayla asked.

I shook my head. “There’s more things I want to look for. And honestly, more important things.”

She shrugged. “Alright, suit yourself. Where to next?”

“Oh, the best place,” I said, clipping the janitor’s keys on my belt. Those would come in handy, plus I wanted to come back at a later date. They were too valuable not to take.

“Okay, I’ll bite. What’s the best place?”

“The food court!” I said. “Home of overpriced bagels, decent sushi, surprisingly good smoothies, and lots of coffee.” I snapped my fingers. “Ah shit, coffee! I was planning on getting some other stuff, but we’ll have to make sure we pick up some coffee.”

I kicked the bones of…something…out of my way and we left that area. Honestly there were plenty of things we could have scavenged, but the reality was that we simply couldn’t carry it all. I had to be picky, and I reminded myself that we could return whenever we wanted.

After being briefly chased by something that looked like an oversized and shaved badger, we found ourselves back in the stairwell. Putting a steel door between us and that creature made for a much more pleasant situation.

“What the fuck was that?” I asked.

Shayla just shrugged. “I don’t know what it’s called, but they’ll kill you and eat you.”

“Why does everything in this world want to kill me and eat me?” I asked as I ascended the stairs.

Shayla poked me in the butt cheek and I yelped in surprise.

“I guess you’re just so delicious!” she said with a giggle.

“Hey, no fair,” I said, glancing over my shoulder. “I wouldn’t have done that to you without your consent.”

She stuck her tongue out at me. “If you cry, at least we have plenty of sheets to wipe up your sweet, sweet tears.”

“Respect goes both ways, Shayla,” I said calmly.

She groaned. “Okay, fine. Fine. I can be fair. You get to touch my butt, but just once. And don’t be a fucking creep about it. I expect to laugh.”

I pulled open the door and held it for her. She eyed me suspiciously as she passed by. I looked down at her butt and moved my hand as if I was going to touch it, then suddenly pulled my hand back.

“Oh, I can already tell. I’m going to wind up stabbing you,” she said, although I saw a hint of a smile on her lips.

“Alright, I need you to stop thinking about me and focus for a moment,” I said to her. “And more importantly, it’s pitch fucking black in this hallway so I need you to tell me where we’re going.”

Shayla pointed in front of us. “We’re going this way.”

I sighed. “I don’t really have a good comeback at the moment. I promise I’ll get you later, though.”

“I hope so,” she replied. “This little adventure of ours would be boring, otherwise. Hey, can I be honest with you?”

“I always want you to be honest with me,” I told her.

“A lot of people get annoyed by my jokes.” She leaned over and bumped her shoulder against my arm. “Thanks for putting up with them.”

“Well, those people are stupid, because you’re an absolute delight,” I replied, looking around. My eyes were adjusting to the darkness, but making things out was still rather tough.

She didn’t reply, but I thought I saw her smile. I couldn’t make out her mouth, but I caught a glimpse of eyeshine as she turned her head. Fortunately, a broken window was up ahead, so we weren’t in full darkness.

“Okay, I think it’s this way,” I said, squinting at a nearby sign. “Yeah. Yeah, it’s over here. I know where we are now.”

“So, what was the food court?” she asked. “Or, what is a food court?”

“A collection of restaurants,” I replied. “Smaller ones, designed to make food quickly. Generally good food, too, but it was overpriced. Doctors and nurses and visitors would eat there.”

We rounded another corner and I smiled as I saw the food court in the distance. Another broken window was next to us, and Shayla took a moment to look through it.

“Hey, Shayla?” I asked, stopping in my tracks.

“Yeah, what’s up?” she asked.

“What exactly does a Green Man look like? I’ve seen one of the women, but not the men. And it’s still pretty dark up ahead, so maybe it’s just a statue or something..”

She straightened up and stood next to me, looking down the hall.

“Hmm. Yep. That’s what they look like.”

“Okay, I just wanted to make sure before I panicked,” I said. “Are we going to die?”

“Very possibly,” she said.

“Okay, perfect opportunity for this.”

I took her by the arm and pulled her in for a kiss. And man, I really went for it. Best of all, I remembered her earlier comment and slapped my hand right on that incredible bubble butt of hers. I might have squeezed it, just a bit. Dear lord, my hand had never been so happy.

“There,” I said, pulling away. “Now I can die happy.”

She stared at me for a few seconds, wide-eyed, with a hint of a smile on her lips despite what was right down the hall from us.

The Green Man noticed us and made a grunting noise, then started walking in our direction, flexing his massive hands. His intentions were pretty obvious.

Shayla looked over at me and suddenly laughed.

“What’s so funny?” I asked, grabbing my gun.

“You’re about to die with an erection,” she said.
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Ichecked my pistol just as Shayla raised her rifle. I knew I’d only get one shot, so it had to be decent.

She took aim and fired, making my ears ring like a bell. I couldn’t see where the bullet struck, but the Green Man roared in pain and jerked back, hesitating a step. He screamed a single word—completely unintelligible but it was clearly a curse word in their own language—and charged us.

“Fuck!” Shayla said, backing up. “Run, Mark!”

I raised my gun. I wasn’t as fast as Shayla, so if I ran, the Green Man would catch up to me and kill me. And then eat me. And, judging by how weird things were in this world, he might try to fuck me before or after. Or even during. Either way, running wasn’t an option. I needed a big-ass dose of luck and a bit of guts.

I took careful aim while Shayla screamed and fled. My hand shook so I brought my other hand up and held the pistol with both. Jesus, this guy made Brian Shaw look small. I felt like I was about to get run over by a charging rhino.

“Please have a brain,” I said as I pulled the trigger.

Fortunately, he did, in fact, have a brain. And that’s where my bullet hit him. Right in the middle of his face and out the back of his head.

I had to quickly step to the side to avoid getting crushed by his toppling carcass. He crashed to the ground like four hundred pounds of ugly, spasming as if refusing to die. I quickly reloaded and kept my barrel trained on him, just in case he somehow survived getting a bullet to the head.

“Really, dude?” I asked as he kept twitching.

Drool leaked from his mouth and his head lolled to the side. His hand nearest me slowly moved toward my ankle.

“Like a New York cockroach,” I said as I knelt down. I placed my barrel behind his ear and pulled the trigger, finally putting him down.

And of course that meant I spent the next five minutes using one of those nice new sheets to clean blood off of my face. Being new to guns, I wasn’t fully aware just how much blood and gore would splatter when I shot someone point-blank in the head with a shotgun slug. Sure, I had seen movies and all. But those weren’t realistic.

“I need a shower,” I muttered as Shayla peeked around the corner. I hurriedly put another slug in my pistol, all the while thinking about how adding a simple shoulder stock would make it more stable when my hands were shaky. And in this freaky world, that was likely to be often.

“Mark!” Shayla exclaimed. She rushed toward me with her arms out, but I held my hand out to stop her.

“Trust me, Shayla. There isn’t much that I want in this world more right now than to be in your arms. But I need to clean this guy’s brains out of my pores first.”

She scrunched her nose. “Gross. I get it. Can I help?”

“Nah,” I said, grabbing my water skin and splashing two handfuls of my face. I gargled some and spat it out as well, because you guessed it, some skull fragments got in my mouth. After drying my face off with the sheet, I grabbed my stuff and finally stood.

“Okay,” I said, reaching out and hugging her.

“How dare you make me wait to hug you,” she said in mock anger, then her voice softened. “Mark, I’m sorry I ran. You just don’t face down a Green Man. Everyone knows that. I mean, half the time they just ignore gunshots, like you saw him do with mine. I was hoping that you’d be smart enough to follow me and we’d manage to outrun him somehow.”

“Fortunately I’m not that smart,” I said, holding her tightly against my chest. “And apparently I’m also a better shot than you.”

She pulled back just enough to look me in the eyes. I could barely make out her features in the faint light, but it was enough. Everything about her was amazing. I wanted to hold her face in my hands and kiss her.

So, you know. I did.

“What was that for?” she asked in a small voice.

“Because it’s impossible not to like you,” I said, and pecked her on the lips again. I didn’t want to overdo it, so I gave her my best smile, then released her. A woman like Shayla would have every man in Haven after her, so I knew I’d have some competition. I just hoped I didn’t have to wrestle anyone or do any stupid challenges like see who could scavenge the most copper wire to win her affections.

“You're really nice, but you shouldn’t like me, Mark,” she said, and turned down the hall.

I decided I’d give her a few minutes, then see what she meant. “Come on,” I said. “Let’s go check out this food court.”

“What if we see another Green Man?” she asked, keeping close to me.

“Shoot him right in the middle of the face,” I replied. “Worked for me.”

“At least there’s a big window over there so we can see,” she said, pointing to the large wall of broken windows along one side of the food court.

We walked into the middle and stopped. As expected, the place was an absolute wreck. I mean, it was trashed. All sorts of plant life grew near the broken windows, and a thin film of sludge covered the old tile floor. The ceiling tiles had long since collapsed and practically disintegrated.

Of the small restaurants, very little remained. Many of them had stainless steel counters, which were fine, but it looked like…. Well, it looked like a bomb had gone off in there. I knew finding any usable food simply wasn’t possible, but I wasn’t looking for food. No, my mind was elsewhere.

“Over here,” I said, walking toward the remains of a Starbucks.

The swinging door hung from a single broken hinge, so I gave it a hard kick. It crashed to the floor, covering decades of disgusting grime.

“What was this place?” Shayla asked.

“Overpriced coffee,” I replied, raising my gun. “They just dumped a bunch of sugar and crap in it and people went nuts for it. I always hated the place.”

I slammed my gun down onto the handles of the nearest cabinet. They crumbled under the force of the blow and I kicked them out of the way.

“Gross,” Shayla said, fanning her hand in front of her face and wrinkling her nose.

“Yeah, definitely not what we wanted,” I said. The entire interior of the cupboard was covered with thick mold, some of it black. I broke open two more cupboards until I found what I wanted.

“Jackpot,” I said.

“What does ‘dark roast’ mean?” Shayla asked.

“It’s a type of coffee,” I said, grabbing a bag. “Fortunately, coffee doesn’t really go bad. It won’t taste as good after all these years, but it’s still coffee. Turn around.”

I filled her backpack halfway with assorted coffee bags, avoiding any that had built-in flavors. I figured those wouldn’t have survived as well. While there I also grabbed a plastic bag of filters and two mugs, which also went into her backpack.

“That should be good for now,” I said, glancing around. So many things in there looked useful, but I was trying to focus on just a few important ones. With that in mind, we left Starbucks and walked back out into the food court.

“Sushi place,” I said, hurrying in that direction.

I vaulted over the counter and looked around. Those sushi chef guys always had crazy sharp knives that they used for everything. If I looked carefully enough….

There.

I threw some collapsed ceiling tiles out of the way and found one of those big-ass chef knives on the counter, the blade neatly inside a plastic scabbard that had seen better days. The handle was either wood or composite, but looked to be fine. I grabbed the knife and pulled the blade out of the plastic scabbard, which crumbled as soon as I touched it.

“Henkels,” I said, examining the blade. “Nice.”

“What’s a Henkels?” Shayla asked.

“It was a company that made high-quality knives,” I said.

I dug around through the ridiculous mess behind the counter and found a dishwasher. It was still latched. This thing had been closed for eighty years. With a grin, I pushed on the latch—not easy, as it was stuck. But I finally managed to get the damn thing open.

“Oh, this is great,” I said, looking inside.

I pulled the racks out and tried to quickly decide what to grab. Plastic bowls were a no—even sealed away, I didn’t trust plastic after that many years. Stainless steel mixing bowls, however, those were fair game. And most importantly, a second chef’s knife, which I handed to Shayla.

“This is quite nice,” she said, holding the blade up in front of her face. “Needs some work on the edge, especially, but the quality is superb. Damn thing is nearly a short sword.”

And indeed it was. The high-carbon steel blade—I knew that because it said so, right on the side—was almost a foot long, with a thick enough spine to be sturdy and an edge designed for slicing. The point would easily penetrate any psycho that tried to attack me.

Another ten minutes of searching produced a sharpening steel. I grabbed that as well, then we left the sushi joint. There was still plenty of useful stuff there, but I wanted specifics.

I wasn’t sure what the next place was called, as the sign had long since crumbled to dust. But it was one of those places that cooked generic comfort food of questionable quality. That was exactly what I wanted, because it only took me five minutes to find a heavy duty stainless steel frying pan. Shortly after, I found a second.

“This is what I wanted,” I said, holding up the pans. And they were big ones, about a foot in diameter. Industrial quality, so made from thick steel.

Shayla reached out and took one from me. “Wow, you could use this thing as a weapon. It’s got some real weight.”

“More importantly, cooking is a lot easier with a good saute pan,” I said, unslinging my sack from my shoulder. Shayla put the pans in there and I looped it back on myself.

“What’s next?” Shayla asked. She sounded excited.

“I don’t want to push our luck,” I said, looking around. “We picked up some great stuff that will really help out back at Haven. I’d like to leave to minimize our chances of running into any more creeps. We can always return with more people to help us carry stuff away, especially now that I have the janitor’s keys.”

Shayla nodded. “I like how you think. Let’s get out of here, then.”

We kept our guns handy, and I remembered my machete hanging from my belt if anything got too close. We would be fine.

Of course, when something that looked like a rabid, hairless corgi started chasing us down the dark hall, I began to ask myself if I really wanted to let it get close enough to me to whack it with a machete. Well, there was no way I was going to hit it with a bullet. Fucker was fast.

“I hate these things!” Shayla shouted. She was running much slower than she wanted, I realized. She didn’t want to leave me behind. Her new chef’s knife was in her hand and she looked ready to use it.

“Let’s fight him together,” I said, pulling my machete. “On three. One, two…”

And as you would imagine, the fucking dog took that opportunity to rocket forward and gnaw on my ankle.
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Ishouted in surprise as I crashed to the floor, nearly falling on my machete in the process.

I kicked the dog-thing in the face with my other foot, but it kept using me as a human chew toy. As its mouth was disproportionately large, it quickly turned into a serious issue.

Shayla raised the chef’s knife overhead in both hands, then brought it down with all her bodyweight behind it. She struck the dog on the spine, cutting halfway through its torso.

It yelped and released my ankle, then went limp. It was still alive, at least until Shayla rammed the knife into the back of its head. Definitely wasn’t alive after that.

“Fucking hell,” I said, kicking it away. The bite marks weren’t too bad, but my ankle hurt like a son of a bitch. It made me doubly glad I had grabbed a bunch of those sheets.

Shayla frowned at the wound on my ankle. “We need to get this wrapped up, and fast. You don’t want an infection. Jenna can heal it, we just need to get you home.”

She grabbed one of my sheets and used her knife to cut several long strips from it. One of those wiped my bleeding wounds clean, and the next was tied snugly around my ankle to help prevent further blood loss.

“Can you stand on it?” Shayla asked, offering me a hand.

I accepted and let her help me to my feet. “Yeah,” I said. “Oof. That’s tender. I won’t be setting any track records, but I can walk. Let’s go home.”

We continued down the hallway, me limping and her shooting concerned glances at me. Part of me was worried about infections as well—germs had likely changed a lot after eighty years and a nuclear war. Whatever was in that dog-thing’s mouth was likely wrecking my immune system at that moment.

I just focused on putting one foot in front of the other. My gun was loaded, my machete was hanging from my belt—we were going to be fine. A radioactive mutant dog-thing had just gnawed on my leg a little. No reason for concern at all.

We hurried down the stairs and I tried not to wince with every other step. Damn thing hurt.

“At least we weren’t too far in,” Shayla said.

“Yeah, there is so much more to explore here,” I replied. Having those janitor’s keys was a real golden ticket. “Like I said, we’ll return in a day or two with a bunch of people and get everything we can from here. Jesus, they’re going to love us when they see what we brought back.”

“You really think so?” Shayla asked, holding a door open for me.

“Oh, absolutely,” I said. “These knives are excellent quality and those frying pans will last another ten lifetimes. And I know the sheets will be useful.”

“And we’re just doing our job,” Shayla said, walking next to me. “Remember, this is what’s expected of us. I think you should lower your expectations.”

I frowned. Getting deep inside the hospital and finding the janitor’s keys was a serious find, that much was clear to me. But Shayla didn’t seem to think so.

“I’m not sure how else to say this,” I began. “I think it’s great what we found here. Are you not impressed?”

“Oh, I think it’s great as well,” she replied. “Truly. I’m keeping this knife, and I want one of those pans for myself. But the reality is that no one is going to care. This is what’s expected of you. It keeps Haven going strong.”

It was a simple thing, you know? Working hard and then being appreciated for it. Shayla had just informed me that things weren’t that way, which, to be honest, bothered me. I didn’t need people bowing down to me every time I brought something back, but I just faced down a Green Man to bring valuable items back to Haven, with promise of much, much more. I think I was right to expect even a simple thanks.

And just like that, cracks began to form in the facade. Haven was a place to survive, but it was flawed.

“Where would you build a new settlement?” I asked.

Shayla thought for a moment. “Somewhere green. Somewhere with lots of trees and plants and nearby water. Animals, too. Honestly, I’m not sure where that would be. I’ve considered moving north a few times. There’s another settlement about a week to the north of Haven.”

I nodded slowly. Another settlement, where people banded together for survival and did well as long as you obeyed their rules and lived their collectively agreed-upon life.

Perhaps it was my natural rebellious streak, but that thought wasn’t a good one for me. Something better could be done.

“You seem thoughtful,” Shayla said. “Is it your leg?”

“No,” I replied. “My leg hurts, but I’m okay.”

We rounded a corner and peered down the hallway for a minute before continuing. We were almost out of the hospital. Moving quickly and quietly out in the city would be tough in the middle of the day with a busted ankle, but I’d do my best.

“I’m just thinking about Haven,” I replied. “Not trying to sound egotistical, but I think I can do better.”

To my surprise, Shayla nodded. “I actually believe you. Call me crazy, but I believe you.”

I took a deep breath. Time to shoot my shot. This was a world of survival, which I figured would help my chances.

“Hey,” I began. “I like you, Shayla. I’d love to start a real relationship with you. I promise I’ll treat you right and protect you.” That was as open and straightforward as I knew how to be.

She actually smiled at that, which made my heart leap. “I wish I could,” she said, and my heart sank instead. “I’m promised to the mayor’s son.”

“How the hell does that happen?” I asked.

Her smile turned sad. “It’s all about survival. My parents died bringing me to Haven, remember. Being a kid, I wasn’t exactly a productive member of society, but the mayor agreed to take me in and teach me to survive as long as I married his son when I turned twenty-four. That gave me plenty of time to grow up beforehand.”

“How old are you now?” I asked.

“Twenty-three,” she replied, then sighed. “I turn twenty-four next month.”

“Man, this sucks. I know we just met, but I like you,” I said. “Is the mayor’s son at least a nice guy?”

She shrugged. “I suppose. He’s strong. A good scavenger. He’s nice. We’ve spoken plenty of times, but never anything beyond that. He’s a good man, I just have no interest in him, in that way. But, survival is survival.”

Man, I was bothered. I was ready to fight for Shayla—as soon as my ankle healed, of course—and win her for myself. But it seemed that maybe I couldn’t even do that. She was simply expected to marry a dude she wasn’t interested in, and as a result, she would survive. The cracks in the facade grew.

Once we got to the entrance to the hospital, we peered in every direction for a few minutes, making sure the path was clear. I had us cross Orleans Street right there and make our way through the narrow side streets and alleys, hoping we’d be better hidden if anyone else was wandering around.

“Why did you let me kiss you earlier if you’re promised to someone?” I asked.

“I’m supposed to marry him in the future,” she replied. “We’re not together at this moment. As far as I’m concerned, I’m a free woman until then. Besides, you’re kinda cute.”

I glanced around the corner of a rowhome, looking down the narrow alley. It was empty, aside from years of trash and debris. We continued down the street, moving quickly. My ankle throbbed with every step in a way that was rather alarming. A bit of blood leaked through the makeshift bandage, but not enough to hinder movement.

“At least we’re not too far away from Haven,” I said.

Shayla nodded.

“Why haven’t you guys explored much up here yet?” I asked.

“Because there’s more in our immediate area,” she replied. “Also, as we learned, the hospital isn’t entirely safe. It’s dark, Green Men are in there as well as that thing that bit you…. Not the best place, although I’m glad we went.”

I grunted in reply. Sure, maybe copper wire and pipes were easier to get from tearing up the surrounding rowhomes, but there was more to life than that. Our one venture into the hospital had supplied me with some rather awesome things. More and more, I felt that Haven was surviving but not thriving. They needed a change in leadership or a change in direction. Maybe I could help with that.

It took us about twice as long to get home due to my ankle. Damn thing was really hurting by the time we approached the small settlement. One of the gate guards called out to us.

“How’d things go?”

“Great!” I replied. “We got knives and pans and clean—”

“Yeah, just put it all in the barrels,” he said, clearly not giving a shit.

“I don’t think I like this place,” I said quietly as we approached the gate.

“I understand,” Shayla said, and from her tone of voice I could tell she meant it.

We walked through the front gate and Shayla pulled me to the right, toward the healer. Jenna, if I remembered correctly. She wasn’t sitting in her rocking chair, which made sense as it was the middle of the day. Shayla knocked on the door a few times.

“Do you need healing?” Jenna’s voice called out.

“Please!” I said in reply.

A moment later the door opened and Jenna peered at us. She looked Shayla up and down, then me. She grunted and pursed her lips when she saw the makeshift bandage around my ankle.

“How did that happen?” she asked in her typical, nearly emotionless voice.

“Some weird thing that looked like a hairless dog bit me,” I said. “Just earlier today, so it’s fresh.”

“Remove the bandage,” she said.

I knelt down and untied the bloodied bandage and she knelt down with me. I sat back so I could raise my foot for her to better see.

“Infection has already set in,” she said, pointing at the red, inflamed area around the wound. “You aren’t used to this world. You gotta be careful, or you’ll get really sick. Plus, some of these critters are venomous. One bite and you’re dead.” She held her hand over the bite marks and they were healed a few seconds later. “There you go, have a nice day.”

Man, this woman really seemed to have very little joy in life. I wanted to do something to thank her, but Shayla just pulled on my sleeve.

“She doesn’t care for people,” Shayla told me after we left the small building. “Interesting, since she’s our healer. She just prefers to be left alone, most of the time.”

“I wonder if it’s because people go to her for healing and nothing else,” I said.

Shayla nodded slowly. “You might be onto something there. Come on, let’s hit the barrels.”

We crossed the small settlement and began sorting our few items. I removed the large sack from my shoulder, then set a pile of clean white sheets into a barrel. Shayla said she was keeping one of the saute pants, so we tossed the other into another barrel, along with some mixing bowls and assorted kitchenware. The knives, we both kept. After a thought, I grabbed two of those sheets and kept them as well. Then a third.

“I feel like I should go back there just to deck out my own place,” I muttered.

Shayla shrugged. “People do that. Just make sure you’re still contributing, and not taking anything from Haven and no one will have a problem.”

“Easy enough,” I muttered as I looked across the settlement. “I’d like to suggest we relax for the rest of the day, but I have a feeling that isn’t an option, is it?”

Shayla gave me a sweet smile. “You pick up on things quickly.”


21


We actually did kinda relax for the remainder of the day, but it was active rest, if that makes any sense. We weren’t walking across the city, but we pulled weeds from a garden and I helped a woman chop some fresh herbs—her technique with a knife was simply horrible. Sometimes little things could be a big help.

It was the kind of work that made me happy. I didn’t feel tired or worn out, not at all, but at the end of the day I felt like I accomplished something.

I spent much of the day with Shayla, just chatting and getting to know each other. She really was a charming young woman, and I was quickly becoming enamored with her. I was pretty sure she liked me as well, but being promised to the mayor’s son would put a damper on that. Unless I could find some way around it.

Devin walked by again, with that sword strapped to his back. I called out to him and he stopped and turned.

“Hey, I’ve got something for you. Uh, I think,” I said. He raised an eyebrow. “I want to trade you for that sword,” I explained.

He crossed his slender arms. “What are you offering?”

“A knife,” I said. “Pre-war, top quality, and razor sharp. A sharpening steel to keep it that way. And three clean sheets, from our recent visit to the hospital.”

He rubbed his chin for a moment. “Those sheets sound nice. A good knife is always welcomed.” He slid the sword off his shoulder and looked at it in his hands for a moment. “You do realize this thing is basically useless, right? No one fights with swords.”

I shrugged. “Yeah, but I don’t care. It’s awesome, and that’s good enough for me.”

He laughed and nodded. “Yeah, I get it. That’s why I made it. Here.” He handed it to me and I slung it across my back. “The activation switch is at the top of the hilt. Just flick it and it turns on. I’ll go get you some spare butane.”

He left to retrieve the gas canisters while I went back to my room to get the things I said I’d trade. We met up and I passed him the clean sheets and chef’s knife, which he was quite happy to see.

“Oh, this is very nice,” he said, examining the blade. “Yeah, this will come in handy a lot more than that sword.”

Jacob stopped by to check on me that evening. He was proud to see me doing so well after only a short time.

“So, you’ve got that sword now,” he said with a chuckle.

“Yeah,” I replied, rubbing my hand over the hilt. It wasn’t the most realistic thing to own, but it was just awesome so I didn’t care.

“I think you’re going to fit right in, here,” he told me. He had a mug of weak beer in hand and took a sip. “How does your future feel?”

“I just hope I can get a shower instead of a bath in a bucket,” I said with a laugh.

“Yeah, it’s not perfect but we’re getting there,” Jacob said, taking another sip. “Learning to appreciate the simple things would go a long way toward making you happy, I think. Being used to the pre-war world and all.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I said, looking around. “I never watched a lot of TV back in my old life, and I wasn’t huge on social media. But it’s definitely been an adjustment.” I saw Shayla talking to a farmer and watched her for a moment. She turned and caught my eye, then smiled.

“How are things going between you two?” Jacob asked.

I blinked. He had seen that as well. “Good,” I told him. “Great, actually. Apparently, she’s promised to the mayor’s son, though.”

Jacob nodded slowly. “Yeah. I probably should have mentioned that. Sometimes those situations are common. You gotta remember, there isn’t much more valuable in this world than a good woman. Shayla over there is not just a good woman, she’s a great woman. Mayor took advantage of that and set his son up for success.”

“I just hate that she’s now expected to marry a guy she isn’t interested in.”

Jacob nodded. “I get it. Just don’t jerk your pecker off thinking about it too much. You’re still young and plenty capable, and you have all that learnin’ from your world. I’m sure you’ll be able to find another woman like Shayla. I mean, let’s be honest. Look at the men around here. Who do you think Shayla would rather have?”

I rubbed the stubble on my chin. “I suppose you’re right. Just gotta be patient. Maybe I’ll get lucky and he’ll fall off a cliff or something and she’ll be free.”

Jacob laughed. “Like I said, don’t jerk your pecker off worrying about it. I’m gonna get some sleep, son. I suggest you do the same.”

I remained on the front steps to my building for a few minutes, just watching Shayla. She shot me a few glances, and once she finished with gardening she walked over to me. Her hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, emphasizing her lack of human ears. I found it fascinating. I watched hungrily as the muscles flexed in her perfect thighs with each step. Her hips gently swayed, and her shirt was just slightly snug over her large breasts.

“You stare a lot for someone that doesn’t know how to fight that well,” she said, stopping in front of me and placing her hands on her hips.

“It’s hard not to,” I said, forcing myself to look at her eyes instead of anywhere else. “You’re just so damn beautiful.” I wasn’t even going to hide it anymore. I wanted her, plain and simple.

“Be careful, or I’ll start thinking you like me,” she said with a smirk.

“I do,” I said with a shrug. “I do, and I think we’d be happy together. It’s unfortunate that you’re promised to someone else, because I know I would treat you better.”

“You don’t even know him,” she said.

“Doesn’t matter,” I replied. “I’d treat you better than anyone else, it’s as simple as that. Sorry if I’m making things weird between us. I’m just trying to be open about how I feel.”

She watched me for a moment, studying my face. “You’re serious, aren’t you? You aren’t just flirting.”

“Serious as can be,” I said. “And with this world being as crazy as it is, I decided to just come out and be open with you.”

She crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “I’d kiss you but too many people would see.”

“Maybe we can go scavenging again tomorrow,” I said, wiggling my eyebrows.

She laughed. “You’re a dangerous one. Listen, I like you as well, Mark. You need to be careful, though. If the mayor catches wind of this, he won’t be nice about it. I don’t think his son will care too much, but the mayor will have the constable take care of things. And you don’t want that.”

“I suppose I’ll just have you in my dreams, then,” I said with a grin.

She reached out as if to touch my face, then stopped short. She glanced around us for a moment, biting her lip, then hurried away.

“I suppose these things are never simple,” I said to myself.

But, Jacob was right. I was young, educated, and in good health. Once I showed my full capability, women would be lining up to marry me. I’d probably wind up with four wives. That thought helped me sleep much better that night.

The next morning started out just like any other. I woke up shortly after the sunrise, brushed my teeth, and took care of my morning cleanings. I was walking back to my room to grab my stuff, and I thought that I’d try to spend some time with Shayla that day. I was still convinced I could somehow win her over.

As soon as I put my hand on my doorknob, a loud bell began clanging. Shouting voices followed it, along with a handful of gunshots.

“Ah, shit,” I said, rushing into my room. My bandolier still had plenty of rounds in it, so I slipped that over my shoulder, then grabbed my pistol. My machete went on my belt, just in case. I had spent some time on it the night before, so it had a razor’s edge, now.

Gunshots still rang out as I left my room, though not as many as the initial burst. When I got outside I saw people scrambling, most moving inside buildings. Men atop the settlement wall knelt behind crenelations and held their guns ready. A few of them fired, but their shots were mostly followed by loud curses.

“What’s going on?” I called out. No one answered me. In the distance I saw Jacob rush toward the wall, rifle in hand. I decided to follow.

He ran up a set of stairs and got on top of the wall, then dropped to his knees. I arrived there only a moment later so I could ask him what was happening, but I saw it immediately. I knelt next to him as I watched.

A steel monstrosity slowly but steadily approached our main gate. It looked to have been pieced together out of several cars and sheathed in layers of hoods, providing armor. Clearly the motors no longer worked, which meant men were pushing it.

It was an armored battering ram. With just a bit of momentum, that thing would make short work of the main gate.

“Can’t tell who it is,” Jacob muttered, setting his rifle atop a crenelation. “Drowned Men are too stupid and angry. Probably the Druids. They’re the real threat around here. Their leader is a smart one, thinks he can conquer everything.” He looked down his sights for a moment, then grumbled that he didn’t have a clean shot.

I immediately saw the problem. The armored battering ram protected the men within from any attacks that came from the front or sides. Someone had to get behind them in order to shoot them. None of the men atop the wall looked like they wanted to go anywhere. Couldn’t say I blamed them; the guys pushing that battering ram were likely armed as well.

“Someone’s gotta do something,” I said.

Jacob kept staring down the sights of his rifle. “And someone will. Many someones. The moment one of those cunts shows their face, it’s getting shot off. Our gate is strong, boy. We’re gonna be fine.”

But every time someone fired at the battering ram, the bullet did nothing. I saw a bit of movement and a few seconds later a gunshot came from the ram. One of the men atop of the wall fell back, screaming and clutching his neck.

“Get him to the healer!” someone shouted.

I looked to my left and right. No one moved. I felt like a sitting duck.

“Fuck this,” I said, hurrying to my right. Jacob cursed behind me, but I ignored him.

I ran past a dozen kneeling, armed men, all the way to the corner of the wall. That was enough distance to keep me safe, so I slid my legs between the crenelations and dropped to the broken ground surrounding.

I hurried away from Haven, ignoring all the people suddenly shouting at me. Why the fuck were they pissed? I was the only one brave enough to do anything. I wanted to call every one of them a goddamn coward. I wasn’t even a fighter and I was the only one willing to do this.

The rowhomes had been leveled all around Haven so no one could hide right by our settlement. That meant I had to sprint across a few hundred feet of broken ground and rubble, hoping none of the assholes in that battering ram had scopes.

I finally found myself approaching the nearest rowhomes. I slipped down a narrow alley that separated two groups of homes—really, the gap was only about two feet wide and littered with eighty years of trash and rubble. I climbed over roof tiles and bricks, then finally found myself at the next street.

Looking to my left, I saw that I was just in time. The battering ram looked to be thirty feet long, pushed forward by roughly a dozen men. From the side I couldn’t see much more than their feet, but I could tell the back of the ram was completely open.

I stayed next to the rear of the rowhomes, hurrying toward them. My pistol had a round chambered and I was ready to use it, but I was also very much aware that it was a single-shot firearm. It was going to be a tough fight.

I was also aware that if I saved Haven, I might be able to use that to my advantage and keep Shayla for myself. That thought alone drove me to do a number of incredibly stupid things.

I entered the final rowhome and looked through a side window as they passed. They were too focused on pushing that massive thing forward to see the single guy watching them from a small window.

But I could see them, plain as day.

I took quick aim and pulled the trigger. The rearmost man in the battering ram shouted as he fell to the broken pavement. I pulled back from the window so no one could see me and quickly reloaded. If anyone was watching, they’d see me. I had to be quick.

I leaned out and fired again, taking another man in the side, just above the hip. Adrenaline surged in my veins, so much that I never even processed that I was single-handedly slaughtering a dozen men. That thought never even entered my mind.

“Window on the left!” one of the men shouted. “Someone kill that fucker!”

“On it!” a man yelled. The sound of running footsteps followed.

I let my pistol hang from its sling and drew my machete. As sharp as it was, I was confident that thing would get the job done. I raised it overhead and leaned against the wall next to the window, waiting for the right moment.

“Get ready to get fucked by a gun!” the man shouted as he grabbed onto the windowsill and pulled himself into the room. He had a revolver in one hand.

At least, he tried.

To his credit, he was damn fast. Had I not been waiting for this exact thing, he probably would have startled me and maybe killed me.

Instead, I brought my machete down with all my might just as his head came through the window. I didn’t cut all the way through the back of his neck, but it was close. He immediately went limp and fell back outside, slopping brains on the sill in the process. His heavy revolver dropped into the room, though. Shouts followed.

I took a deep breath and raised my pistol, keeping my eyes on the sights, and slowly angled myself through the window. Brains and gore were everywhere, so I was careful not to touch anything. I didn’t have any tactical training; this just seemed like the clear and obvious way to do it.

As soon as I saw the first man, I pulled the trigger. He was charging the window, either trying to help his fallen comrade or avenge him. My slug took him in the center of the chest, dropping him like a stone.

I turned and ran through the rowhome, aiming for the stairs. They still looked usable, so I silently prayed for a lack of rotten wood as I ran up to the second floor. The building was completely trashed, but I managed to climb over piles of garbage and moldy drywall and found another side window.

One of the men at the rear of the battering ram now walked backward with a rifle in hand. His barrel was trained on that first-floor window I had been using. I took careful aim and sent a slug through the top of his head, then quickly reloaded. After that, I hurried back to the stairs, keeping my pistol ready in front of me.

No one entered the rowhome, which was a relief. I carefully made my way down the stairs and grabbed the revolver that had been dropped. It took me a moment to figure it out, but I pushed the cylinder to the side and saw it was fully loaded. Good. I thumbed the hammer back and turned the safety off. It was a big thing, heavy duty-feeling.

Both of those windows were probably being watched, so I crept through the first floor of the rowhome, exited the back door, then moved to the corner. Time to see how good I was with a gun.

I rested the barrel of the revolver against the corner of the brick building and slowly rotated myself until I saw the rear of the battering ram. It was still moving, although now a few bodies littered the street. Another man held a rifle in the back of the ram, watching for me. He moved as soon as he saw me.

I shot him first.

Damn thing kicked like a mule. I pulled back the hammer and shot the next man, then a third. The battering ram came to a halt as men scrambled to protect themselves. One of them grabbed one of the wounded and used him as a shield.

They were far enough away that shots were difficult, so I aimed carefully and emptied the revolver. It was enough to stop the advance, but now I was in a gunfight with a bunch of armed psychos. I leaned against the back of the rowhome and tried to think of a plan.

A crashing sound came from that direction, followed by screams. I peeked around the corner and saw that fire had engulfed the battering ram. Another man from atop the wall lobbed a molotov cocktail, which also struck the ram. Fire was everywhere, and quickly spreading. Some of the men tried their luck, running away. Every one of them was shot.

The attack was over.
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Iwaited a moment, then stuffed the revolver behind my belt and slung my homemade pistol. After that, I moved from behind the rowhome and checked the nearest bodies. The man that had been carrying the pistol had some extra rounds in his pockets, so I took those. Aside from that, mostly just junk. His clothes might have been usable after a good washing, but I wasn’t about to strip a dead guy naked in the street. As I stood, I kept my hands up so no one would think I was one of them.

Some of the men atop the wall had their guns trained on me, but fortunately no one fired. Assholes. I walked up to another man I had shot and grabbed his rifle. It was a decent thing, like an old hunting rifle with a scope. He had a few rounds in his pocket as well.

“Bad way to go,” I said, walking in a wide circle around the battering ram. It had, indeed, been made from cobbled-together car parts. Well, it was a good design except for the whole getting-shot-from-behind thing.

I approached Haven with a grin on my face. Surely I could use this as a reason to marry Shayla.

But as I drew closer, only frowns greeted me. A tall man with long, gray mustaches and a golden badge on his chest stood up from the wall, watching me with hard eyes.

“Looks like we’re safe now,” I called out as I walked up to the gate.

“Are you fucking stupid or something?” someone said in reply. Not exactly what I had been expecting.

“Are you gonna let me in?” I asked. No one said anything. “Hey, guys?”

“Let him in,” the constable said after a moment.

Great. I had saved everyone, but now had to deal with people being shitty. Not exactly how I had expected things to go.

The gate finally began swinging outward, just enough for me to slip through. As soon as I entered Haven, the mayor walked up, shaking his hands to emphasize his words.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” he demanded. “We have a plan, new guy. A solid plan that works every time. We do not deviate from the plan. Is that simple enough for you to understand?”

“Tell that to the settler that got shot in the neck,” I said angrily. “Look, I’m not expecting a hero’s welcome or anything, but I just went out there and killed half of those fucking guys myself, since no one else wanted to do anything. I don’t really get why you’re being a dick to me all of a sudden.”

“We have a plan!” Mayor Cameron shouted. “As soon as they get close, we set them on fire.”

“Well, maybe someone should have told me that plan,” I said back.

The constable walked up, his face a mask of stern disapproval.

“I’ll let you handle this, Michael,” the mayor said. “This guy clearly intends to be a problem. He barely even contributes.”

“Uh, excuse me,” I said. “Shayla and I went up to the hospital yesterday and found tons of useful stuff. We were planning on going back again and again until that place is picked clean.”

The mayor’s eyes narrowed. “You trying to interfere with my family plans, boy?”

“What the fuck? No. I’m trying to help. I mean, you guys keep searching west when you should be going north. You just need a new direction.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” the mayor roared. “So, you think you can take my place? Is that what this is, a coup? Messing with my son’s girl and taking my job?”

Why was this guy so fucking unhinged? I didn’t understand it. Everyone seemed pissed at me for shooting all those attackers.

“Deal with him, Michael,” the mayor said, his face dark with anger. “If I have to talk to him any longer I’m going to wind up doing something that I’ll enjoy far too much.”

Constable Michael stepped up to me, frowning but silent. He wore a long, dark jacket with a golden badge on his chest. A revolver was stuffed behind his belt.

“You haven’t been here long and you’re already stirring the pot,” he said to me in a calm voice that suggested he was holding in his anger.

I threw my hands up. “What is wrong with you people? I just went out there and killed a bunch of psychos and probably helped save some lives. You guys are looking in the wrong direction for important shit, but I feel like me saying that was worse than kicking a puppy.”

“And now you’re interfering with the mayor’s family,” Michael said calmly.

I sighed. “What the fuck are you even talking about?”

“You watch your goddamn mouth, boy,” he growled.

“Okay, do you not see the hypocrisy in that sentence? Seriously, dude.” I saw Shayla slowly walk up, her face filled with worry. She shook her head, just slightly, as if telling me to shut my mouth.

“So, you’re saying you have zero interest in the catgirl?” Constable Michael asked.

I glared at him. “Okay, first off, that’s fucking rude to call her that. And second….” I looked past his left arm and locked eyes with Shayla. Moment of truth, Mark. How big are your balls?

I took a deep breath. “Yeah, I like Shayla. A lot. A man would have to be stupid not to. I understand she’s promised to the mayor’s son. I would love to talk to him about that. I’m willing to serve Haven to earn her hand. Whatever it takes.” Shayla’s eyes widened.

Michael suddenly straightened up. “You are being charged with some serious crimes here, boy. You don’t just mess with a man’s family. And as the mayor told you, we had a plan. You went out and fucked that up and could have gotten killed. We don’t have enough people here that you can just go pretend to be a hero. If you get shot, that’s one less worker.”

I just stared at him incredulously. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

“How do you plead, boy?” he asked.

“Plead to what?” I replied. “What crimes am I being charged with?”

He brushed one side of his jacket back and rested his hand on the grip of his pistol. “I asked you a question. How do you plead?”

“I can’t fucking plead if you haven’t told me the charges, you goddamn shit-filled cunt!” I yelled.

“Disrespecting me,” he said, tapping himself in the chest with a thumb. “We’ll add that to the list. You disrespected the law, boy. Interfering with family planning, with the future of Haven. Ignoring our plan and thinking you can do all this yourself. And it seems you might want to push the mayor out of his seat and take his place, is that right?”

“Fucking no!” I yelled. “Stop making all this shit up because you have a grudge! Are you even capable of making any fucking sense?”

“How do you plead?” His hand remained on the grip of his revolver.

The situation was so unbelievably ridiculous I couldn’t wrap my head around it. I was seeing red, which was never good. I wasn’t even a fighter and I wanted to punch that goddamn constable right in his stupid mustache.

“Not guilty,” I said. I should have left it at that, but my big ol’ mouth got the better of me. “I’d also like to raise a public vote. Who thinks we need a new constable? Someone that’s actually fair and honest instead of this insufferable blowhard?”

Everyone within earshot suddenly looked incredibly nervous. Several people turned and walked away. I caught Jacob’s eyes, and he mouthed the word ‘stop.’

Constable Michael suddenly grinned. “You think we vote around here? You think this is a democracy? The mayor makes the rules. I enforce them how I see fit. That is how things run, and you will not change it.”

“Sounds like a shitty system,” I muttered.

He took a step closer to me. “You want to know something? You’re too much of a free-thinker. Not willing to fall in line, like the rest. We don’t need heroes here, boy. We need people that obey orders, so everyone survives. And you’re jeopardizing that.”

I opened my mouth to tell him to eat shit, but he took a step back and cleared his throat. “I take these crimes seriously, but from what I understand you had a good haul yesterday. If you can crawl to the healer, you will be allowed healing. Otherwise, the punishment is death.”

So, that was it? I was going to be killed, with no say in things? My temper flared, and I wanted to lash out at this guy. I wasn’t going to just go down silently.

I spat on the ground. “That’s for you,” I said to him. “Your mother should have swallowed you.” I looked past his arm to Shayla, who shook with fear. “I’ll find you, Shayla. In this life or the next.”

“Is that all?” Constable Michael asked in an overly patient voice.

“Hold on,” I said, rubbing my chin. “Are you doing this to compensate for a lack of manhood or something? Mister Micropenis threatens people with a gun and a badge because the reality is that he’s a fucking coward? Sounds like it to me. But everyone within earshot knows you’re charging me with bullshit crimes, and that you’re as corrupt as can be.”

He raised an eyebrow at me. “Are you finally done?”

“I’m done. Oh, wait.” I looked over at Shayla and met her eyes. “You’re amazing and I’ll treat you better than that asshole’s son. Don’t marry into that family. You see what they’re like now.”

The constable was beginning to look impatient. Good. He opened his mouth to ask me again, and I cut him off.

“Fuck your mother. Okay, I think I’m done now.”

He took a deep, calming breath, then opened his mouth again. And as you would guess, I was there.

“How is the mayor at sucking dick?” I asked. “Sorry, I assumed you would know better than anyone. Oh wait, it’s you that does all the chugging, isn’t it?” At that point, my only goal was to piss him off. I knew I was dead.

With no further warning, he pulled out his revolver and shot me point-blank in the stomach.
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Ihad a sudden flashback to nearly every action movie from the nineteen-eighties, where the hero always takes a bullet or knife wound and fights through the pain to kill the bad guy.

Nah, that shit wasn’t happening.

The impact felt like a baseball bat. Searing pain flashed in my stomach, like the sun had somehow been stuffed inside my guts.

I blinked at all the bright lights and realized I was lying on my back. The entire compound had gone deathly silent, with the exception of one woman screaming. My head rolled to the side and I saw it was Shayla. She screamed again and ran to me, but the constable got in the way and backhanded her. She fell to the ground, clutching her face and glaring at him with tear-filled eyes.

“You stay the fuck away from him if you know what’s good for you,” Michael growled. “You’ve done nothing but cause problems around here, and if it wasn’t for your ability to have children, I would have shot you years ago.”

Shayla glared at him, hand on her cheek where he had struck her. Her eyes fell to me. I was delusional with pain, so of course I did the first thing that came to mind: I winked at her and made a kissy face. Then I jerked my head to the side, as if I was telling her to run away.

She glared at the constable again, then pushed herself to her feet and hurried away.

“Don’t even think of revenge,” Michael said, turning back to me. “First off, you haven’t got the spine for it. Second, you’ll lose. I ain’t even gonna take your guns; you need ‘em to keep working around here. If you survive, that is.” He stepped up to me, looming over me. “But we both know the truth. You’re too weak.”

I wanted to admit that he was right. I could feel my life leaking out of my stomach, and I didn’t have the strength to stop it. More than anything in the world, I wanted to close my eyes and just fall asleep. It would be so peaceful. No more nuclear wasteland. No more Green Men. No more scavenging to stay alive.

But also, no more Shayla.

More importantly, I had watched Commando at least a hundred times growing up. I knew the hero didn’t give up, no matter how bad things got. And he never, ever gave up on the girl. No, he kept moving and tossed out a catchphrase, as a proper hero always should.

The second I moved it felt like all the pain in the world had been concentrated and poured into my bloodstream. I didn’t think it was possible to hurt that badly. My stomach muscles didn’t work correctly, as they had a hole the size of a golf ball in them. I pushed on the ground to raise myself, then after a moment pushed the barrel of my gun against the hard-packed soil and went to a knee.

Holy shit, it was awful. Why was I doing this? Sigh.

With a grunt of effort, I stood up and faced Constable Michael. We calmly met each other’s eyes, and he didn’t even flinch when I raised my pistol and scratched my head with it. His revolver was still in his hand, held by his side. I relaxed my arm and my pistol hung from its shoulder sling with my hand still on it.

The constable glanced down at my stomach. “You’re bleeding, boy. If you want any chance at surviving, you might want to make your way to the healer’s house. You won’t survive a second shot, and I’m ready to give it.”

“I’ve had wings spicier than your bullets,” I told him. “I’ll go there in a minute. But first, I’m charging you with assault. You see, I watched you slap Shayla just a moment ago. Her only crime was coming to check on me.”

“She belongs to the mayor’s son,” Michael growled.

I shook my head, just slightly. “That’s where you’re wrong, asshole. Women aren’t property.” I struggled to stay on my feet. My strength was quickly waning. Even just talking felt like it was draining the life out of me.

“They are what I say they are,” Michael said firmly.

“It’ll be hard to fuck all these people over when you don’t have a dick,” I said calmly. Adrenaline flowed in my veins, numbing my pain. My temper began to flare again.

“What the fuck are you—” the constable began, but he never got a chance to finish.

When I had slung my pistol from my shoulder, I had casually pointed the barrel at him. Sure, it looked like my hand was just resting on the weapon, and to be honest it partially was. I slid my finger around and pulled the trigger, shooting him right between the legs.

The constable shouted in pain and doubled over. I dropped my hand from my pistol and yanked my machete from my belt, then swung it two-handed at his firing arm. I didn’t fully sever his forearm, but I definitely rendered it useless and caused him to drop his revolver. He staggered to his knees and I let go of the machete. That swing had taken too much out of me.

I dropped to a knee as well, and picked up his revolver. I was still right in front of him.

“You really think you can get away with that?” he asked me.

I thumbed back the hammer and put the tip of the barrel against his head. “You know I did nothing wrong. The only problem here is you. You and the mayor.”

“Do it,” he said, pushing his head against the barrel. “I fucking dare you!”

I sighed. “You’re barely worth a bullet. Definitely not worth two.”

“I knew it,” he growled. “You fucking coward. Drop the gun before a dozen men all shoot you.”

I raised my voice as much as my gut wound would allow. “If anyone has a problem with this, I’ll shoot you just the same.” Several armed men were watching us. Every one of them took a step back.

Michael’s eyes narrowed at me as he clutched his ruined arm. From behind him, I saw Shayla approaching. In the distance, I heard the mayor shouting angrily.

Time to get my point across.

“Give me back my gun and maybe you’ll be allowed to live, minus a hand,” Michael said.

“Oh, you want this?” I asked, pulling back his revolver. “Sure thing.”

He gave me a smug little sneer right as I rammed the barrel into his mouth, shattering his teeth in the process. I grabbed his hair with my other hand and forced the barrel into the back of his throat while he struggled against me and gagged.

“You get the bullets first, though,” I said, and pulled the trigger. The shot echoed across the otherwise silent compound. No one moved.

His body spasmed, so I thumbed back the hammer and pulled the trigger again, leaving a gaping hole in the back of his neck.

“Mark!” Shayla yelled as she rushed up to me. A bruise was already forming on her cheek.

I tore the revolver from the constable’s mouth as his body fell to the ground. He twitched a few times, still not entirely dead. I leaned down and looked him in the eye.

“You fucked with my woman. Be glad I didn’t do worse.”

“Enough!” Shayla said, taking me by the arm. She helped me to my feet and rushed me across Haven, toward the healer’s shack. Every step was agony.

“Take this,” I said, pushing the bloody revolver into her hands.

“Gross,” she said, wrinkling her nose. But she took it and looked all around her.

I pulled my new revolver from behind my belt and fished a few rounds out of my pocket. Once I had it loaded I pulled the hammer back and kept my eyes on everyone. One man atop the wall slowly raised his rifle and I aimed the pistol right at him.

“I fucking dare you,” I growled at him, spitting a mouthful of blood onto the ground. He lowered his rifle and raised both hands.

“Oh, enough already,” Shayla muttered, pulling me along.

Crossing Haven was the longest thirty seconds of my life. I could still hear the mayor shouting behind me and I knew it was only a matter of time until he sent someone after me. Pain flooded my body and every part of me was weak. The moment we got to the healer’s house, Shayla pounded on the door.

“Yeah yeah, I’m coming,” Jenna said, but Shayla kept knocking. “I said I’m coming, stop it!”

She yanked the door open, looking thoroughly annoyed, but stopped in her tracks when she saw us. She immediately dropped to her knees in front of me to inspect my wound.

“Oh, this is bad,” she said. “Was this from the gunshots I just heard?”

“Yeah,” I said, wincing at the pain.

“No talking from you,” Jenna said to me. “Shayla, you answer.”

“Constable shot him,” Shayla replied. “He didn’t do anything wrong, mind you, but the constable shot him anyway. You know how he is.”

“Sounds about right,” Jenna said under her breath. “That man is a problem, and I wish someone would—”

“I killed him,” I said, cutting her off.

Jenna’s eyes widened.

“He also hit Shayla. Can you heal her?” I asked.

“Oh, you stupid man,” Jenna said, though I didn’t detect any anger in her voice.

She laid her hands on my stomach, ignoring the blood, and they glowed softly. I sucked in air between my teeth as my guts moved and healed themselves. It truly was a horrible feeling. After that, Jenna stood and took a look at Shayla’s face, then healed the bruising as well. She fetched a nearby towel and began cleaning her hands off.

“Those men don’t treat you right,” Jenna said in her typical grumpy voice. “Who gives a shit if you got cat ears and a tail. There ain’t no call to treat you the way they do. Now, this dumbass in front of me just asked me to heal your bruise before his gunshot wound. Something to think about.”

I pushed myself to my feet, still feeling incredibly weak. I had a feeling the weakness would remain until I got some rest.

“Make sure you eat plenty,” Jenna said.

I reached out and hugged her, ignoring her protests. “You saved my life. Thank you, Jenna.”

“You’re dirty!” she said, pushing me back. She looked down at her dress and sighed, but smiled at me. “That wasn’t easy, healing you. Try to stay alive, okay? I don’t want all that hard work going to waste.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said.

“Do you really think you can go out there?” Shayla said.

I frowned. She had a point.

“We need to try,” I said. “Get our stuff and go.”

“What is out there that you need so badly?” Shayla asked. “What is worth more than your life?”

I shrugged. “Ammo.”

Surprising me, she laughed. “Fair enough. Please tell me you have a plan.”

I nodded. “You and I are getting some supplies and leaving this place. We’re heading north to start our own settlement, which will be infinitely better than this place.”

“Bold,” Jenna said.

I turned to the healer. “If you need a new home, come north to Lake Roland. There’s plenty up there. A stream runs off the dam, called Jones Falls. We’ll be there.”

She pursed her lips and nodded. “Thank you.”

“Ready?” I asked Shayla.

She gave me an uneasy smile. “I suppose I don’t have much choice.”

“Maybe not, but you’re making the right one,” Jenna said.

I leaned forward and kissed Jenna on the cheek. She gasped.

“Thanks for taking my side,” I told her with a wink. Shayla laughed again.

Together, we raised our pistols and went back outside.
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Iwasn’t sure what to expect, to be honest. I secretly hoped that everyone would be so shocked at what they just saw that we’d be able to pass through while they came to their senses.

Well, I was half right.

People very clearly avoided looking at us as we crossed Haven with raised pistols. I pulled Shayla over toward the apple tree and picked a few, then we continued.

“Apples?” she asked me.

“Hey, I love apples,” I replied. “Plus, I want the seeds. We’re starting over, remember.”

“Yeah,” she said with a sigh.

By the time we made it halfway across the compound, I began to think everything was going to be alright. We were going to escape this horrible situation. I eyed a few men atop the wall and kept my pistol trained on them. Most of them glared at me, but no one made any sudden moves.

“There he is!” the mayor’s voice shouted.

“Ah, fuck,” I said, and we stopped.

The mayor approached us with four other men flanking him, all armed. They were mean looking fellows, the kind used to a hard day of work and a shot of whiskey and a fistfight at the end. We pointed our revolvers at them and they raised their guns at us in return.

“Give me the woman and I’ll let you walk out of here with your life,” Mayor Cameron said. He shook with anger and for a moment I feared he was just going to shoot me anyway.

“Not gonna happen,” I said calmly.

“We outnumber you,” the mayor said smugly. “You know you can’t get out, right?”

“Yeah,” I said. “And you guys might kill us, but we’ll take half of you with us. Hey douchebags, are you willing to die for that guy? Pretty sure the feeling isn’t mutual.” I saw a bit of doubt flash across their faces.

“I’m sorry, Caleb. I have no interest in you,” Shayla said.

One man, a large guy with a beard standing at the end of the line, nodded and spoke in a calm voice. “I know. You’re still mine, though; that was the deal. I’ll be good to you.”

Shayla scowled. “So now you’re just as evil as your father.”

Caleb shrugged. “Where else am I going to find a wife as beautiful as you? I want strong children. You make that a possibility.”

“Until I shoot you in your sleep,” Shayla growled.

“Then we cut your hands off,” the mayor said. “You don’t need hands to push out babies. Feet, either.”

“How can you treat people this way?” I asked.

“Survival,” the mayor said. “And don’t you fucking forget it. Survival is the only thing that matters. Not you, not the stupid catgirl. Survival of Haven, the greater good. That’s it.”

I saw a flash of movement from behind them, and began to lower my pistol slightly. “How about we all just relax? Maybe we can talk about this.”

“No need to cut anything off, jerk,” Shayla said. “Like he said, let’s just talk.”

“It’s easier if you don’t fight back,” Caleb said, giving her a look of sympathy.

“Yeah, but then what good are you?” Jacob asked as he shot Caleb in the back of the head. He raised his other hand and shot the mayor in the head as well. Before anyone could react he had grabbed a third man by the hair and rather forcefully rammed the barrel of his revolver squarely in the man’s ass. The man screamed in terror.

Jacob faced them all calmly. “How about you silly cunts drop those guns before I show you what he had to eat for breakfast?”

“Fuck, he’ll do it!” said the man with the gun barrel in his ass. He sounded absolutely terrified, and rightfully so. “You know who he is, drop your fucking guns, guys!”

The remaining three men slowly lowered their guns and stood there for a moment, looks of weary resignation on their faces. They knew they were in a bad place.

“Very good,” Jacob said, and pulled the trigger anyway.

The man’s lower stomach exploded, showering the other men in gore. Jacob raised both revolvers and shot each of them before they could react. Son of a bitch was like some gunslinger from a western movie.

“Jacob the Wicked,” I whispered.

Shayla ran forward and threw her arms around Jacob, nearly sobbing with relief. “Thank you so much, Jacob.”

“Careful there, young lady,” Jacob said, gently stepping out of her embrace. “I just saw your man born again in blood. I know I’m about as handsome as a man can get, so I don’t want him to think you’re getting sweet on me.” He looked over at me and winked.

All three of us laughed. After such an intense few minutes, it felt good to laugh at a stupid joke.

“Come on,” he said, gesturing with his pistol. “Get their ammo, then let’s grab our shit and go.”

We rifled through their pockets and took all the spare ammunition we found, then followed him. He walked calmly toward our barracks, not even bothering to check around him but with his revolvers still in hand. No one would look at him. They were too afraid.

“Come on,” Jacob said, hopping up the stairs. “You too, Shayla. We ain’t leaving you alone for a moment during this.”

We followed him and stopped in front of my door. I knew what to do. I threw the door open and went inside, grabbing my bandolier and filling it with all the ammo I had. I made sure to sling the flaming sword across my back, then grabbed a large canvas sack to carry all my stuff. After a moment I grabbed my blanket and pillow and stuffed them into the sack, then left my room.

“Took you long enough,” Jacob said, but he smiled.

We followed him up a floor to his room and waited while he opened his footlocker. Damn thing was filled with guns and ammo.

“Let me see that new revolver of yours,” he said, reaching behind him without looking.

I set the constable’s pistol in his hand. He took one look at it, grunted, then handed it back. “Constable had a .357, I already knew that. I meant the other one.”

Shayla passed him her pistol. Jacob examined it for a moment, then whistled. He turned back and looked at me, then Shayla.

“You got yourself a .44 magnum, honey,” he said, handing her the pistol.

Shayla looked down at the large revolver as if seeing it for the first time. “Oh, wow,” she said.

“Wait, isn’t that what you found the other day?” I asked.

“Nah, that was a .357 as well,,” he replied. “I think. Ah, I have so many guns I don’t even remember which one you’re talking about. But right now I have one of each, so we’re all using similar ammo. Open your bandolier.”

I pulled it open and he dumped two boxes of ammo into it, then grabbed a rifle with a large scope and slung it across his shoulder. Surprising me, he pulled out a heavy, framed backpack and filled it with clothes, sheets, his pillow, and three water skins.

“Where did that thing come from?” I asked.

“Some apartment,” he said, patting the frame of the black backpack. “I don’t take it scavenging because one of the straps squeaks a bit. Might give me away.” He pushed his arms through the straps, then grabbed a heavy leather belt and fastened it around his waist. It had two holsters, one on each side. “Alright, I’m ready. I have some loaves of bread, as well. Your turn, Shayla.”

We followed her over to her tiny barracks room. It was the same size as mine, but with more stuff. She had tried to decorate the place, even color-coordinating the pillows and sheets with matching shades of faded blue. I was glad when I saw her take the heavy saute pan we had found the other day.

“I’m ready,” she said after a moment. She sounded nervous.

“Keep your eyes open,” Jacob said.

Together, we walked across Haven and went to the front gate. The man standing there glared at us for a moment, but one look from Jacob got him moving. No one wanted to cross that bearded man.

As soon as the gate was open enough, we passed through. Jacob kept walking, while Shayla and I looked around.

“Hook my elbows and walk backward,” Jacob said without slowing.

We each walked backward, right next to him, and looped our arms through his. That left us with one free arm to keep our pistols trained on anyone that looked like they might try something. Jacob kept walking, ensuring we moved in a straight line.

“Where are you taking us?” I asked.

“Oh, just over here,” Jacob said, pulling us along. “As soon as we get behind this row of homes we’ll turn north, toward where you want to rebuild.”

“Huh?” I asked.

“Shayla has told me all about it,” Jacob said. “We’re heading up to Roland’s Park.”

I grunted, remembering when I had told her I would have chosen that spot to rebuild. Well, I still held that it was a solid idea.

“What’s the fastest way there?” Jacob asked. “You used to live here, after all.”

I thought for a moment. “There’s a few ways to go. We could take Charles Street most of the way there. Hmmm. Honestly, I think if we take 83 north and then take the exit for Falls Road, that’ll be our best bet.”

“So, you wanna break that down so we can follow you?” Jacob asked.

“Keep going west, toward the harbor. We’re going to have to be near Drowned Men territory again. Then President Street north, which turns into a big raised highway.”

He nodded. “I think I know what you’re talking about now.” He pulled us around the corner of some rowhomes and released our arms. “Alright, folks. Get comfortable. We’ve got some walking to do.”
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And walk, we did.

We started our journey by moving through the crumbling ruins of Baltimore, heading west. We’d be approaching Drowned Man territory soon so I knew we had to be careful. At least we had good guns this time.

It made me realize how something as simple as a decent bicycle could completely change things. Yeah, the tires probably wouldn’t last long on these roads, but there was a way around that. Probably involved duct tape, let’s be honest.

We moved quickly down a broken sidewalk, hugging the building next to us to minimize any chances of being seen. Sticking to narrow side streets helped as well.

“Think they’ll come after us?” I asked, glancing over my shoulder. The street was empty behind us.

“Nah,” Jacob said from the front of our line. “Leadership is dead. They’ll start selecting someone else tomorrow, but they ain’t gonna waste their time coming after us. Besides, they don’t know where we’re going.”

“Is that something you’re worried about?” Shayla asked, glancing over her shoulder to give me a nervous smile.

I made sure to look up from her ass when she looked back at me. Yeah, I had been staring at that thing pretty hardcore. Guilty as charged.

“I’m not worried, I’m just trying to plan,” I said.

My hands trembled so I gripped my pistol tightly to hold them still. I had never before been a violent man, and today I had killed half a dozen men myself. My stomach lurched at the memory of how it felt to hack into the constable’s arm with a machete. Time would dampen those feelings, but I just told myself that was the new normal. I was going to have to kill in order to survive.

I watched Shayla for a moment, and not just her exquisite ass, although honestly it was hard to look at anything else. At her blonde hair, pulled into a ponytail. Her strong legs, never slowing. She was a good woman, a damn good woman. She was worth killing for.

“How hard is it to build a wall?” I asked, mostly just thinking out loud.

Jacob barked a laugh. “It ain’t hard, it just takes a lot of work. However much work you think it takes, double it. Then double it again.”

I frowned. Once we found a place to start over, I knew we had to build a defensive perimeter around it. My thought was to use the rubble from nearby houses to build it. That would likely work, but it would take a long time.

I imagined how much a wheelbarrow would hold, then how hard it would be to push it two hundred feet and unload. Wash, rinse, repeat a hundred times. Yeah, Jacob was right. We had our work cut out for us.

Jacob raised a hand and we both stopped and dropped to our knees. We stayed there for a moment, but he finally gestured for us to back up.

“Sniper up ahead,” he said. “We’re taking a different path.”

And just like that, Jacob saved our lives.

We retraced our steps for a block, then turned north and moved to the next street. From there, we continued our journey, heading toward President Street. We took one more detour north, onto Fayette Street, then kept moving west. Jacob was concerned about that sniper, for which I couldn’t blame him.

“Fast movement draws attention, but we need to pick up the pace,” he said.

“Hopefully all this shit doesn’t rattle around too much,” I said, jerking my thumb toward the sack slung across my shoulders.

“Find a way to keep it silent,” he said, stopping at the edge of a building.

It was an old school, a Montessouri school if I remembered correctly. From there, we dashed across a patch of green, then stopped next to the old Phoenix Shot Tower. I opened my mouth to tell them the history of the tower, but Jacob motioned for us to stay silent.

He stared in one direction for a good long while, then slowly dropped to a knee. I was going to ask what he saw when he suddenly holstered his pistol and unslung his scoped rifle.

“You two stay silent back there,” he said.

I didn’t need to be told twice. I stuck my fingers in my ears as he raised the rifle and leaned against the corner of the building. Shaya’s ears flattened against her head.

“Come on, you son of a bitch,” Jacob whispered. A gunshot suddenly rang out, echoing among the buildings. He quickly cycled the bolt and kept watching through the scope. A few seconds later he relaxed.

“We’re good for now,” he said as he slung the rifle over his shoulder. “But we need to move fast. That shot will draw attention, and not the good kind.” He bent down and grabbed the spent rifle casing and stuffed it in his pocket.

I reminded myself that I had been fast in high school, so I knew I had it in me. I just needed some regular exercise and I’d be there again.

Jacob glanced both ways, then set out at a fast jog. Shayla followed, making it look like a lazy stroll, and I brought up the rear. We crossed the street and continued, stepping past a section of sidewalk that read “Jones Falls Trail.”

We turned right and ran north, up President Street. It quickly turned into I-83, a highway that was elevated for much of its length. Fortunately, the green section between the two directions of road was overgrown with wild grass and small trees, which helped provide concealment from that direction.

Driving that exact path had often been a nightmare. Traffic jams at that intersection were the norm, and Baltimoreans—or Baltimorons, as I sometimes called them—weren’t exactly the best drivers.

I remembered hopping onto 83 and it rising up over the city after a matter of seconds. Well, that was in a car. When you’re hoofing it, that took for-fucking-ever.

“Fast walk,” Jacob called out to us, slowing his pace a bit. “I ain’t trying to run you into the ground, Mark, but we do need to move quickly. The elevation here shields us from anyone on the ground, but we’ll be sitting ducks to any snipers waiting on higher floors.” He glanced to his left and scanned the buildings for a moment.

“Alright,” I said between breaths. “Gimme a second and I’ll be good to run again.”

The expressway rose, one inch at a time, as we continued our quick walk. As I looked around, I was intensely aware of just how vulnerable we were to snipers. At least on the ground, we could stick next to buildings to shield us. Up here on the road, we only had a few abandoned cars to duck behind if bullets started flying.

And if that happened, there would be nowhere for us to go.

“Yeah, I’m ready to run again,” I said. The sooner we got out of that area, the better.

Jacob began jogging again, and we followed. We rose above the city and the road began to curve to the right as it passed beneath Orleans Street, which for a brief bit was also an elevated road.

“We should be heading straight north, now,” I said between breaths as we jogged along the road. It made me grateful for my old running shoes.

A massive building on our left was covered with solar panels, making me wish I could get over there somehow. I wasn’t sure how good they would work after eighty years, but it had to be better than nothing.

It was that thought that got my gears really turning. All that thinking helped me forget how damn tired I was, so I welcomed it.

I was planning on going up to Lake Roland, since a good source of fresh water would be the most important thing. But just a few hundred feet down from it, Jones Falls started, a small river that eventually found its way to the harbor. If I could build some kind of waterwheel, we could have electricity. Some of those old mansions probably had solar panels on their roofs, which I hoped would still work. Those would also be good for electricity. If nothing else, maybe I could have some working lights.

“Alright, walk,” Jacob said. He finally sounded a bit out of breath.

My heart was doing its best attempt to pound its way out of my chest, but I didn’t let it show. Shayla didn’t even appear tired. I moved up next to her.

“Are you doing okay?” I asked. “You’ve been quiet.”

“Just a little concerned, I suppose,” she replied. “My whole life just got turned upside down in a matter of minutes. But, you seem confident that we’re going to the best place to rebuild.”

I nodded. “Absolutely. Survivors built Haven where all the people already were, which made it easy. But honestly, they should have taken everyone and marched them to a better location.”

“You try moving a hundred people through this,” Jacob muttered.

“Oh, I get it,” I said.

“How do you know this place?” Shayla asked. “Roland’s Park?”

“Roland Park,” I said, reaching out and taking her hand. She smiled at me. “It was the wealthy part of town back before the war.”

“Were you rich?” Shayla asked. “Jacob, did you hear that? I just bagged me a rich boy.”

I laughed. “Not at all. I had a friend that made a fortune redoing their kitchens and bathrooms. The stuff these rich people would throw away would blow your mind. I used it to renovate my own kitchen and bathroom. So I’m familiar with the area, and I know there’s a big home improvement store about a mile to the west. We’ll be heading there, eventually.”

Shayla nodded. “What are your plans?”

“I’m trying to organize them. Here’s what I’m betting on: rich people like stuff. So when we get there, we’ll find the house that’s in the best shape and make it ours. Then we’ll scavenge the area. Someone is bound to have a gun safe, survivalist gear in their basement, even an old car we can take parts from. And most importantly, tools.”

Jacob nodded. “The right tools will make the job easier, that’s for certain. Let’s stay on this side. Keeps us hidden the most.”

We passed by dozens of abandoned cars on our way north. As we were still in the southern part of the city, many of these cars had the windows blown out. Hell, most of them had skeletons inside them and more than one had burned to the ground.

From my best understanding, at least one bomb had gone off just south of Baltimore, which caused much of the wreckage. That was another one of my reasons for heading north; things wouldn’t be in such bad shape.

I began checking cars as we passed by. Just a quick pat-down of the driver, usually, but I didn’t want to leave any stones unturned.

“What are you looking for?” Shayla asked.

“Baltimore had a lot of gang violence,” I said, reaching inside a Dodge Charger.

Part of the car had burned, although considering what it was I didn’t know if that was from a nuke or because it was a Dodge Charger. Honestly, either one was likely.

I tried not to be squeamish as I pushed the skeletonized driver aside and reached down into the seat. I pulled out something covered in years of grime and sludge, but still immediately recognizable.

“Yep,” I said, holding up the semi-auto pistol. “That’s a Glock.”

“Glock?” Shayla asked.

“It was a company that made guns. I just need to clean this thing off and hopefully it’ll be usable.”

“Toss it in the outer pocket of my backpack,” Jacob said without turning.

I caught up to him and did exactly that, then wiped my hands on the next car. The prison stood on our right, which gave me another idea.

“We need to find a police station,” I said. “They’ll have guns, body armor, all sorts of things that will come in handy if we need to defend our place.”

“Is there one near the place we’re going?” Shayla asked.

“Pretty close, yeah,” I said. “Uhhh, we’ll take the Cold Spring Lane exit. It’s past Druid Lake and Druid Hill park.”

Jacob stopped in his tracks and turned to face me. “No,” he said firmly.

“Why?” I asked. “We’d be hard pressed to find better gear than we would there.”

“Because the Druids live there. That’s where they got their name. No, out of the question. In fact, now I’m wondering if we need to make a change to our path.”

I frowned. “Maybe we can pass through at night. It’ll take us a while to get there anyways.”

“Honestly, the only way I’ll pass through there is at night. You don’t mess with the Druids, son. How close are they to where you want to go?”

“A couple miles, so we’re good,” I said, hoping I remembered things correctly.

Jacob turned and began walking again, but now he watched the buildings around us. “I don’t like this,” he said.

Not too long after that, we came across an old moving truck with melted tires. The rear box had been opened and ransacked ages ago, but it was still intact. Jacob directed us to climb in and rest there for a minute.

“I don’t like walking in the middle of the day, especially on this road,” he said, glancing out the back of the truck. “I’d rather us rest here for a few hours, then start moving again once the sun goes down.”

I nodded. “Sounds like a good idea to me. Besides, I could use a nap.”

Especially after how much adrenaline had been in my veins that day. Plus, being healed from a gunshot wound to the stomach. Yeah, I was exhausted. It was no wonder I was struggling to jog. I pulled the sack off my shoulders and pushed it against the side of the truck, then sat against it.

Shayla sat next to me and leaned her head on my shoulder. I smiled at her and kissed her temple, then closed my eyes. I was asleep in a matter of seconds.
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Iwoke up sometime later and immediately saw the difference. The sun was no longer high overhead, and instead was near enough to the horizon that the stringy clouds began to glow pink.

I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands and sat up. Shayla and Jacob sat on the back edge of the truck with their legs hanging over the edge.

“How long did I sleep?” I asked.

“A good long while,” Jacob said. “She and I both took shifts, napping and watching.”

“Remember, you were healed earlier today,” Shayla explained. “That gunshot wound would have killed you otherwise. It takes a while to fully recover from that, even with magical healing.”

And we didn’t have a healer among us anymore, so we needed to be careful, I reminded myself.

I moved to the rear edge of the box truck and sat next to Shayla. She reached over and took my hand, then smiled at me. Things were going well with her, which made everything feel better.

“I think things are going to be really good,” I said. “And remember, I grabbed a few apples on my way out. So we have plenty of seeds to plant. We’ll have apple trees in the future.”

“Takes more than just apples to survive,” Jacob said.

“I know, but we’re still going to be okay. Where we’re going, things are green. There’s going to be a lake, lots of trees, and I would bet a lot of animals. When we get there, step one is making sure we have a safe place to sleep. Step two is water. Step three is food.”

Jacob nodded. “Can’t disagree with that. How do you expect to build a wall, though?”

“Simple,” I told him. “Much of the soil around here is clay-based. Find some good clay soil and you can use that to hold bricks and stones together. It’ll take us a while, but we’ll have a solid, sturdy wall in no time. We can probably use it for other things as well, like patching houses.”

Jacob nodded for a moment. “I keep trying to poke holes in your plan, but you keep coming up with solutions. You might just be onto something here, boy.” He gave me a grin.

“Well, then let’s get going,” I said. “Because quite frankly, I’m eager to start all of this.”

The three of us hopped out of the back of the box truck and started walking north on the expressway. With the setting sun I definitely felt like less of a target than before, although I had my concerns about certain parts of our journey ahead.

“How often does this road get used?” I asked.

“Not much,” Jacob replied. “Few people are stupid enough to make themselves targets like we are.” He turned and grinned at me.

“Good thing the sun is setting,” I muttered.

“Exactly,” he replied.

“What are the houses like up in Roland’s Park?” Shayla asked.

“Big,” I replied. “They aren’t rowhomes, like these here in the city. Everyone has a front and back yard. There’s space.”

“So we have room for gardening?” she asked.

I nodded. “Lots of room. And we’ll be scavenging the nearby area, which I expect to be fruitful. As I said earlier, rich people like stuff. So when we raid every basement, we should find plenty of useful things. Oh, maybe even some nice wine.”

“Wine?” she asked.

“Yeah, scratch that,” I said. “Wine doesn’t last eighty years. Maybe some good whiskey, though.”

“Now you’re talking,” Jacob said.

“Honestly, we’ll probably find enough to be supplied for life. Whiskey, vodka, all of that. We can use it to sterilize things, too. Maybe we’ll luck out and they’ll have some unfiltered beers and we can get the yeast from them and brew our own.”

“I have some seeds in my backpack,” Shayla said. “It’s not a lot but it can get us started. I made sure to grab them from my room back in Haven.”

I nodded. “We’re going to be just fine.”

Although my feelings of safety and security waned a bit when I remembered that I-83, elevated for much of its length, briefly dropped below a number of major streets. Once the road began to descend, I spoke up.

“Hey guys, we should jog again. Our path is going to take us beneath a few other roads before it rises again.”

“Not the worst idea I’ve heard,” Jacob said, speeding up to a slow jog.

We followed suit, the three of us running together down the wide road. I drew my revolver and held it ready, just in case. Damn thing was heavy, and definitely made it harder to run, though.

“How long can you keep this up?” Jacob asked quietly.

“At this pace, I’m hoping a couple miles. That should be all we need,” I said.

Jacob nodded and kept running.

The road dipped and we passed beneath Guilford. I reached over and nudged Shayla. She looked at me with an eyebrow raised and I pointed up at the old Guilford Avenue Bridge. It was getting dark, but scraps of brightly colored paint still clung to its surface.

“I’ll bet it was beautiful before the war,” she said quietly.

“Yeah,” I told her. “Built in 1895, so it’s around two hundred years old. They repainted it every few years, or at least it seemed that way, and always chose bright colors.”

We continued jogging, passing beneath Calvert Street, and then St. Paul. So many memories came back to me upon seeing those street names. Hopping in a car with some friends and heading south, down to Fell’s Point, to hit one of the dozens of awesome bars and gastropubs there. Driving down to Ram’s Head to see countless concerts. For all that I ragged on Baltimore, I had made some good memories there.

After passing beneath a few more streets, we finally passed North Howard Street. Once we cleared that, the road began to rise again, high enough that we weren’t as much of a target. A few Canadian Geese flew overhead, honking loudly.

We slowed to a walk, catching our breath. Jacob pointed over to his left at a large brick building.

“What’s that?” he asked. “Every time I’ve come through here I’ve wondered. Strange name for a building.”

The Maryland Institute College of Art stood on our left side. Decades of weather and probably a bit of vandalism had destroyed some of the sign, so now it simply said “Mary College Fart.”

“It was an art school,” I said. “Tupac went there.”

I was pleased to see trees on each side of the road. They were tall enough to give us a bit of concealment. It also increased my hope that the area I was taking us would be filled with plant life. Southern Baltimore was a wasteland, but things were in much better shape to the north.

I smiled once we crossed North Avenue. “We’re officially in northern Baltimore, now,” I said. They didn’t fully get it, so I explained. “That road is sort of the boundary that separates the southern and northern parts of the city. It was where all the rich people lived, many years before the war. Then it turned into a slum, filled with drugs and crime. People started working hard to clean things up after a while. I think it could have been something, given another decade.”

“Well, now it just gives supplies to the Druids,” Jacob said. “We’re coming up on their territory. Druid’s Lake is up ahead, on the left. I’d suggest we go back to running once we get there.”

“Yeah, we’ll be doing a lot of running up ahead,” I said quietly. “From what you’ve described of the Druids, I don’t want to be anywhere near them. Sounds like they’ve built their base of operations in Druid Hill Park. We’ll need to keep going past that and take the exit for Fall’s Road.”

“Well, at least the sun is down,” Shayla said.

It was getting quite dark outside, which helped us to remain hidden. The fact that we were going to pass right by a gang of murderous psychopaths made me all the more grateful.

“Do people ever come down to Baltimore?” I asked. “It’s a big city. Good location. Does anyone ever come down from further north, looking for settlements?”

“Sure,” Jacob said with a nod. “And on two occasions they’ve made it to Haven. More have tried. They didn’t make it.”

I was going to ask what happened, but I didn’t really need to. With all the psychos running around the city, it was amazing anyone had managed to survive.

We passed beneath an interchange—a tangled mess of on-ramps, off-ramps, and another road passing over ours—and began jogging again.

“Keep quiet until our exit,” Jacob said in a whisper.

Druid Hill—the actual hill itself—stood on our left. Enough trees and bushes covered it that I wasn’t overly concerned with being spotted. A number of trees rose on our right as well, removing some of the stress from passing through that area. Still, though, I wanted to get the hell out of there.

Someone whistled in the dark. It came from behind us and to our left, which meant Druid Hill.

“Fuck,” Jacob said under his breath. “No more jogging. It’s time to run.”

“Is that—” I began.

“It’s the Druids,” he said. “You and I won’t survive. Shayla will, and she’ll wish she had died.”

A second whistle followed the first, and then a third. We ran as hard as we could, considering the distance we needed to cover. I still held my pistol in hand, which seemed even more important now. My entire arm felt like lead. I finally wisened up and holstered the damn thing. I wasn’t going to be shooting anyone while running.

Ahead of us was a sign announcing the exit for Fall’s Road. Even with most of the paint missing, I still recognized the sign. We were almost there, although I reminded myself we were running, not driving.

My heart thrashed in my chest and my breathing came in wheezing gasps by the time we reached the exit. I had never seen anything so beautiful before in my life. More whistles came from behind us, but they sounded like they were fading in the distance.

“Exit 8A, my fucking savior,” I said as we ran along the off-ramp.

It slowly curved down and away from the main road. By the time our exit took a sharp right, I thought I was going to drop dead. Jacob wouldn’t let us slow down. Well, he knew more than anyone else about just how nasty the gangs were. I somehow found the energy to keep running.

“Here we are,” I said between gasping breaths. Houses began appearing on our right. “Falls Road. We’re going to stay on this for a while.”

Jacob finally slowed our pace to a fast walk. I nearly collapsed from exhaustion after running for so long, but I knew we had to keep moving.

“Holy shit,” I said between breaths. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this tired before.”

“We’ve made it this far,” Shayla said, gently shouldering into me. She wasn’t even tired or out of breath. “Don’t fall over dead just yet, okay? Besides, you and I are a thing, now. I need you to stick around so you can take care of me when I get old and fat.”

I looked around, smiling as I recognized the area. “I used to come through here a lot. I had some friends that lived in this area.” I pointed at a wide driveway on our left. “That was the SPCA. I got my cat spayed there. My parents did the same.”

“You might need to explain that one,” Shayla said, giving me a look.

“Always spay and neuter your pets,” I said. “Well, back then it was good advice. There were a lot of cats and dogs; too many, to be honest. Many of them sat in shelters, like that place, waiting for someone to adopt them. One of the ways to help that situation was to spay or neuter your pet.”

“So they can’t have any babies,” Shayla said, confirming.

“Exactly,” I said. “I realize that’s not the issue anymore. Hell, if there’s any way we can find a stray, I’d love to take it in. It would help keep the place free from rodents and pests.”

“So, you had a cat before the war?” Shayla asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “His name was Ham Slice. Still had a wild streak in him but he spent most of his days asleep on the window sill.”

“So you like cats?” Shayla asked with a hint of a smile.

I looked over at her. “I love ‘em. My favorite animals.”

Ahead of us, Jacob laughed. Shayla reached out and held my hand.

“Now we just stay on this road for a good long time,” I said. “I’m hoping we’ll be there around midnight.” I adjusted the sword on my back and tried to make sure everything was in place and comfortable.

“Alright,” Jacob said. “Let’s get to walking, then.”
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Having grown up in Baltimore, I can admit that I’d experienced a lot of things. Nowhere in those experiences had I ever walked across the entire city. Even just the thought was a bit on the ridiculous side, as that generally involved walking through some of the worst neighborhoods in the country.

But hey, when you just walk on an abandoned highway, it certainly made things easier. Taking 83 for the first half and then switching onto Falls Road made this trip surprisingly easy. I mean, two roads for almost the entirety of our trip. It was nice to just walk, and be able to devote our thoughts to the area surrounding us.

You know, since it was probably filled with people that wanted to kill us.

I saw Jacob unholster a pistol and hold it in his right hand, so I did the same thing. I kept my left hand in Shayla’s. Looking over at her, I saw the slight concern in her eyes. She had seen Jacob do that as well.

“We’re going to be fine,” I said quietly. “We’re past the halfway point. Where we’re going it’s just big houses, trees, and a little river nearby.”

“I’ve never seen a river,” she said, also speaking quietly. “I’ve read about it. Just a long line of water, all moving in the same direction. It sounds fascinating. And the ocean—is it really as big as I’ve read?”

“You haven’t seen the ocean?” I asked, then nearly whacked myself in the head. Of course she hadn’t. How could she? “Have you seen the harbor?”

Shayla nodded. “Once. It’s not safe to go down there.”

“At least you’ve seen a large body of water, though,” I said. “Yeah, just imagine water like that, but as far as you can see. That’s the ocean.”

She shook her head. “It’s hard to imagine something like that. Almost my entire life has been this,” she said, gesturing at the partially collapsed houses around us.

I looked around for a moment, remembering how things used to be. “I would have loved to take you out on a date around here,” I said. “Hampden. Cool neighborhood with lots of neat bars and restaurants. There was a Mexican place called Holy Frijoles that I went to fairly often. Man, it was great.”

Shayla leaned her head on my shoulder for a few steps. “It sounds great. We’ll just have to make everything ourselves.”

I whistled. That was a tall order, although at least tortillas were simple. Basically just flour and water, maybe with a dash of oil. So of course, I needed wheat, I needed to grind the wheat, I needed a source of oil, safe water…. Yeah, this wasn’t going to be easy.

“What all types of seeds did you bring?” I asked.

“A mixture,” Shayla replied. “It’s not much, just a few of everything. Hard to get more, since we use it all for food. Tomatoes, lentils, corn, and I think I have some bits of potato in there. And some wheat.”

“Shayla, I could kiss you,” I said. We were going to be okay, and it was because of her.

“Then why don’t you?” she asked with a smile.

I stopped and leaned over, planting a kiss on her full, perfect lips. I could have stayed there and kissed her for ten minutes straight, but we had to keep moving.

“Those lentils are going to save our asses,” I said. “We won’t be able to have meat all the time. Lentils are healthy and taste decent. Plus, they last a long time. We’ll have to get in the habit of storing food so we can last through the winter.”

Shayla nodded. “We did that back in Haven. Winter was always hard, but some men would take long trips to the north and east, looking for meat. It was a feast whenever they caught anything. Sometimes we’d get lucky and catch some birds.”

Birds. Something clicked in my head when she said that. I had seen geese flying overhead earlier in the day.

“Ever eaten goose?” I asked. Shayla shook her head.

“Damn tasty bird,” Jacob said. “Lots of fat. You can use that to fry other things.”

“I’ll bet we see plenty up near Lake Roland,” I said. “It sucks, because I like geese. They’re charismatic little assholes, and they mate for life. It’s kinda cute. But hey, this is survival.”

“You think it’s cute that they mate for life?” Shayla asked me.

“Of course,” I said. “It’s kinda…romantic. I mean, wild animals usually mate to survive and that’s about it. I think it’s nice that they choose to stay together.”

She bumped her shoulder into mine. “You’re doing a good job convincing me that I made the right choice in deciding to stick with you.”

I sighed. “Yeah, we’re stuck with each other. And I mean that in a good way, of course. But it’s just us and Jacob. We’ll start our own settlement up there by Lake Roland, and live peaceful lives. Maybe we’ll attract some other people down the road and form a little community.”

“That makes sense,” Shayla said. “Hard to rebuild with only three people. Especially since Jacob would probably rather be out scavenging than being a father.”

Jacob barked a laugh. “Love ain’t for me. Tried that once, and we all saw what happened. Nope, I know what I’m good at, and it ain’t love.”

There was a bit to unpack in that statement and I opened my mouth to ask, but he suddenly held up a hand, motioning us to silence. I released Shayla’s hand and we both held our pistols, ready. Jacob had his raised as well.

At another hand signal, we hurried across the road and stuck to the sidewalk. We approached a large camera store—what was left of it, at least—and Jacob thumbed back the hammer on his revolver. As we approached the corner of the building, I finally heard what had alarmed him.

Voices.

“Nah man, I ain’t heard shit. I heard their warning call so I ran out here along with the others, but it’s been dead.”

“Shame,” the other voice replied. “I heard they had a woman with them.”

“Yeah, a catgirl.”

The other man laughed. “Damn, haven’t had me a catgirl in years. They’re the best, you know. Fuck like wild animals.”

“I mean, they basically are.”

Shayla’s face was dark with anger. I reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder to calm her, and she shrugged me off. She looked ready to kill them both herself.

“Well if they are still out here, you noisy cunts are going to scare them away,” a third man said.

Up ahead, Jacob drew his other revolver. I moved up next to him and waited at the corner of the building. The sound of footsteps grew closer. Shayla suddenly knelt next to me, her face as hard as cast iron.

Three men stepped out in front of us, looking rather surprised at what they saw. We didn’t give them time to react.

Jacob shot the first man straight in the face, sending the back half of his head across the road in a splatter. He shot the second man in the side of the head right as I shot him in the chest.

And then, there was Shayla. She shot the third man straight in the dick.

The other two men were dead before they even hit the ground. The third man fell, screaming as he clutched his bleeding fruits. Shayla ran up to him and planted her boot right in his face, shattering teeth.

“You think raping women is funny, you sick fuck?” she asked, kicking him once more in the face. Her face was red with anger.

The man spluttered, trying to fend her off, but she was relentless. Her boot broke out his teeth and flattened his nose. I reached forward to stop her—just kill him and be done with it—but Jacob reached out and stopped me. He shook his head, as if silently telling me to let her have that moment.

“Stop it!” the man shrieked. He reached out, trying to grab Shayla’s foot, and she shot half of his hand off.

“I’ll bet women said exactly that, but you kept going,” she growled at him, bending down. “This world could have recovered if it wasn’t for sick bastards like you that enjoy hurting people.”

“And how are you any better, you stupid whore?” he spat, his voice filled with menace. “You fucking half-animal freakshow!”

Shayla placed her barrel right below his belly button and pulled the trigger. He shouted in pain, clutching at his wounds, and she calmly stood up and watched him the way a person might look at a worm.

“Just fucking kill me already!” he yelled, trying to stop the flow of blood with his destroyed hand.

“I already did. It’ll just take a while,” she said, then spat right in his face. With that, she turned and left, leaving the screaming man to bleed out in the street.

“We need to hurry out of here,” Jacob said, holstering his pistols.

“Yeah, guess I got a little carried away there,” Shayla said, jogging next to him.

“I mean from what I heard him say, it sounded like he deserved it,” I said.

“Those were Druids,” Jacob said, his voice sounding heavy and almost resigned. “They aren’t quite as bad as the Drowned Men, unless you’re a woman. Then they’re much, much worse. Shayla, you did the right thing, far as I’m concerned.”

“Didn’t you tell me they use women as breeding stock?” I asked. “Like, back when we first met.”

“They’ll keep you chained up in a room with a bucket to piss in and let all the men take turns with you until you’re pregnant,” Shayla said, her voice thick with disgust. “Once your baby is a few months old, they’ll take it away and start the process over and over again. That’s how they grow new soldiers for their armies.”

“Jesus, that’s disgusting,” I said. “How can anyone be so blatantly cruel?”

Jacob sighed. “It’s their leader. He ain’t right in the head. He doesn’t feel emotions like you or me. Doesn’t care about anyone at all. All he cares about is gaining power, and he’ll do anything to achieve that goal.”

I reached out and grabbed Shayla’s hand and squeezed it. I wanted her to know that I was there for her. That I would protect her. Those were things that could be said, but it was better to show them. And part of that was letting her shoot a rapist in the dick.

What a wild world I found myself living in.

Falls Road curved slightly to the left after we passed West 40th Street. Considering this had been a popular, busy part of town, it felt absolutely foreign seeing it so desolate now. Roughly half the buildings had collapsed, either from disrepair or from a nuke or a combination of both. I saw plenty of signs that this area had been scavenged, but nothing like downtown. Plenty of buildings were still sealed up and looked relatively untouched.

At least we didn’t see many skeletons lying around. Some of those downtown really creeped me out. Fortunately, the further north we walked, we saw less and less. Nature had reclaimed many of the buildings and we saw signs that travelers did move through the area, but it was quiet. Well, it was also late at night, which accounted for that. But I didn’t see many signs of active civilization.

We walked in relative peace for another hour, just heading north on Falls Road. My steps felt light despite my fatigue. We were going to make it. My crazy plan was going to work.

And then, right before crossing Lake Avenue, we saw light. Specifically, the kind of light that came from a light bulb. And of all places, it came from a Royal Farms, an old convenience store. It still looked largely intact, although the roof looked to have a dozen layers of tarps on it, all held in place by concrete blocks.

“Wasn’t expecting that,” Jacob said.

“Should we investigate?” I asked.

He paused, just staring at the convenience store for a moment. “Maybe. If they have a light on, they have technology we can use. Maybe barter them for something. Of course, if they’re advertising themselves like that, they’re going to be armed. So be careful.”

Shayla looked over at me, her eyes wide. “I didn’t realize anyone else was up here,” she said.

“Well, let’s go find out,” I said with a grin.
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Most of the cars in the parking lot had long since been stripped of anything useful and then hauled out of the way. The large windows of the convenience store had been covered with car hoods, layered to provide protection. Beneath that looked to be layers of wood, making the place a fortress. All except one small window, right next to the door. That one glowed with soft light.

As we approached, I tried to peer inside. Shelves of all kinds, covered with a bit of everything. Pots, pans, chairs, boxes of things. It was like a junk store.

“One way to find out,” I said, and knocked on the door.

The three of us took a couple steps back and waited. A moment later, an older woman walked up to the window with a shotgun in her hands. She wore a thick dress that had seen better days, and her gray hair was pulled back into a neat bun. A man stood behind her with a hunting rifle. Both his hair and beard were black. Both of them gave us hard looks.

“What do you want?” she called out.

“We’re peaceful,” I said, raising both hands. “We just want to see what you have, and ask a few questions about the land north of here.”

“What can you trade?” she asked.

“Guns,” I said, remembering that dirty Glock I had found in a car.

“Just keep your hands where we can see them,” the woman said. There was a loud clunk as she unlatched the door, then pulled it open.

The three of us entered and I found myself amazed. They had clearly been scavenging for years and stacking the shelves with everything valuable they could find. I saw copper pipes and wiring, car batteries, tools, cookware, even piles of clothes that looked mostly usable.

“This is incredible,” I said, looking around. “Are you a store? Like, are you selling this stuff?”

“We trade,” she replied, still eyeing us warily. “Who are you folk? Where are you from, and where are you headed? The man behind her stood there quietly, holding the hunting rifle in his hands. It looked like an old lever-action rifle.

“We’re from Haven, down south,” Jacob said. “I’m Jacob, and this here is Shayla and you’ve already been talking to Mark.”

“Haven?” She sucked on a tooth for a moment. “Haven’t heard much about Haven in years. How are things down there? I guess not that great if you’re leaving.” She barked a laugh. The man behind her snickered. “I’m Ellie. This here is my son, Robert. We just run this place and try to survive. Sometimes we’re lucky and travelers see the light and pass through. Sometimes we’re unlucky and other folks try to get in here. We shoot those on the spot.”

“You won’t get any trouble from us, don’t worry,” I said, making sure I kept my hands away from my pistol. “We left Haven because we didn’t like how they ran things. Honestly, they could be doing a lot better, but they’re resistant to change. So we three are going to start over, a bit north of here, near Lake Roland.”

She nodded. “You could do a lot worse than that. Good water up there. Plenty of animals to eat. We haven’t really started on those houses, on account of them being a bit too far for a safe day trip. But they’re nice. Plenty of them managed to survive the war, probably because they’re just far enough away from things. Everyone focuses on the houses down in the city so much, it seems they've forgotten about places like this.”

“Perfect,” I said, rubbing my hands together. It was late and I was tired, but I was ready to get started.

“We do well here,” she continued. “River across the street. Lots of good houses nearby, an old shopping center right over yonder. We did our best to armor this place up and we’ve been living out our years best as we can.”

I nodded. “Yeah, you could do a lot worse than here.”

“Tell you what,” Ellie said, finally lowering her shotgun. “You keep us in mind once you find your house up there. We got lots of good things to trade, and I imagine those houses will as well. What do you need for now?”

“Do you have a place to sleep for the night?” Shayla asked. Jacob grunted and she turned to him. “We don’t all enjoy sleeping on the ground, Jacob.”

“Fair enough,” he muttered.

“What can you trade?” Ellie asked, but Shayla was already opening her backpack.

“Here,” Shayla said, passing a loaf of crusty bread to the older woman.

Ellie’s eyes widened. “Bread? Oh, this is a real treat. Robert, we’re going to eat well tonight. Go get the fire ready, will you?”

Robert grunted and hurried away.

“My boy doesn’t talk,” Ellie explained. “Druids caught him years ago and pulled out his tongue. I got there just in time and took care of them.” She slapped the barrel of her shotgun for emphasis. “They’re sick bastards, I tell you.”

“We ran into a few of them down south,” I said, trying not to remember the sight of their heads exploding when Jacob shot them.

“I hope you put them down hard,” Ellie said.

“Yes ma’am, we did,” I replied.

“Good. That’s the only way to deal with them. The only thing they respect is a bullet in their mouth,” Ellie said. “We have to worry about them sometimes on account of where we are, but they've learned over the years not to mess with us. We built this place good and strong so they can't shoot through the walls, and whenever we see them we shoot first and ask questions later. But enough of my yappin’. Come, have something to eat with us. A real dinner, like we ain’t had in weeks.”

In short time, we were sitting in mismatched chairs around a table while Ellie filled glasses with a strange, hazy liquid.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“Wine,” she replied. “We got wild grapes growing out back, so I try to make the best of it. It’s not very strong and it’s not very good, but it’s safe to drink.”

“We’re grateful,” I said, raising my glass to her.

I took a sip and smiled. It wasn’t that bad, not at all. Just incredibly weak and watered-down.

“Once we find some stuff, I’ll trade you for some cuttings of those grape vines,” I said.

“Deal,” she told me, raising her drink to mine. We clinked glasses and drank on the promise.

I heard a sizzle and an incredibly familiar smell wafted into the room. But how was Robert sautéing back there? It had to be a pan over an open fire. I could smell wood burning, which confirmed that.

“You have garlic,” I said.

Ellie nodded. “As much as we could ever want. We grow it both indoors and out. Smells a bit strong, but it keeps us healthy and makes all this bland food taste better. We already had some beans prepared from earlier today, so those will cook up in no time. What are you folks doing up so late?”

“Safer to travel at night,” Jacob said.

Ellie nodded. Robert came out and tapped on the counter. Ellie turned to look at him and he held up five fingers. When she nodded, he went back into the kitchen and continued cooking.

“My boy says food will be ready in five minutes. Oh, you folks are in for a treat,” she said with a smile.”

“Do you get many travelers through here?” I asked.

“Enough to stay alive,” Ellie replied. “People do come through here, especially at night. As you said, it’s safer. Plus, they see our light. Sometimes we keep one glowing on top of the whole building, but lately we’ve been trying to keep safe. I ain’t getting any younger, and some of those Druids are getting bolder.”

“Do you think there’s a good way to attract decent people?” I asked. “We’d love to start a community that could grow and prosper.”

“Sure, sure,” Ellie said. “We have a few radios. If you can manage to get electricity, we can get a radio working where you can even talk to other people. We got one here.”

“So you’ve found other people?” I asked, excited.

Ellie nodded. “Yeah, I have. There’s a good community up north, best I can tell. Two or three days to the north. Sometimes a small group of them will come down here to trade with us. It’s always nice to have a bit of company, and they’re generally nice folk. Plus, they got a healer, which can come in handy. They got lots of good stuff up there. If things ever get too bad here, my boy and I are packing our things and heading north.”

“I must say, this is all pretty exciting,” I said. “It gives me hope.” Shayla reached over and squeezed my hand.

“You two together?” Ellie asked.

I looked over at Shayla and smiled. We both nodded.

“You take care of each other,” she replied. “It’s hard to find a warm body at night out here. And she’s a pretty one, so you make sure you keep her safe. Not everyone is honest like you folk.”

“Trust me, we know,” I said.

“And you seem to have a good brain and all your teeth, so they’re going to be after you as well,” Ellie said. “Different, though. Shayla, you might wind up having to share him if you find the right woman. If a pretty young woman comes through here, especially if she’s a healer or good with gardening or cooking, you might consider that. She’d be like your sister or best friend, and you two would share Mark here. Now, that would be a good way to get the right people into your new settlement.”

Shayla nodded soberly. “I was actually thinking about that earlier today. I know I’ll have to wind up sharing him one day.

Jacob snickered. “Mark, my boy, what have you gotten yourself into?”

“Don’t think you’re immune to this either,” Ellie said to the old scavenger. “Women like a man that knows how to survive. Someone might come through wanting a man with a few years on him.” She winked at him for emphasis.

That clearly caught Jacob off guard, and his mouth worked silently for a moment as he tried to think of a reply. Robert saved him, as he entered the room at that moment with a stack of plates in one hand and forks in the other. He set them in the center of the table so we could each grab one, then went back to the kitchen to fetch the food.

“Wow, that smells great,” I said as he returned with a large saute pan in one hand and a small stockpot in the other.

He set them in the center of the table like they were a feast fit for a king. And honestly, for this world, they were.

“So, over here we got beans with garlic,” Ellie explained, scooping some onto her plate. “And in this pan he fried up some of your bread in goose fat, along with some garlic.”

I grabbed Shayla’s plate and filled it for her, then Jacob’s, then my own. Robert sat down last and gave us all a warm smile as he dumped the last of the food on his plate.

“Robert, this is fantastic,” I said after a bite.

And it truly was, especially after walking for miles. The goose fat-fried garlic bread gave me hope for the future. If I could make food that tasted that good, then I knew everything would be okay. Even their weak wine was honestly quite refreshing.

“Best meal I’ve had in a long time,” Jacob said, stuffing the last bite of bread into his mouth.

“How do you do that?” I asked. I was on my third bite and he was already done.

He shrugged. “I eat. You talk.”

Shayla laughed. “This is quite wonderful, Robert. Thank you both for your hospitality.” He smiled and nodded in return.

“Now, we have two beds for you folks,” Ellie said, giving us a sharp eye. “Don’t leave no dirty sheets for me to clean up, you understand?”

I laughed. “Yes ma’am.”

“I like hearing you say that. People don’t talk like that anymore.” She sighed.

“Well, in the morning I’d love to see this radio of yours. If things are as good as I hope they are, we can get a head start up there and then invite a few good people to come down and help us build.”

I got up and found Jacob’s backpack, then dug through the outer pocket and fetched the Glock. After moving back around the table, I showed it to her.

“It’s dirty, but the slide still moves,” I said.

She examined it for a moment, then jerked her head to the side. “Put it on the counter over there. I’ll clean it up tomorrow.”

We chatted for a bit after dinner, then Ellie showed us to our room. She left a small candle on a table so we could see. It was small and had two beds in it, both twin-sized. The sheets looked clean, if old. The three of us all pulled fresh pillows out of our backpacks and tossed them on the beds, then pulled our boots off and got ready.

“Wasn’t expecting this,” Jacob said. “I’ve heard of something that sounded like this place, but I never come this far north so I never thought I’d see it.” He sat on the bed and patted the mattress a few times. “Not bad.”

I pulled off my socks and shirt and climbed into bed. Shayla blew out the candle, plunging the room into darkness. I heard the rustling of clothes, then she climbed into bed next to me.

“Listen, I know you two are together so I want you to enjoy yourselves, but I just don’t want to hear it. We’re all in this small room together,” Jacob said.

I laughed. “No problem. I think we’re all too tired to do anything at this point.”

Shayla snuggled next to me, laying her head on my shoulder. I leaned forward and kissed her soft lips—quietly—and smiled when she grabbed my hand. She surprised me by gently moving my hand down her body, to her hip. She wasn’t wearing any pants or underwear, just a shirt.

I let my hand caress her hip and thigh, pulling her tightly to me. Her breathing quickened a bit and I knew we had to stop before things got too heated. But, I made sure to grab onto that bubble butt of hers, and it was everything I had hoped it would be and more. It was round and muscular, with a layer of womanly softness on top. She breathed against my neck and her hand went to my crotch, squeezing and caressing.

I felt her lips curve into a smile against my neck. She nipped me, then giggled. “Goodnight, Mark,” she said quietly.
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Iwoke up the next morning spooning Shayla. She woke at roughly the same time, smiling over her shoulder at me. We kissed briefly, and that was when she realized I had morning wood.

Her smile deepened as she gyrated that magnificent ass right against my crotch. Even her tail was pulled aside so she could fully push that thing against me. Good lord, I could have exploded just from that sensation. Jacob suddenly yawned, and she stopped.

“Are you folks decent?” he asked before rolling over. His back was to us at that moment.

“I don’t know if ‘decent’ is a word I’d use to describe Mark, but we’re not naked or anything,” Shayla said, swinging her legs over the side of the bed.

She yawned and stretched her arms over her head, then bent over right in front of me to fetch her pants. My eyes nearly popped out of my head at such an up-close view of the holy land. She glanced at me over her shoulder and winked at me as she stepped into her pants. I found it rather fascinating that she reached down and guided the tip of her tail through a small hole in her pants.

I grabbed my shirt and pulled it over my head, then stifled a yawn against the back of my hand. While the bed wasn’t perfect, sleeping next to Shayla had been incredibly satisfying. I felt content—that was the only word for it.

Once we all got dressed, we moved into the main room of the barter shop. Ellie was sitting there, running an oiled cloth through the barrel of her shotgun and sipping on a glass of her watered-down wine.

“Morning,” she said when we entered the room. She looked over at me. “I suppose you’ll want to see the radio.”

“If it’s not too much trouble,” I said, barely containing my excitement.

She set her shotgun on the table and pushed herself to her feet with a grunt. I followed her behind the long counter, which had long since been cleared of things like cash registers and lottery machines—although part of me wondered what parts could be scavenged from those.

A large radio sat at the end of the counter, with a microphone in front. Ellie flipped a crudely made switch on the wall, then turned the radio on. It crackled to life and to my amazement, a voice came from the radio.

Right behind me, Shayla covered her mouth and let out a sob. I looked back at her.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

“I’ve just feel so much hope right now,” she said. With her other hand, she reached out and squeezed mine.

“What’s that message say?” I asked.

Ellie smiled and turned the volume up once the repeating message started over.

“We are a group of survivors just north of Baltimore, located near the Loch Raven Reservoir. We have food, water, safety, and enough to share. If you are coming from Baltimore, take I-83 north, then take the exit for East Timonium Road. Follow that east to its end and you’ll find us. If you are coming from the north, find your way onto I-83 and take it south until you reach that same exit.

We have medical supplies, a healer, and schools for our children. If you need to speak with us directly, contact us at 27.065MHz, or channel 9 on your CB radio. If you are physically in our area, look for the beacon at night.”

I whistled appreciatively. “So, we have friends to the north,” I said.

Ellie nodded. “They’re good people, for the most part. I think they have about a thousand up there, and they’re trying to grow larger. Safety in numbers and whatnot.”

“Safety in numbers,” I muttered. “Yeah, I can see the wisdom in that, definitely.”

But in the end, I wasn’t after numbers. I was trying to create my own settlement, and do it right. Something fair and honest, for decent people. It dawned on me that the numbers would eventually come—we would eventually attract some people to our area, and I’d have to make some laws. And just like that, my idea got a lot more complicated.

“How do you power this?” I asked.

“We have a row of car batteries and some solar panels,” Ellie replied. “They don’t all work that great, but you string enough of them together and it’s enough to power some things. We got our radio here, and a couple lights. That’s enough to really improve our quality of life. Honestly, we got power to run a few more things, we just haven’t felt like installing much lately.”

I nodded as I processed what she said. Link enough batteries and we could have power, real power. I also wanted to use the river—Jones Falls—to our advantage and build a small windmill as well. It wouldn’t be the cleanest power, but it would be enough to turn a light on.

“We should get going,” I said. “As soon as we’re settled, we’ll come back to see you. Hopefully with a bucket of things to trade.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Ellie said. “You get yourselves all nice and safe up there and I’ll get you a radio like this.”

“Deal,” I said, reaching out and shaking her hand. I turned to Shayla and Jacob. “You guys ready?”

Shayla gave me a nervous smile. Jacob just nodded.

“Alright, guys. Let’s go find our new house. Or, houses. We’ll get you one, too,” I said to Jacob, clapping him on the shoulder. He just laughed.

“Call this a housewarming gift,” Ellie said, pushing a small, wrapped parcel into my hands. “Some seeds and garlic. A few carrots and three potatoes. Things you’ll need to make it out there.”

“Thank you, Ellie,” I said.

After a round of goodbyes, we left Ellie’s barter shop and got back on Falls Road. We didn’t have to walk far—maybe a quarter of a mile, and then we took the exit for Lakeside Drive. I knew exactly where we were going, as my old buddy had done an insane six-figure kitchen renovation on one of these houses.

“We’re almost there, guys,” I said.

I felt a rush of relief as we stepped onto the road. Dense trees made a wall on either side of the narrow road. On the left I noticed some sort of manufacturing or construction building, complete with forklifts and some heavy machinery. I made a mental note of that.

At one point on our right, I recognized some basic fencing as the kind people put around gardens. After so many years I had no clue what was growing in there now, but it was worth checking out in the future.

After another quarter mile, the waters of Jones Falls rushed by us. It was somewhere between a small river and a large stream, but more importantly, it was a good source of water. And since it was moving water, I could use it to generate electricity. That plan had been bouncing around in my noggin for a few days.

“There you go,” I said to Shayla. “Your first river. It’s a small one, but enough for us.”

“Incredible,” she said, her eyes wide. “I’m used to collecting rain in barrels. This will be a welcomed change.”

“There are some houses through there,” I said, pointing to our right. “The foliage is just too dense to see them. We’ll have to go around.”

“I’ve never seen so many trees in my life,” Shayla said, looking around. She stared at Jones Falls for a moment. “So much water, either. Well, except for the harbor. But this water looks clean.”

“It feels strange, not worrying about snipers,” Jacob said. “It’s gonna take me a while to get used to this.” He slapped at a branch as he walked by. “That’s not a bad thing.”

I could hear the water rushing over the edge of the dam ahead of us. “We’ll have to find some fishing gear,” I said. “I have a feeling you’d enjoy that. Especially if we can manage to brew some beer.”

We took a right turn on a small road just before the dam, and after a few minutes found ourselves among houses. Big houses with circle driveways. Their yards had become so overgrown it was hard to see the houses themselves. I pulled out my machete, grateful I could use it on something other than a human body. I briefly considered using my new sword, but I didn’t want to abuse the blade by hacking at branches with it.

“Let’s try this one,” I said, walking up the driveway. I began swinging it at bushes and branches that blocked our way and we soon found ourselves looking at the house itself.

Like many, it had seen better times. Half of the windows were broken, which meant nature had done a job reclaiming the house. A tree grew out of a hole in the roof. It could still be good for scavenging, but it wasn’t a good place to make our home base.

The house across the street looked in much better condition. It had been built upon a small hill, which was now covered with Japanese maples. I pointed out the red leaves to Shayla and she smiled at how pretty they were.

“Third time’s a charm,” I said as we walked up the driveway to another house. Like the others, it was only a single story. This one had brick walls and a slate roof, which made me glad. Those would last a long time. I spent a few minutes hacking at the ridiculously overgrown yard until I could see more of the house. I couldn’t see any broken windows.

“Guys, we might be in luck,” I said, walking around.

I grabbed a handful of vines and pulled them away from the front door. It was locked, and a steel door so there was no way I was getting that thing open. Chopping my way around to the back door would take forever, so instead I walked over to the garage door. I couldn’t help but smile as I saw it had closed on a small branch. Whether on purpose or accident, I didn’t know. I just knew it would make it easier to break into this place.

“Help me with this,” I said to my companions.

All three of us grabbed the underside of the garage door and heaved. It took a few tries, but it finally began to move. We pulled and pulled, finally getting the door about four feet off the ground.

Inside, we found a neatly organized two-car garage. A BMW sedan was the only car in there, covered with a thick layer of dust. One of the back doors was partially opened, and as I walked around the car I saw the glove compartment was open. It looked like someone had quickly grabbed things and left.

Looking down, I brushed aside some dust with my feet and noticed skid marks on the concrete floor. Yeah, someone had left this place in a hurry.

“That’s a lot of tools,” Jacob said, running his hands over the neatly organized wrenches, saws, and hammers hanging on the wall above a workbench.

“I think we found a gold mine here,” I said, walking over to the side of the garage.

If they left in that much of a hurry, then they probably weren’t too worried about the house, beyond keeping it generally locked up. In case things wound up being okay, they’d want to return to their house. With that in mind, I grabbed the door handle and twisted it.

It didn’t move very easily, since it had been sitting there for eight decades, but the knob eventually twisted and I pushed the door open.

“Guns ready,” Jacob said, moving behind me. Shayla brought up the rear, with her revolver in hand.

But as we stepped into the house, we quickly found there was no need.

The previous owners had left in a rush, of that there was no doubt. A few things had been knocked over and I saw some socks on the floor. Half the kitchen cabinets were still open. But mostly, the house was largely undisturbed, other than being covered with a thick layer of dust.

Shayla coughed and waved her hand in front of her face. After that, I walked to the rear of the living room and unlatched the sliding glass door. It was a bit stiff, but with a grunt I pushed it open, letting clean air into the place.

“It’s going to take some work to clean this place up, but I think we found our new home,” I said with a smile.
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It took a moment to decide what order to clean things, especially since the entire house needed to be thoroughly gone through. Eventually, we opened all the windows, tied some clean clothes over our faces, and used some brooms and brushes we found to start getting rid of dust.

Let me tell you, it was bad. If you’ve never dealt with eighty years of dust, that shit is otherworldly. We got a good bit of it out of the living room and kitchen—it was an open design, so the two were connected.

After that, I started checking the bedrooms. I claimed the master bedroom for Shayla and I and immediately opened the window and set myself to cleaning. With her help we removed the blanket and hung it out the window, then gave it a handful of shakes. The cloud of dust that came off would have been enough to choke an elephant. The sheets were in only slightly better shape.

“We need to find a way to wash all these,” I said. Well, we had a good source of water nearby, so that was a possibility. And if I could find a way to route that water into our house, we’d have plumbing.

We helped Jacob clean off one of the spare bedrooms as well. Judging by the bright blue color, it had been for the previous owners’ son. A third bedroom had a generic look that made me think guest room, and the fourth room had been turned into an office.

“There’s so much to go through,” Shayla said, looking around the house. She walked up to a large bookshelf in the living room and brushed some dust off the spine of a book. “The Eye of the World. What an interesting title.”

I blinked and grabbed the book. “I know this. It’s an incredible book. Wow, we really hit the jackpot here.” I handed the book back to Shayla, then grabbed my machete and decided to check the backyard.

Well, easier said than done. It was so overgrown that I couldn’t walk more than a couple feet, so I spent the better part of an hour hacking at bushes and tall grass. My arm was ready to fall off by the time I finally chopped a path to a large shed. It was locked, but the padlock was in such bad shape I was able to strike it with the back edge of my machete and break it.

I pushed the door open and found a lawnmower—if I could ever find usable gas, it would be a miracle—and an assortment of lawn tools. More importantly, I found a fancy wheelbarrow with a solid rubber wheel. I grabbed that as well as some hedge shears.

Having a giant pair of scissors made it easier to cut my way through the waist-high grass, especially when small trees and bushes also grew back there.

“Are you okay back there?” Shayla asked, peering out from the back door.

“Yeah!” I said. “Look what I found!” I raised the handles of the wheelbarrow.

Shayla took a few steps out to come see me. She nodded appreciatively at what I had, and held out her hand for the hedge shears.

“I imagine you’re tired from all that chopping,” she said.

Jacob came out a moment later to see what we were doing. When I told him, he moved past me and went straight to the shed.

Shayla and I took turns chopping and hacking at everything until we managed to make a path around to the front of the house. It was going to take days, but eventually we’d get everything cleared.

Jacob showed up a few minutes later with a coil of rope in hand. “What are you planning on doing with that?” he asked, pointing at the wheelbarrow.

“My first thought was to wash things in the lake,” I replied.

He nodded and hefted the coil of rope. “I’ll hang this out back so we can use it to dry things. Hand me those shears.”

I passed him the hedge shears, then walked through the garage and back into the house. I made sure to unlock the front door on my way. Shayla and I grabbed all the sheets, blankets, and pillows we could carry and brought them out to the wheelbarrow.

“It’s incredible how something so simple can be life-changing,” I said as I grabbed the handles of the wheelbarrow.

Jacob came out to check on us. We let him know that we were going to the nearby lake, and he nodded and told us he’d continue cleaning the house.

“I imagine the place will be spotless when we get back,” Shayla said. “With how hard Jacob works, it wouldn’t surprise me.”

I carefully maneuvered the wheelbarrow down the driveway, then onto the road. Fortunately it was in decent shape with the exception of some places where clumps of grass had covered too much of the pavement. Shayla used my machete and scraped patches of grass away so we could pass more easily.

It wasn’t a long walk to the lake—ten minutes at the most. And walking with Shayla was always nice. I found myself falling for the beautiful Beastkin woman more and more as I spent time with her. She saw me looking at her and gave me a beautiful smile.

“I really wish I could have dated you back in my world,” I said to her. “It would have been great to take you to movies and restaurants and on road trips.”

“What’s a road trip?” she asked.

“Grab a person or two, hop in your car, and just drive,” I said. “Go somewhere a hundred miles away, maybe further. The point is to just get away.”

“That could be fun, in a different world,” she said, hacking at a low-hanging branch. “Unfortunately, cars haven’t worked for a very long time, and I think we still have years to go until things improve on that front.”

“Only time will tell,” I said, grinning at her.

Shayla looked at me for a moment. “You have an idea in that head of yours, don’t you?”

“I always have ideas in my head,” I said, still grinning.

“Well? Are you going to clue me in?”

“I want to see if I can find the right parts, first. I don’t want to get anyone’s hopes up,” I said. “But anything is possible with the right tools. And this wheelbarrow is going to help us a ton.”

We finally arrived at the lake. Water flowed over the edge of the dam, then formed into Jones Falls, the river that ran all the way south to the harbor. I wanted to build a water wheel in that moving water to create electricity. Hypothetically, it wouldn’t be too difficult.

“Alright, help me with this,” I said, hefting the blanket out of the wheelbarrow. I had parked it right next to the fence that kept people from jumping into the lake. We found a spot where some concrete steps led directly down to the water itself.

“It’s a lot cleaner now that everyone is dead,” I said, half-meaning it as a joke.

But it was a simple fact. Without people, the water had cleaned up significantly. I still wouldn’t drink it without sterilizing it first, but I had no problem washing my sheets in it.

After scrubbing things the best we could, we stretched out our sheets and blankets and wrung as much water out as we could, then put them back in the wheelbarrow and started walking back to our new house.

“Never thought I’d live in Roland Park,” I said with a chuckle. “This place was far too expensive. And look at us now. Me and Shayla, living in a nice house by the lake.”

She smiled at me. “We’ll have to figure out how to get other people into the area. These nice big houses are great, but they’re far apart. It’ll be hard to protect a community when things are that far apart.”

“That’s a good point,” I said. “My initial thought was to just use the remains of other houses to build a wall around ours, then expand as necessary. I see now that’s not the best plan.”

“We can probably rebuild, using some of the broken houses,” Shayla said.

I nodded. “That would make the most sense. Build some sort of dorms, some basic housing that will hold ten people at a time, maybe more. It’ll be a good start.”

As we turned back onto Lake Manor Drive, where we now lived, I scanned all the houses around us—at least, the best I could considering how overgrown everything was.

“The woods are so dense here, I feel like that provides some protection,” I said. “If we can clear all this overgrowth from the nearest ten or so houses, I think that’ll be a start. We’ll have a nice, centralized group of houses, with thick woods surrounding us. We can build a guard post on the edge of the road—if anyone tries to come in here, they’ll likely take the road.”

“We just need to keep everyone armed,” Shayla said.

“I have a feeling that won’t be too hard,” I said. “Someone around here is bound to have some guns.”

Jacob was waiting for us at the end of the driveway. He was smiling, so I figured he had found something useful. Once we got close he came down and took over, pushing the wheelbarrow up the driveway.

“Thanks,” I said, taking a few breaths. “Did you find something?”

“Yeah,” he said, setting the wheelbarrow down in front of the garage. “Something around back. I’m not quite sure what it is, but I figured you’d know.”

I followed him around back and immediately saw what he was referring to. Jacob had cleared enough of the undergrowth to expose a slab of concrete that surrounded something. Something that was now a small jungle, but had once been a swimming pool.

“Yeah, doesn’t surprise me this thing didn’t survive,” I said after explaining what it was. “Clearing it out will be tough, and keeping it clean will be a pain in the ass. But we can use it to store extra water. Might be worth the effort.”

Jacob nodded. “We’ll add it to the list.” He pointed up. “Also did that.”

I looked up and just over our heads a thick rope crossed the backyard, going from the roof of the house to the shed where the lawn supplies and tools were.

“Perfect,” I said, running back around front.

I grabbed the wheelbarrow and pushed it down the path we had hacked through the yard—not the easiest task, but I managed. Together, we all grabbed the wet blankets and sheets and hung them on the rope. It stretched a bit, dipping the sheets in the middle nearly to the ground, but it was sufficient to get some air and sun on them so they could dry.

“It feels a lot better when we have some of the basics covered,” I said.

Jacob nodded. “Toilet works. We just have to haul in water manually and fill the tank.”

“Okay. We’ll have to be careful with that; all the systems have long since been shut down, so we may only have a week or two, a month at most, of that working until things back up. We’ll need to dig our own septic system.” I looked around and frowned. “Fuck, this just got way more difficult.”

“No one ever said surviving was easy,” Jacob said. “But at least now we have clean sheets. Found some other gems, too. I think we’re going to find a lot of good in this house. Come on.”
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We followed Jacob into the house, noting that he had done a good job blowing the dust off of everything. It already felt more like home. It still needed a lot of cleaning, but I didn’t feel like I was going to catch the plague any longer.

“Fireplace,” he said, pointing as he walked by and continued into the kitchen. I made a mental note to check the fireplace later. That would make survival a lot easier come winter.

Most of the kitchen cabinets were open. I saw plenty of canned foods, which were certainly not good anymore. Jacob had rounded up a handful of salt shakers and grinders and set them on the counter. Right next to that sat a bottle of whiskey. He bent down and I heard several glass bottles clang together. When Jacob straightened, he had another bottle of whiskey as well as two bottles of vodka in his hands. He set those on the counter as well.

“Oh man, this is great,” I said, examining the bottles. “This is high quality stuff, too. This one’s French.”

Jacob nodded. “Lots of good uses for that. We got all sorts of pots and pans in here, too.” He turned and sorted through a cabinet behind him, then grabbed a jar and set in on the counter. “And we’ve got that.”

“Honey,” I said, nodding. “Of course. That stuff lasts forever.”

“I found three jars of it,” Jacob said.

“We’ll have to see if we can attract some bees around here,” I said. “A bit of honey can really help make a bland meal taste better. Sometimes it’s the little things that help.”

I walked over to the fireplace and checked it out. Fortunately it was a traditional wood-burning fireplace and not a gas one. I stuck my hand out and felt for drafts. None, which meant the damper was closed. I found the handle and pushed on it, releasing a pile of dust.

“Shit,” I said, fanning my hand in front of my face. I took a step back to let the air clear. “Looks like we have a working fireplace, though. So at least we’ll be warm this winter.”

“We can use the smoke to signal our presence,” Jacob said.

“That’s a good idea,” Shayla added. “Once we get the radio, we can tell people to look for the smoke.”

“Sounds like we’ve got a plan,” I said with a smile.

“So, what’s next?” Shayla asked.

I turned in a circle, looking at everything around us. “Cleaning. Cleaning and trying to thin out the forest that has grown over everything. It’s going to take some time, but we need places to grow our food. In fact, that should be our first priority.”

“I found some shovels and rakes back in the shed,” Jacob said. “I put two of ‘em in the garage so we can easily grab them.”

“Well, I can’t think of anything else to do right now,” I said. “And food is our top priority. Shall we?”

“It’s not like we have much else to do,” Shayla said. “Especially not until the sheets dry.” She gave me a wry grin and I just hoped beyond hope that she was hinting at what I thought she was.

“I’m definitely going to need my own house soon,” Jacob said with a laugh.

The three of us grabbed the tools from the garage and went to the front yard. The heavy duty hedge shears were there, so I grabbed them as well. We attacked the front yard, me chopping and hacking at everything I could, and Shayla and Jacob digging up plants by the roots and smoothing the soil. It was hard work, and we made slow progress, but we never gave up.

After about two hours, the area right in front of the house was largely cleared. Glad with our progress, we all took a break.

“I can plant some of our seeds here,” Shayla said, looking around. “And keeping them by the house will make it easier to guard things.

I looked around, trying to figure out the cardinal directions. “We should clear some stuff over there, so we get more sun,” I said, pointing south. “Hey, let’s take a break and check one of the other houses. Maybe we’ll find something useful.”

Jacob nodded and knuckled his lower back. “I’m always ready for a break.”

We leaned the shovel and rake against the house, then set off down the driveway. I kept my machete in my hand.

Walking through the neighborhood was strange; like a paved road through a rainforest. I hacked at a few nearby things that would eventually need clearing, but mostly saved my energy for the houses.

The house across the street was our first target. It looked to be in relatively good shape, but one of the large bay windows was shattered so I knew it would be a mess inside. Both Shayla and Jacob drew their pistols, just to be safe.

Half of the driveway had been overrun with plantlife, so I swung my machete at anything that got close to me. In the future we would clear all that out and make the house livable, so we could grow our community. For now, I just wanted an easy path to the front door.

“Uh oh,” I said, noting that the front door was missing. It looked like it had been knocked off the hinges.

“We should be careful in there,” Jacob muttered. “Keep that pistol handy.”

I slid the machete through its loop on my belt and drew my revolver. The three of us walked into the messiest house I had ever seen. Even my college roommate didn’t hold a candle to the mess within those walls.

The entire floor was covered in a few inches of dirt, and nature had decided that was enough. Grass covered everything—the floors, the lower half of the walls, even the kitchen counter. From the smell, animals had been relieving themselves here for a time. I pulled back the hammer on my revolver in case this was now a badger den.

“We should stay together,” I said quietly, and immediately heard a deep grunt come from the hallway.

“Ah, shit,” Jacob said, raising his pistol. “Back up!”

The three of us backed our way to the door just in time. A large bear lumbered into the living room, watching us with open curiosity. It sniffed at us and began making a strange grunting noise.

“Shoot it!” Jacob said, pulling the trigger.

Shayla and I followed suit.

The bear launched itself at us, moving surprisingly quickly for something so large. It only managed to take a single step before three bullets penetrated its face and blew pieces of its skull off. It collapsed to the ground, wheezing as it died. Jacob walked up to it and shot it point-blank in the forehead, killing it.

“Don’t ever take a chance with a bear,” he said to us. “If we had been two seconds slower, that bear would have gotten to us and likely killed us all. Their heads are thick, so it can take multiple shots to bring them down. But, at least I know what we’re having for dinner tonight.”

I frowned in thought. I had never eaten bear before, but I was open to anything. Before all this happened I remembered briefly watching a video on just how dangerous bears were. They were frighteningly strong, could damn near run down a horse, and were as tough as could be. In short, nature’s nightmare. I shivered at the thought that one had been only a dozen feet in front of me.

“Hopefully that was the only one,” I said.

“It’s likely. This big guy would kill anyone else that got close,” Jacob said, looking around. “I don’t think we’re going to find much in this house, though.”

“Yeah, it would take a ton of work to make this place livable again,” I said, kicking at the grass on the floor. A few paintings hung on the wall, most obscured by mold. I plucked a large leaf from a nearby bush and used it to wipe one of the framed pictures clean. It was an old Porsche advertisement. Well, at least the previous owner had good taste.

“I’ll check the bedrooms,” Shayla said.

Jacob was in the kitchen, so I decided to cross the living room, which was an adventure in itself. A huge television hung on the wall, but now flowers and algae covered it. It was oddly beautiful.

I had to kick the door to the garage to get it to open. It splintered and banged against the wall, and I ripped up a small bush and put it in the way so the door wouldn’t close.

The garage had been sealed off, so it was largely intact, although covered with a thick layer of dust like everything else. Mold completely covered the back of the garage door. A car sat beneath a thick cloth cover.

A large Craftsman tool chest stood against the front wall of the garage. I yanked on a drawer and saw it was filled with wrenches. The drawer above had tools for working with electronics, including a small soldering iron. I even found a car battery charger.

“Great, I just need electricity,” I muttered. Well, I had a few ideas for that.

Next to that was a stack of totes filled with holiday decorations. In other words, useless. But, in the far corner I found several power tools, including an electric chainsaw. A cabinet next to it held different types of oil and lubricant. It seemed this guy really took good care of his tools. I found crowbars, an assortment of hammers, pliers, basically everything I could ever need.

The previous owners of this house really enjoyed high-quality tools. I found some metal files in another drawer and grabbed those, knowing they would come in handy at some point.

“I just hope you took care of other things,” I said, turning to the covered car.

Curiosity had gotten to me, so I reached out and grabbed the cover and began lifting it. Polished aluminum rims were the first thing I saw, followed by red paint that was still in surprisingly good condition. All four tires were flat, but they didn’t look to be in the worst of shape. The round headlights made it obvious what the car was, and I yanked the rest of the cover off.

“Holy shit!” I exclaimed.

“You alright?” Jacob shouted from the kitchen.

“Mark?” Shayla asked, hurrying in from the bedrooms. “What’s wrong?”

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Gasoline doesn’t exist anymore, so I can’t drive this. That’s what’s wrong.”

Shayla stepped into the garage, looking at the car. “It’s very…red. What is it?”

I walked over to the driver’s side door and pulled on the handle. It was a bit stiff, but it opened. The date of construction was right there inside the door jam. I smiled.

“This is a 1981 Porsche 911,” I said. “My god, I love these cars. Always wanted one, but I knew I’d never be able to afford it. Looks like he took really great care of this one.”

The inside smelled musty, but was largely clean. I slipped inside and sat in the driver’s seat, then gripped the wheel. Everything about it felt right. The ergonomics, the low ride height. Everything.

“Shayla, come here,” I said, leaning across the car and pushing the passenger door open.

She walked over and got in the car, looking a bit awkward as she nearly fell into the seat. Well, it was a rather low car.

“Imagine us driving this through Baltimore,” I said. “No war, just us cruising down the street to go to our favorite restaurant. Uh, and pretend there aren’t any potholes either.”

She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “You’re cute, Mark. It’s a beautiful car. Shame it doesn’t work.”

“I’ll find a way,” I said. “I’ll do whatever it takes to get this thing going again. Just think, if we had the ability to drive around here. No more walking.”

Shayla nodded. “Yeah, I see your point. If you could get it to move even just a few miles, that would change everything.”

Jacob leaned his head into the garage and looked at us, seated in the car. “Having fun?” he asked with a bit of a grin.

“More than I’d care to admit,” I said. “Plus, I just got some great ideas.”

“Well, save them for when we have more time,” Jacob said. “There isn’t much that’s useful in this house, beyond the house itself. It just needs to be cleaned out. Just some typical pots and pans and ancient clothes. Let’s go check the next one.”
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Iwas hesitant to get out of the car, but in the end I knew he was right. I got out and looked around the garage one more time. Two bicycles had been neatly stored against the far wall. Near the Porsche I found several boxes of vintage, original parts for the old car, and even a couple spare batteries and a jug of battery electrolyte solution. So, in short, all hope was not lost.

“What are you going to do?” Shayla asked, reaching out for me.

I took her hand and pulled her behind me, through the house. “I want to find a way to get it moving again. I think the original engine isn’t even worth my time, at this point. It’s far too complicated, and besides, we don’t have any gasoline for it to run on. I think there’s a way we could make gas from other stuff, but we’d still be missing oil to lubricate the engine—assuming it even ran when it was parked. Plus, all the seals are probably toast, as are the vacuum lines.”

“Are you planning on replacing all that?” she asked as we walked through the front door.

“We’ll drag this thing home after checking the next house,” Jacob said, pointing at the bear.

“Yeah,” I said. “I want to remove everything I can from the car and try to make it electric. It’s such a simple design, so if I can connect a good electric motor to the axles and power that with a battery or two, we should be in business. Of course, all that’s easier said than done.”

“And you think that’ll work?” Shayla asked.

“I damn sure hope so,” I said. “The basic idea is incredibly simple. It’s just going to take a lot of work. Fortunately, that guy has all the tools I’ll need.”

I pulled out one of the files and ran it across the edge of my machete as we walked down the driveway and back to the road. Keeping it sharp was important with all the abuse I was going to be putting it through.

“What’s that?” Shayla asked as we walked down the wide driveway. Nature hadn’t fully reclaimed it, so we had a relatively clear path to walk down.

Parked in front of the garage was something that used to be a Jeep. It was now covered with plantlife, including a small tree that grew through a hole in the roof.

“This was a Jeep,” I said, patting one of the flat tires as we passed by. “Good for driving off-road, and not much else.” I looked inside and saw a row of assorted little rubber ducks had been glued to the dashboard. “It gives me some good feelings about the house, though.”

“So does this,” Jacob said, standing in front with his hands on his hips.

Shutters covered every window on the first floor. The place had been sealed up tight, which made me think someone had tried to stay inside during the war.

“How are we going to get in?” Shayla asked, testing the door handle.

“Not through that door, that’s for certain,” I said as I walked over to one of the windows.

It took me a few minutes, but I figured out how to unlatch one of the shutters and push it aside. I looked through the window but it was dark inside and hard to see much. Some furniture. A large recliner with dark stains. From what I could see, the interior of the house looked intact, though.

“We may have found you a house, Jacob,” I said. “We just have to get inside. That door probably has several locks on it.”

Jacob looked around for a moment, pursing his lips. “Give me a minute,” he said.

He walked over to a tree growing right next to the house and began to climb. For a fifty-year-old man, he was surprisingly deft, ascending the tree as easily as walking. Once he reached the roof, he pulled himself up and carefully walked to the nearest window. He drew his heavy belt knife and began picking at the shutters. I passed the time by pulling plants off of the Jeep, but I kept an eye on Jacob.

“There’s a latch at the top and bottom,” I shouted when I saw him fiddling with the shutters.

He nodded and quickly found them. After that, he went to work on the window with his knife. I couldn’t tell exactly what he was doing, but after a few minutes he had some of the trim pulled back and began prying the entire window out.

“Where’d he learn to do that?” I wondered out loud.

“Do you really have to ask?” Shayla said with a chuckle.

It took him about ten minutes to break into the house, but he finally got inside and replaced the window. A few minutes later we heard the unmistakable sounds of several locks being unlatched, and then the front door opened.

I took a step forward but Jacob walked out. “No, you’ll want to give it a minute. I’m going to open the back door as well. Stay there.”

And after a few seconds, we both smelled it. The smell of death, of an open grave. Of mold on a skeleton. It was unfamiliar yet somehow unmistakable.

Jacob returned moments later. “Well, I do think we hit the jackpot here. And I’ll gladly take this house. It’s going to take some work, though.”

I walked in, trying not to balk at the smell. The fresh air was already helping, but it smelled musty and foul inside. It didn’t take long for me to see why.

A nearby recliner held the desiccated remains of a man. He had mostly rotted away, soaking into the chair, but his beard and gray hair remained. So did the pistol in his hand. Judging by the odd shape of his skull, he had decided to end his life.

Jacob walked up, took a glance at him, then grabbed the pistol. “Well, at least we know it works, right?” he said with a chuckle, tucking the pistol into his belt.

“Brutal,” I said, looking at the corpse. It was little more than a skeleton, but still rough to look at.

“Yeah, I think they tried to live here in the house and got a little stir-crazy,” Jacob said, walking into the kitchen. “That, and they ran out of food.”

“What did you see on your way downstairs?” Shayla asked, looking around. She poked at a few pieces of furniture—heavy, wooden dressers and a table, so they were still usable.

“Oh, I saw the rest of the family. They’re in the same shape as that fella. From the way they’re all lying peacefully on their beds, I think he put them out of their misery and then did himself in.”

“Are the beds ruined?” I asked.

Jacob laughed. “Not all. Just two of them. And that chair, obviously. Come here, look at this.”

Shayla walked close to me and I put my arm around her. We went into the kitchen and saw what Jacob wanted us to see.

The kitchen cabinets were almost completely empty. Only one can of beans sat on a shelf. Jacob pointed out back and we looked through the sliding glass door. A pile of empty cans sat out there.

“Looks like they prepared for this, but when things actually happened they panicked,” he said, looking through the drawers. “Or more accurately, they did a shitty job of preparing, then panicked when things got too tough. Let’s go check the basement.”

We looked around until we found the door that led to the basement. Even though this house had been locked up, I pulled out my pistol. That experience with the bear had left me a bit on edge.

“Oh, guys,” I said, looking around in the basement. It was dark, but I could still make a few things out. A few very important things.

“What’s this?” Shayla asked, walking up to a refrigerator-sized object.

“A gun safe,” I said, pulling on the handle. “And it’s unlocked. Oh, this is a real blessing.”

“What all is in there?” Jacob asked.

I reached out and grabbed a rifle, then handed it to him. He whistled and squinted in the darkness, trying to see what it was. I grabbed another rifle and handed it to Shayla. There were a dozen inside the safe, with pistols set in shelves on the sides. And, as I knelt and felt around, enough ammo for a small army.

“We need a light,” I said. “We need to come back here with a candle so we can see what we’re dealing with. But guys, this is great.”

“If he had all this, he’s probably got even more usable stuff lying around,” Jacob said, walking back up the stairs.

“I wonder if he has candles?” I asked, walking into the kitchen. I opened every drawer, looking around, but found nothing except for a box of matches. Well, that was important. I handed those to Shayla.

It took another few minutes, but we found several candles in the master bedroom. I tried not to look at the woman’s skeleton lying peacefully on the bed, or the dark stain surrounding her. I just grabbed the candles and hurried out of there.

“Let’s go get our wheelbarrow and some backpacks,” I said, practically shaking with excitement.

“I vote we do that tomorrow,” Jacob said. “We’ve already done a lot today. We still need to drag that bear home and butcher it.”

“Another good reason for the wheelbarrow,” I said with a grin. Jacob laughed.

The three of us walked back to where the bear had been shot. Jacob grabbed it by the paws and began dragging it out of the house while Shayla and I walked across the street to fetch the wheelbarrow and some tools. She took it back to Jacob while I stayed at the house with a saw in hand, cutting some branches off the nearest tree.

It was one hell of a way to spend an afternoon. I found myself wishing for that electric chainsaw, but I eventually wound up with a neat pile of wood for burning. It was still wet, so it would smoke a lot, but it would have to do.

Fortunately, cookware was easy to come across. Even if it wasn’t, Shayla had brought that stainless steel pan.

The only real downside to the bear was that we had no way of preserving the meat. We could dry it and make jerky, but Jacob reminded me that bear meat had to be fully cooked or you could get worms. Not the most appealing thing to think about while cooking.

But hey, survival.

As the sun was beginning to set, we had a stew of carrots, potatoes, and a double-dose of bear meat simmering in a large stock pot on the fireplace. Shayla went outside and checked on the sheets, then came back a moment later, saying they were dry. She and I made the beds while Jacob tended to the food.

An hour later, we sat around the dining room table with bowls of hearty stew in front of us. Shayla still had some bread left, so we used thick slices of that with the stew. All in all, it was a great meal.

“What to do now?” Shayla asked as the sun set.

“Relax,” Jacob said, sitting back on a large chair. He placed his hands behind his head and kicked his feet up on the nearby table.

“That actually sounds pretty nice,” I said, taking a seat next to Shayla on the couch. We held hands and the three of us just sat there for a moment in silence. I knew we were all thinking the same thing, though: We were going to make it.
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After relaxing for a bit, Jacob got up and grabbed one of the candles. Not all of the matches worked, but on the third try he got one to flare up. Once the candle was lit, he brought it back and sat it on the coffee table in front of us.

“Light is another luxury,” he said, sitting back and smiling. “Funny how such a simple thing can make a big difference.”

“We’ll use some candles when we go back to that house tomorrow,” I said. “And we’ll clean out those bodies, which will make it a lot more pleasant in general.”

“I’m kinda excited to see what I can do with all those tools,” Jacob said. “Haven’t really had the time or opportunity to build a lot. I’ll bet I can come up with something good.”

“Yeah, I’ve got some projects rolling around in my mind as well,” I said. “Too many to get them done in any reasonable amount of time. I’ll definitely need some help.”

Shayla squeezed my hand. “Good thing you’ve got me.”

I smiled at her. “I’m glad to have you. For a lot of reasons.”

“Ah, young love,” Jacob said, somehow making it not sound like mockery. “You two make sure you take care of each other. Things will get strange around here one day: we’ll have a hundred people running around, maybe some kids, and we’ll all be so busy we won’t know what to do with ourselves. Make sure you don’t forget to take care of each other first.”

I nodded. “Good advice.”

Jacob sighed. “I know. I wish I had taken it, thirty years ago. But that’s life.” He stared at the candle for a moment, then stood up. “It’s been a long day. I’m gonna head to bed and give you kids some privacy. See you in the morning.”

“Goodnight,” I said.

“Goodnight, Jacob,” Shayla said with a smile.

And then, for the first time in a while, we found ourselves alone. I was a bit excited, a bit nervous, but also just glad to be next to Shayla. I reached out and wrapped my arms around her, holding her tight. She let out a happy sigh and pecked me on the lips, then snuggled up next to me.

“Thank you for convincing me to come out here with you,” she said in a soft voice.

“Thanks for taking a chance and coming with me,” I said, squeezing her against me. “We’ve only been here a short time, but you’re turning this house into a home.”

She leaned up and kissed me again, then smiled. I looked down into her beautiful blue eyes and wondered how I got so lucky.

“When you get that car running, will you take me for a ride in it?” she asked.

“Of course,” I said. “Hell, I’ll put a gun turret on top and you can be my gunner.”

“Sounds like a good time,” she said with a grin. She leaned up and kissed me again. “Feel like retiring to the bedroom? Those clean sheets are nice and soft.”

“Yeah, let’s go,” I said, trying not to do a backflip with excitement.

We got up and I let her lead me to the bedroom. Of course, I was holding the candle in one hand so that meant I got a great look at her ass. Well, I’d be seeing a lot more than that, unless I screwed things up.

We walked into the master bedroom and I set the candle on the nightstand. Shayla moved to the bedroom window and looked out for a moment. Her tail gently swished from side to side.

“It’s so quiet out here,” she said. “Haven didn’t get that loud, but we’re the only ones here. Well, and some bears and who knows what else. I don’t know if I’ve ever experienced anything so quiet and peaceful before.”

“Welcome home,” I said, pulling off my shoes and setting them next to the bed.

Shayla turned and smiled at me. She saw me removing my shoes and sat on the other side of the bed, pulling off her boots.

“Oh wait, this is in the way,” she said, suddenly pulling her shirt off over her head.

I tried not to stare. I failed.

She had the body of a goddess, with strong, muscular arms and surprisingly full breasts. Her smile deepened as she saw me staring. I quickly pulled my shirt off and began undoing my pants as she crawled across the bed to me. And it was a king size bed, so there was plenty of room. I won’t lie; that was pretty exciting on its own.

“Help me with these?” Shayla said, tugging at her waistband and trying to sound innocent.

“Uh, sure,” I said. I made sure not to fumble as I untied the laces at the front of her shorts. It was hard to concentrate with her large breasts right there, but I finally got her shorts untied.

“Thanks, love,” she said, and rolled onto her back.

In one quick motion she pulled her shorts off, then tossed them onto the floor. I finished pulling my pants off and tossed mine as well. And then we both knelt on the bed, facing each other.

I had been with plenty of women in my life—more than most, to be honest. And while all of them had been loads of fun, they had all been exactly that—fun.

But I genuinely liked Shayla. Plus, she was my woman, now. We were a couple, and we had to stay together. So I’ll confess I was incredibly nervous with her. My penis, however, wasn’t nervous at all. Not even remotely.

“Someone’s excited,” she said, looking down and smiling.

I just shrugged. She was a beautiful woman with an incredible figure. I’d feel wrong if I didn’t get an erection around her.

I reached out for her, taking her by her sides. We shuffled toward each other and kissed, softly at first. My hands slid down to her round hips, gripping her tightly and pulling her to me. Her hand snaked down and wrapped around my cock, gently squeezing and stroking it.

“Have you done this before?” she asked, moving back a few inches.

“Yeah,” I said. “You?”

She shook her head. “I’ve been close a few times, but never gone all the way. I really want to do this with you.”

Something suddenly occurred to me. “Wait. Are you going to get pregnant?” One of the downsides of post-apocalyptic Baltimore was the lack of birth control, among other things.

She smiled. “You don’t know that much about us Beastkin, do you? It’s kind of cute and endearing. No, I can only get pregnant at certain times. And it’ll be really obvious when those times hit, because I’ll probably just lock myself in a room until I return to normal.”

I avoided asking if she was referring to going in heat. That’s what it sounded like, but the Beastkin probably had a different word for it.

But hey, she couldn’t get pregnant at this moment, which meant it was time for more creampies than a pastry shop.

I pulled her back to me, kissing her deeply and thoroughly. My hands were in heaven as they explored her strong yet voluptuous body. I let my right hand trail down and grab onto that round bubble butt of hers and couldn’t help but smile.

“Find something you like?” Shayla asked, nearly laughing at the smile on my face. She reached down and began stroking me again.

“This thing is just incredible,” I said, giving her ass another hefty squeeze.

“Glad you like it,” Shayla said, bending down. She stopped suddenly. “Ugh, I really want to suck your dick but neither one of us have bathed in a few days.”

“It’s okay,” I said, pulling her back up. “We’ll go bathe in the lake tomorrow, then spend some real time with each other. Let’s just enjoy each other tonight.”

“That sounds good,” she said, smiling sweetly.

She wrapped her arms behind my neck and I held her close, kissing her passionately. Our tongues danced and my hands grabbed and squeezed. She made soft moaning noises against my lips. I let one hand move between her thighs and fumbled for a moment until I found her clitoris, then gently rubbed it. That brought more moans out of her.

“I don’t want to play around much tonight,” she said, turning around. “I just want you inside me.”

She got on all fours in front of me, eagerly watching me over her shoulder. Her tail was even pulled to the side, which made me smile.

I licked my fingertips and wiped the saliva on the head of my cock, then rubbed myself against her soft pink folds. She closed her eyes and bit her lower lip as she gently backed up against me. I gently worked my cock inside her, trying to take it easy as it was her first time. Soon, I was balls-deep inside the tightest pussy I had ever been in.

“Oh my god,” Shayla said, rocking back and forth against me, taking my full length every time.

I raised my hand up and nearly slapped her on her perfect ass, but then remembered Jacob was across the hall. That was more incentive to get his house cleaned out. Instead I just grabbed her ass and squeezed it with both hands, pulling her back against me.

“Oh Mark,” Shayla breathed. “Oh, that feels incredible.”

On a whim, I reached out and grabbed the back of her neck, almost like I was scruffing a cat. She stiffened slightly, arching her back and sticking her ass in the air. While holding her like that, I started thrusting away while she let out a faint growling noise in her throat. I watched in amazement as every thrust sent ripples through her incredible ass and hips.

Shayla began backing into me aggressively, her ass slapping against my hips. She turned slightly in my grip, glancing at me over her shoulder.

“Mmm, fuck me good, Mark. Remind me who I belong to.”

I kept my grip on her and moved my other hand to her hip, holding tightly. I kept pounding her good and hard, but knew I’d have to switch positions in a moment. As tight as she was, I simply wasn’t going to last long like that.

And so after a few minutes of that, I rolled her over onto her back and pushed myself back inside her. It was a lot more intimate that way, which we both liked. She wrapped her arms around me as we kissed, and I slowed my pace, making gentle love to her.

I let my lips trail down her neck and she smiled and made happy moaning noises. I kissed my way down to her shoulder, then to her surprisingly large breasts and began pleasing her nipples. Her fingers tangled in my hair and I picked up the pace, thrusting hard as I licked and sucked on her breasts.

“I never want you to stop,” she said breathily, and her moans began to rise in pitch and intensity. Her hands went from my hair down to her legs, and she pulled them wide, inviting me to get as deep as I could.

Right as her moans reached a peak, I bit down on one of her nipples. She let out a shout, then immediately covered her mouth with a hand. I began thrusting hard, and in only a matter of seconds I was there as well.

Over the years I had learned to become a vocal guy. Women love it when you shout in bed. But I tried hard to keep it quiet that night, and managed to keep things to some grunts and heavy breathing as I came inside her tight pussy. And I really filled her—it had been a while for me, so I came harder than I probably ever had.

“Fuck yes!” Shayla said, smiling brightly as I orgasmed. “Fill me up, Mark.” Her hands went to my hair, then down my back, encouraging me to cum even harder.

I collapsed on top of her and she wrapped both her arms and legs around me, holding me tightly.

“I think I love you,” she whispered in my ear as she squeezed me. “At least, I feel that way right now.”

I kissed her soft lips and ran my fingers through her hair. One of her ears twitched, bringing a smile from me.

“We’re going to have a great life together,” I said.
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To say I felt great the next morning was an understatement. I felt completely refreshed, like a new man.

After all, I just had sex after an eighty year dry spell.

“Good morning, gorgeous,” I said, rolling over and kissing Shayla on the cheek.

She stretched her arms overhead and arched her back. Even her ears folded back briefly. She stayed there for a moment, then pulled the sheet up over her head.

“I don’t think I’ve ever slept so well,” she said. “I could stay in bed all day, especially if we do that again.”

“Trust me, I know the feeling,” I said. “The sun is up though, so we should get moving. Jacob probably woke up an hour ago and got right to work.”

“Oh, alright,” she said as she pulled the sheet down.

She stretched one more time, then sat up. Both of us were still fully nude, so of course I got an eyeful as she crawled across the bed. My intrusive thoughts got the better of me, and I reached out and gently slapped her on the ass.

“Well, good morning to you, too,” she said with a laugh.

I gave that perfect ass a squeeze, then focused on getting my clothes. As I grabbed my pants, I paused and looked around. My eyes went right to the closet door and I wondered how much of the clothing had survived. The house had been sealed up, so I had high hopes.

I crossed the room and opened the closet. It was a large walk-in closet, and looked to have men’s clothes on one side and women’s on the other.

“Hey Shayla, check this,” I said.

I began looking through all the hangers. Most of the clothes were plain and subdued, so I figured it had been an older couple that previously lived here. Well, at least the closet wasn’t filled with old Hawaiian shirts, so that was a plus.

I grabbed a plain t-shirt and pulled it off the hanger. It smelled musty as hell and was a bit crunchy feeling in the neck opening, which I figured was the elastic crumbling. Overall, it was usable. I threw it into the room so I could use it later.

“Oh, look at this,” Shayla said, grabbing a t-shirt and holding it up. It had an image of a cat on the front and said “crazy cat lady” on it. Shayla just grinned. “I think I found my new favorite shirt.”

“Yeah, there’s plenty here that’s usable,” I said. “We’ll have to wash them and see what survives. Or maybe bring some water in so we can wash things here.”

I left the closet while Shayla continued searching through the clothes. She found a short dress, which made her squeal with delight. Her tail lashed from side to side the entire time.

I went to the heavy wooden dresser set against the wall and began going through drawers. The elastic had crumbled in all the underwear, rendering it all but useless. Some of the socks were still in wearable shape. Fortunately, the guy that had previously lived here was close to my size, so I could wear some of this stuff.

I pulled open a lower drawer and smiled. “Jackpot,” I said as I grabbed a pair of jeans.

“Ohhhh,” Shayla said. “Everyone loves finding those. They last forever.”

“And his waist was only a bit larger than mine,” I said, shaking out a pair of dark blue jeans. I stepped into them, then went back to the closet and found a leather belt. A fresh pair of socks—well, as fresh as eighty-year-old socks could be—definitely helped. Unfortunately, his shoes were three sizes too big, but they were mostly in good shape so someone else could use them. Maybe Jacob.

My homemade shirt that Jacob had given me would be fine for another day. It smelled a bit ripe, but everything did in this world so I was getting used to it.

“I’m wearing this today,” Shayla said, pulling a blue, knee-length dress on. She wrinkled her nose at the musty smell, but turned so I could zip up the back. Fortunately, that still worked. Her brown leather boots looked a bit out of place with the blue dress, but she was happy and that was all that mattered.

“Just be careful with your tail,” I said with a chuckle.

“Huh?” Shayla asked, glancing back as her tail lashed from side to side.

I moved so that I was behind her. Her tail had lifted the bottom edge of her dress high enough that her entire ass was exposed. “On second thought, let’s leave it like this.”

“Damn humans and their human clothes,” Shayla muttered as she walked over to the nightstand with her ass hanging out. She bent over briefly to fetch her knife from the top, and I got an eyeful. “Can you stop grinning so much and help me?” Shayla asked, holding out the knife.

“Of course, honey,” I said, taking the knife from her. I marked the position of her tail on the dress with a finger, then used the knife to open a small slit. After gently guiding her tail through, I handed her the knife.

“Thanks,” she said and pecked me on the lips.

We finally moved to the bathroom to brush our teeth. There was still enough water pressure in the pipes for us to turn on the sink for a brief second—it just dribbled out, but it was enough to wet our toothbrushes. As an added bonus, they had three spare tubes of toothpaste beneath the sink. Score.

“Man what a great morning,” I said, holding Shayla’s hand as we walked down the hallway and into the living room.

There wasn’t much for breakfast, but we picked at a few things and started our day. No sign of Jacob, so I figured he got an early start on the other house.

“I’m gonna grab a few things,” I said to Shayla as I went into the garage.

It was pretty well outfitted, so it didn’t take me long to find a five-gallon bucket and some old towels. They weren’t in the best of shape, but they were good enough. I grabbed my machete and tossed everything into the wheelbarrow, then Shayla and I left. Fortunately, she remembered to grab a few candles and some matches.

“I wonder what all he’s found over there,” Shayla said as we walked across the street.

“I have high hopes for that house,” I replied. “Especially the basement. Although I’m curious as to exactly what happened. Maybe we can figure that out today.”

“We need to get back to Ellie at some point,” Shayla said. “Maybe we can shoot another bear and bring her some meat to trade.”

“Yeah, there’s a lot of stuff around here that’s usable,” I said. “We’ll have to figure out what to bring her. Guns, ammo. We have plenty of those. And once we get our hands on a radio and figure out how to use it, we can establish a relationship with that settlement up north. Maybe bring a few people down here to help us grow things.”

“I think it sounds great,” Shayla said. “Let’s just make sure we don’t wind up with an asshole for a mayor. Or constable, for that matter.”

“I’ll just give both of those jobs to you,” I said with a grin as we stepped onto the overgrown driveway. “Alright, let’s clear a bit of this.”

I grabbed a handful of long grass mixed with vines and pulled. It wasn’t the easiest task, as the roots had found their way into every crack and crevice in the driveway, but I managed to pull a large chunk of it out and tossed it to the side.

“I need a flamethrower,” I muttered. “A flamethrower and a lawnmower.”

“Can we make those?” Shayla asked.

“Someone crafty enough probably could,” I replied. “Most of the houses here will likely have lawnmowers, but we don’t have any gasoline so we can’t run them. Maybe we can distill some vodka strong enough to run one. I dunno. I just hope this guy has some books or something that will help.”

We picked our way up the driveway, noting that Jacob had already torn out several handfuls of bushes, vines, and long grass. I laughed at the Jeep—it would be the perfect vehicle for right now, with those massive tires. But, no gasoline.

“Hey, Jacob?” I called out. The front door was open.

“Yeah, I’m in here,” he replied from somewhere inside the house.

We walked into the house, noting that it already smelled better. The overstuffed recliner was gone, which was a blessing. I wasn’t in the mood to look at a desiccated corpse today.

“Finally evicted the previous tenants,” Jacob said, emerging from the hallway. He dusted his hands off and put them on his waist. “Tossed them out back. I figured we’ll burn them, once we create enough space to do it safely.”

“Good idea,” I said. “Have you looked around much this morning?”

“Nah, not a lot,” Jacob replied. “Mostly been dealing with cleaning stuff up. Also, I forgot the candles. Did you folks bring ‘em?”

Shayla held them up and smiled.

“Ah, where would we be without good women to keep us straight, right?” Jacob said with a chuckle.

“I’m excited to check out this basement,” I said, taking a candle from Shayla.

All three of us grabbed one, then she used a match to light them. The warm light was a big help—most of the shutters were still closed, so it was relatively dark inside the house.

We walked over to the stairs and descended into the basement, finally able to see. It took me a moment, but things finally started to make sense.

“These guys weren’t preppers,” I said, looking around. “Not real ones, at least. It looks like they got into it at the last minute, but didn’t really know what they were doing.” I walked over to a corner in the basement where walls had been framed but never finished. The gun safe stood next to it, so I brought the candle over there.

“If nothing else, there’s that,” Jacob said, walking up behind me. He whistled appreciatively when he saw inside.

“My earlier count was correct,” I said as I examined the guns. “We already grabbed two earlier, so there’s ten left. And all these pistols on the side.” I moved my candle down to the bottom of the safe and smiled at how many boxes of ammunition sat there. None had been opened.

“Enough for a small army,” Shayla said.

“Yeah, it’s a lot of guns for one small family,” I said. “Like I mentioned earlier, I don’t think they actually knew what they were doing. They thought the end was near, so they stocked up on guns, ammo, and supplies. When the bombs dropped, they locked themselves inside and lived on canned food until it ran out. My best guess is that when their food supplies ran out, the father shot the rest of the family so they wouldn’t have to suffer, then killed himself.”

“My god, that’s awful,” Shayla said.

“Agreed. No real prepper would do that. Those guys would have better food supplies, and would have started growing their own garden out back and hunting. I think this was just a rich family that bought supplies without actually learning how to use them. When things got bad, they panicked.”

“There’s some books upstairs,” Jacob said. “Once I get this place cleaned out I’d like to look through them. Some of the titles sound like things we could use right about now.”

“Perfect,” I said. “Let’s see what else we’ve got. I have a feeling we just found a gold mine.”

And we did.

Candlelight wasn’t the best way to search a dark room, but with all three of our candles together we were able to discover a bunch of useful things.

“Look at this,” I said, grabbing a box. “A Coleman camp stove! Oh, our dinners just got a lot easier. Especially since they have a full dozen tanks of gas to go with it.”

“I thought you said gas goes bad after a time,” Shayla said.

“This is propane, I think,” I said, tapping one of them. “Sealed in these little steel containers. It should still be good. Man, this is a great find. This thing folds up, so you can stuff it into a backpack and take it with you.”

“Look at this,” Shayla said, raising her candle.

We moved next to her and found heavy duty shelves filled with first aid kits, a hand crank radio, and even a handful of little flashlights with hand cranks on them. I set my candle down and grabbed one of the flashlights, then spun the handle a few dozen times. The bulb lit up, much brighter than my candle, which I then blew out.

“It’s amazing how some of these simple things can help so much,” I said, handing a flashlight to Jacob.

He cranked his a few times, then shined the beam around the basement. “Well, that’s an improvement,” he said, looking at a stack of five-gallon water jugs. There had to be a dozen of them.

I handed Shayla one of the flashlights and she began searching the basement as well. I followed her and she came across some boxes; things the previous homeowners had purchased but never bothered using. I felt like any real prepper would have been embarrassed at how badly these people failed at the basics.

“What’s this?” Shayla asked, sliding out a large box. She grunted at how heavy it was.

My eyes widened when I saw it. “Do you realize what this is?” I asked.

“Uh, no. That’s why I asked what it was,” Shayla said, poking me in the ribs.

“Guys. We have electricity.”
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Islid the box over between us and looked at it.

“Portable power station,” I said, reading the box.

“So what, like a battery?” Shayla asked. Jacob walked up behind us to see what we had found.

“Kinda,” I said, pulling the box open. “Jesus, this thing is brand new. I imagine the capacity is down after sitting for so long, but if this works even a bit, it’ll save our asses. So yeah, it’s basically a big battery. It’s got outlets here, so we can plug tools and appliances and lights in to power them. The box says it can be recharged with a solar panel.”

All three of us shined our flashlights at the pile of boxes and supplies in front of us. It didn’t take us long to find two large boxes with folding solar panels inside. They were even the same brand.

“Holy shit,” I said, sliding the boxes out. “I would be hard pressed to think of anything better for us to find. This is incredible.”

“Let’s set them up outside,” Shayla said, grabbing one of the solar panels.

I handed the other one to Jacob, then grabbed the power station myself. The three of us walked up the stairs and left the basement, then went out the front door.

Finding a clear and open space was hard, since nature had reclaimed so much of the neighborhood. We wound up taking everything out to the road and dropping the boxes there.

“I hope you know how to hook all this stuff up,” Shayla said while Jacob opened the boxes.

“They make it easy,” I said, removing the power station.

I studied it for a moment, then located the attachment points for the solar panels. The whole thing was basically plug and play.

Jacob and Shayla unfolded the solar panels and laid them out while I plugged both of them into the power station. A few minutes later nothing had happened, so I pushed a few buttons and it beeped.

“Yeah!” I shouted. Shayla bounced up and down, clapping her hands, and even grumpy old Jacob looked excited.

The power station beeped again, and the display read “replace battery.” Well, that wasn’t good, but I expected as much.

“Capacity will be down due to the age of the battery, but if this thing can hold even a tenth of the power it used to, we’re set,” I said. “Maybe we’ll luck out and find new batteries somewhere so we can keep this thing going.”

“What are you going to use it for?” Shayla asked.

I looked around at all the grass, bushes, and trees that covered practically everything. It felt like the houses had been dropped into a rainforest, but I immediately knew what I wanted to do first.

“The electric chainsaw,” I said. “Once this charges some, I’ll grab an extension cord and start cutting shit down. Jacob, we can start in your backyard so you can have a safe place to burn that stuff.”

“I’d appreciate that,” he said. “I might even pay you for it, from my new stash of guns and ammo.” He grinned. “Any requests?”

I continued looking around, but my thoughts changed. We needed to clean this section of the neighborhood out, both to make it livable and in case any raiders stopped by. Right now, they could just hide in the woods right behind our house and get us at nighttime.

“I don’t know a lot about guns, I’ll be honest,” I said. “But once we get some things cleared out, I feel like we should build a central watchtower and have someone up there with a good rifle. Like, a sniper.”

“I was thinking similar,” Jacob said. He turned and looked around. “We could probably build it where that house collapsed. That way we wouldn’t have to haul everything around.”

“We’ve certainly got plenty of tools around here,” I said. “I think it’s realistic.”

“When are we heading back to see Ellie?” Shayla asked. “We don’t have much food, and we need to contact that other settlement up north if we want to survive.”

“Tomorrow?” I asked, looking at them both. Jacob nodded, and so did Shayla. “Tomorrow morning let’s set out for her place. We’ll gather up some things to bring her, maybe some books and a gun or something.”

A chorus of honks caught my attention. I looked around and saw some Canadian geese flying overhead. Well, they’d be dinner, once we cleared a place for them to land.

“I’m going to go grab that chainsaw and an extension cord while this charges,” I said.

I handed Shayla my machete and she turned and went to the nearest clump of bushes and began hacking at it. Jacob started cranking the handle on his flashlight and went back into his house.

As for me, I went to our house and walked around the back to where the shed was located. It had just about everything we needed in there, it was just a matter of getting things working. The electric chainsaw was perfect, and the previous owner even had a small bottle of chain lube. A lawn mower sat in the center of the shed, but it was gas-powered. I’d have to figure out how to make fuel to get that thing running.

I grabbed the chainsaw and an extension cord, then left. On my way, I grabbed the hedge shears as well. With my arms full of stuff, I went back to where I had left the power station.

When I got there, I bent down and checked the display. It wasn’t telling me about a battery error anymore, and actually seemed to be charging, so that was good. After only ten minutes I assumed there wasn’t much power in the thing, but I hoped there would be enough to test out the chainsaw.

I plugged the extension cord into the power station, then slowly backed away, straightening out the cord as I went. Once I had some good slack in it, I plugged the other end into the electric chainsaw.

“Moment of truth,” I said as I walked up to Shayla.

She was hacking at thick grass and small bushes. A wrist-thick tree was nearby, so I pointed at it with the chainsaw blade. She cleared away much of the grass surrounding it, then moved out of the way.

I took a deep breath and got on one knee, nearly tripping on the extension cord in the process. I held the blade near the tree and squeezed the handle.

Nothing. Not even a click.

“Fuck,” I said. “I knew it was too good to be true.” I pushed myself to my feet and turned away from the tree.

“Hey, Mark?” Shayla asked.

I turned back to her. “Yeah?”

She held the extension cord in one hand, grinning at me. When I knelt down, I had accidentally unplugged it.

I laughed and let her plug the cable back into the chainsaw, then went back to the small tree. I squeezed the handle and the chainsaw whirred to life. The blade chewed right through the trunk in a matter of seconds.

“Holy shit,” Shayla said.

“Yeah, this is going to be a big help,” I replied.

A bush was next to us, so I leaned over and squeezed the handle again, easily sawing through the base. I got up and walked over to the next tree I found, slightly larger, and started cutting on it as well. The chainsaw spun for a few seconds, then died.

“Ah, hell,” I said. “Out of juice. We just need to let this thing charge for an entire day.”

“Do you think we can improve on that?” Shayla asked. “You said it’s basically a battery. Can we open it up and replace that battery with a better one? Or with multiple batteries to improve capacity?”

I leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I love that big, sexy brain of yours.”

I unplugged the chainsaw and set it next to the power station. It needed to charge for the rest of the day before we tried using it again. And even then, those old solar panels probably weren’t putting much power into it.

“Let’s go check on Jacob,” I said.

Together, we walked up the driveway to Jacob’s house. Shayla took a few whacks at the dense growth on the side of the driveway as we went to the front door.

“Jacob?” I called out. “Hey, you find anything?”

“Yeah,” he said from my right.

I turned and saw him with a book in his hands. Two more sat on the coffee table next to him. The shutters for the front window were open, letting in plenty of light.

“Told you I wanted to check out his books,” Jacob said. “Some are useless, but a few of these will come in handy. Look at this,” he said, holding one up.

“Electric vehicle conversions,” I said, reading the title.

“The whole thing is about wiring shit together,” Jacob said. “I figure that’ll come in handy when we start fixing these places up. He’s got some more good ones here, books about gardening, canning, even about surviving in the woods by yourself. Doesn’t look like any of them have been read before.” Jacob abruptly laughed. “They still look brand new. Maybe if this guy had read some of his damn books, he would have made it.”

“Knowledge is power, my friend,” I said, grabbing the book about EV conversions. I had something exactly like that in mind, so that book would come in handy. “I feel like if the people of Haven had a store of good books like this, they would have been ten years ahead instead of living in the middle ages.”

Jacob nodded. “Problem with Haven was the people in charge, as you saw. They didn’t like change. Things were good enough, and they weren’t willing to jeopardize anything, even if it meant possibly improving everyone’s lives.”

“Well, we won’t have that problem,” I said.

I handed the book about gardening to Shayla, and she excitedly opened it and began flipping through the pages.

“I guess we’re all reading by candlelight tonight,” she said.

“I’m hoping to stay in my own place tonight,” Jacob said, looking around. “I might go with you two to wash some things in the lake. When were you planning on going?”

“We can go anytime,” I replied. “Let me go get the wheelbarrow.”

I ran back to our house, smiling at the power station as I passed it. That really changed the whole game for us. It gave me hope, and made me feel like we wouldn’t have to suffer for the rest of our lives. Sure, we had to put in a lot of hard work, but things were going to be okay.

When I returned a moment later to Jacob’s house, I had the wheelbarrow and a double handful of clothes with me—things for both me and for Shayla, including her crazy cat lady t-shirt. Jacob dropped an armload of sheets into the wheelbarrow as well as some clothes he found. I mentioned the shoes to him and how they were too big for me. He nodded and said he’d take a look.

“We should probably create a central location for that stuff,” Jacob said. “Keep all the shoes in one place, all the belts, all the shirts. You know what I mean.”

“Kinda like the barrels back in Haven?” I asked as I pushed the wheelbarrow down the cracked street.

“Yeah, kinda like that,” he said.

“Maybe that partially collapsed house,” Shayla replied. “Once we clean it up, we can build a tower over one part, and use the rest as storage.”

I nodded. It was a good idea.

Honestly, we had a lot of good ideas. Problem was, we were only three people, and three people could only do so much work. We needed more bodies to get shit done.

“Should we name this place?” Shayla asked.

Jacob just shrugged. “Name’s don’t mean much to me. Now, having a soft bed to sleep in? My own house? You could name this place ‘Roadkill’ and I’d still love it.”

“I just hope everything works out in the end,” I said. “I think it will, though. I really believe in this place.”

“What about that?” Shayla asked. “‘Hope.’ That could be a good name.”

“You don’t think it’s too corny?” I asked.

“Not at all, we don’t even have any corn here.” She winked.

I rolled my eyes. “I’m okay with that name if you are.”

She smiled back at me. “I think it’s appropriate. Even if this old grump here doesn’t care about names.” She reached over and ruffled Jacob’s hair.

“Hey now, hey now!” he said, laughing.

Our mood was light as we walked down the broken road to the lake. We could all feel it: with the things we were discovering in these houses, we had a real chance at surviving.

Once we got things washed, we could bring them back to dry, then get to work clearing more land out to use for farming. Food was still our number one priority, so we always had to be conscious of that.

We heard the honking even before we arrived at the lake. Geese, and plenty of them.

As we approached the lake, we looked around for them. About a dozen were in the water, honking in that cute-yet-annoying way that geese did.

“I don’t know about you folks, but I know what I’m having for dinner tonight,” Jacob said, drawing his pistol.

We quietly approached the lake, keeping behind the one small building located there. I wasn’t entirely sure, but I thought it contained controls for the dam or something similar.

We slowly moved onto the far side of the building, careful not to disturb the geese. Jacob knelt down, resting the barrel of his pistol on the rusted fence that surrounded that part of the lake. He took his time, carefully aiming. The birds were only thirty or forty feet away so it wasn’t the hardest shot, but using a pistol definitely added another layer of difficulty.

“Come on,” Jacob whispered. “I’ve got a new stove with your name on it.”

He pulled the trigger and his pistol recoiled. The sound of the gunshot echoed across the lake, startling the geese and causing them to take flight. All except for one, who was now without a head.

Jacob stood and holstered his pistol, then began pulling at his shirt. “Well, it’s time for a bath anyway. Might as well swim out and grab dinner.”
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All three of us hopped in the lake for a quick bath. With a lack of human activity nearby, the water was incredibly clean, as opposed to the brownish color it had been before the war. I wouldn’t drink it without boiling it first, but it was great for a bath, or for washing clothes. A bit on the chilly side, though.

Fortunately, Jacob had been thoughtful enough to bring a handful of towels with him. They were old and musty, but better than nothing.

Shayla’s body was simply incredible, but I tried not to stare with Jacob right there. He was respectful and kept a bit of distance from us, then walked over to the other side of the small control building to dry off and get dressed.

“Maybe tomorrow,” Shayla said as she grabbed onto the railing and bent over. She looked at me from over her shoulder and winked as her tail moved to the side, practically inviting me inside.

Well, watching her bend over like that triggered an almost immediate reaction in my body. Shayla’s eyebrows rose and her smile deepened when she saw my erection.

“Yes, definitely tomorrow,” she said, shaking her butt at me. “Or better yet, later this evening.”

I nearly walked over there and grabbed onto that thing, but she quickly dried off with a towel and pulled her clothes on—she still wore the blue dress and her boots. I followed suit, suddenly wishing for a brush of all things. My hair was just long enough to be shaggy, and it dawned on me that it was going to get messy in a world without conditioner or hair brushes.

Of course, both of those were probably somewhere in our house, so all I had to do was look.

“You folks decent?” Jacob called out.

“Yeah,” I said as I pulled my shirt over my head.

We wrung the water from our freshly washed laundry and piled it in the wheelbarrow. The headless goose went on the opposite end with the neck hanging out of the wheelbarrow, to ensure no blood leaked onto our clothes. Jacob took the handles this time and we started back toward our houses. Toward Hope.

“We got a lot of work ahead of us,” Jacob said. “But it’s all good. We’re building something special here.”

“I feel like it’ll only take us a week or two and we’ll be beyond where Haven was,” I said. “Things are practically medieval down there.”

Jacob nodded. “We’re well on our way.”

“What else can we do with that power station?” Shayla asked.

As soon as I thought about it, my mind immediately went to food. “A refrigerator. I think that should be our number one focus. Being able to store food for a while is going to keep us alive more than anything else.” I looked around at all the dense growth surrounding us. “Although clearing some of this out is pretty high on the list as well.”

Shayla swung the machete and lopped off a branch over our heads. “That’s going to take some work. There’s no easy way around that unless we suddenly recruit another dozen people.”

“Once we get on that radio, maybe we can work on something,” Jacob said. “These settlers up north, if they’re as helpful as Ellie says they are, they’ll probably send a few people down here to help us rebuild.”

“I should try out that radio we found in the basement,” I said. “Ah shit, nevermind. It only receives, it doesn’t transmit. Yeah, we’ll have to go see Ellie tomorrow. We can bring some clothes and ammunition, maybe one of those hand crank flashlights, and trade it for the radio and some food.”

“Don’t give it all away,” Jacob said. “We might need a lot of that stuff to barter with later. I say trade the minimal amount she’ll accept. We ain’t trying to screw her over, but we have to make this stuff last. Now, those books I found in my house, those are worth something. I don’t plan on trading those, but if I do, they’ll be worth quite a lot. I’ll get something real valuable for them.”

“What else can we barter?” I asked.

Jacob shrugged. “Hard to say. We haven’t really gone through anything yet.”

“There’s a grill behind our house,” Shayla said. “It’s buried beneath grass and vines, but it looks intact. Those things are always worth a lot. But, like Jacob said, it’ll depend on what we find. Once we have a garden, we’ll be able to trade food, which is the most valuable commodity.”

“I wonder if anyone wants to buy a Jeep,” I said, mostly just thinking out loud. Shayla laughed.

“That thing does look like fun,” Jacob said. “I suppose I’ll never know. But I dreamed about it last night.”

“They’re great for driving off-road,” I said. “But yeah, I wouldn’t even know how to get that thing running after all these years.”

We turned onto our street and I felt myself smile. Yeah, the place was an overgrown mess and we could barely even see half of the houses. The one on our immediate right was half-collapsed. My house only had a small patch in the front ready to use as a garden. But it was the start of something special.

“I’d like to get started on this bird,” Jacob said. “I can use that new grill you found.”

“Perfect,” I said, looking over at the power station. “That’s been charging for a bit so I might try to cut up that tree that I downed earlier. But ultimately, I want to look at that car.”

“The red one?” Shayla asked. “The Porsche?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I have some ideas for that. I think I can get it moving, since it’s in such good shape.”

“Anything beats walking,” Jacob said. “Alright, let’s all meet up here in about an hour, then. I’ll have some food cooking.”

I nodded. “Let’s power a refrigerator with this power station so we can save the rest.”

“Solid idea,” Jacob said.

“I’ll try to get some more work done on our garden,” Shayla said.

I kissed her full lips, then turned and walked toward the house with the Porsche. Had I been smart I would have brought my machete, but I’d be fine. At least I had a gun, in case any more bears decided to call that place home. I wasn’t quite ready to fight anyone with my sword yet.

With that thought, I pulled out my pistol and held it ready as I approached the house. I stepped inside, then bent down and grabbed the front door. It was a solidly built, modern door, which meant it was steel. I leaned it against the nearby wall and made a mental note to put it back in place. Probably fix that broken window, too.

Grass, moss, and mold covered practically the entire interior to the extent that I wondered if the house was even salvageable. Probably not, realistically speaking. But, the house still had plenty of good parts that we could use to fix other ones.

I made my way across the overgrown living room and went right for the garage door. After pushing it open and stepping through, I took a look at the old Porsche and smiled. It really was a beautiful car, and perfect for my intentions.

But first, I needed some light. I walked over to the garage door, grabbed the bottom edge, and heaved. It was stiff, but it eventually moved and I raised it all the way. Just getting some fresh air inside the garage made a huge difference.

“Okay, so where to start?” I asked myself as I walked around the old sports car.

I saw a bicycle along one wall of the garage, so I dug around until I found a floor pump—the old kind, where you moved the handle up and down to inflate the tires.

The tires had been flat for decades so I didn’t have any trust in their roundness, but they didn’t look overly dry rotted. I connected the pump to the front tire and began inflating it. To my surprise, it worked, although I went at a snail’s pace and quickly became tired. Once I got enough air in the tire to start lifting the car, I removed the pump and replaced the valve stem cap. I’d do more later.

I opened both the front trunk and the rear engine cover. Fortunately, neither one was seized. Whoever this guy had been, he had taken immaculate care of the car. I’ll admit to a bit of guilt as I reached into the front trunk and began pulling out the factory carpet.

I needed to reduce weight, which meant removing stuff. And since half of this car didn’t work anyways, I was going to basically gut the thing. Well, the interior still looked nice, so that could stay, at least mostly. Everything behind the front seats was going to get yanked out.

After removing the carpet from inside the front trunk, I started loosening the first bolt I saw. Fortunately, the previous owner of this house had a lot of tools, definitely enough to disassemble this old car.

The old battery went first. It was most likely useless, but I set it aside so we could try to recondition it later. The gas tank was surprisingly large in that small car, but I left it there for now and instead started removing other stuff.

One of the great things about these old Porsches was that they had no power steering. I mean, all your weight was on the back, so they didn’t really need them. That came in handy now, as I didn’t have a leaky old power steering system to fuss with.

I spent the next hour unbolting everything I could and setting it all in a neat pile on the other side of the garage. Halfway through, I went around to the rear of the car and started unbolting things on the engine. I had no plans of getting that motor working again, so I just loosened every bolt I saw and started pulling stuff out.

Once I had a nice pile of car parts, I grabbed the air pump and started pumping up each tire. It took forever considering I was doing it manually, but I was able to tell that all four tires still held air, which was an incredible revelation.

My mood was high as I grabbed a shovel and left the garage. On my way out I scraped away some thick grass and bushes that had taken root in the cracked driveway. Every little bit helped.

Shayla and Jacob were outside, standing on the road between all the houses. Jacob had brought out a small table, and the Coleman camp stove sat on top of it. A single saute pan sat on top, and I smelled it before I saw what was in there. Another small table sat next to it, with some plates and silverware on top. Three mismatched chairs surrounded it.

“Wow. That smells incredible,” I said as I walked up.

“Yeah, I’m looking forward to this one,” Jacob said, giving the food a stir with an old bamboo spatula.

“We had one potato left, so I saved a bit to plant and sliced the rest up for lunch,” Shayla said. “And we put that salt and pepper to good use.”

“Never thought I’d be so excited for things as simple as salt and pepper,” I said, looking in the pan.

Thick slices of goose cooked alongside smaller pieces of potato. The smell made me realize just how hungry I was.

“How did things go with the car?” Shayla asked.

“Good,” I said. “Right now I’m just removing everything I can. My plan is to strip everything from the car that we don’t need, then get it rolling. The tires seem to hold air, so things are going great so far.”

Shayla gave me a bright smile. “I’m glad. It’ll be wonderful if you can get that thing moving.”

“How are you going to power it?” Jacob asked, turning the stove off. “Food’s done. Man, I can’t wait to try this.”

I moved over to the other table, where Shayla arranged the three plates. Jacob slid the contents of the saute pan onto each plate, then returned the pan to the stove. The three of us all sat down for a wonderful meal.

“Electric,” I said. “Those old Porsches are very simple cars, so once I remove all the old engine stuff, I’ll just install a big electric motor, a battery, and a switch.”

“That simple?” Jacob asked as he sliced off a piece of goose, then stabbed it with his fork.

“For now, yeah,” I said. “It won’t be fast, but it’ll be better than nothing. Especially if we can figure out a way to use some of these old solar panels to charge it. Obviously I still need to find a lot of things to get this done, but I think my idea is pretty straightforward and simple. How about you guys?”

“I did some work on the garden,” Shayla said. “Clearing out all the old bushes, grass, and trees is tough, but I’m making some progress. And Jacob went ahead with your idea.” She smiled suddenly.

I looked over at Jacob, who was grinning. He nodded toward the power station.

My eyes went to the overgrown battery and I noticed two things. First, the display wasn’t flashing red anymore. Instead, it was flashing green. That was certainly a good sign. And second, an extension cable had been plugged into it, and ran toward the house. A second extension cable had been linked with the first, giving it enough length to enter the garage.

“Shayla cleaned out the refrigerator,” Jacob said. “The rest of the goose is in there, so we can finish it off tomorrow.”

“Man, this is great,” I said, taking a bite of my lunch. “And wow, so is this! I never thought goose would taste so good.”

“Nice and fatty,” Jacob said with a nod.

I reached out and took Shayla’s hand in mine, then squeezed it. Every day, every hour we spent there filled me with hope. I tried to envision Hope after plenty of work; the trees trimmed back, the houses fixed up, and probably a simple wall surrounding the immediate area.

“I could get used to this,” I said, taking another bite.
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After lunch we all helped clean up. There were so many things to do here in Hope that I felt a bit overwhelmed, but Shayla kissed me on the cheek and helped calm me down.

“One task at a time,” she said with a beautiful smile. “And I can think of a certain task we’re going to be doing tonight, so make sure you stay clean,” she added with a wink.

That was certainly motivation to get things done.

After cleanup, the three of us went over to Jacob’s house and began clearing out his backyard. It was an overgrown mess, but an hour spent with a machete, hedge shears, and a shovel gave us a safe space to burn some of the old furniture. Specifically, the ones stained with blood.

I continued hacking away with the machete while Jacob dumped some old motor oil onto the chair and mattresses and lit them with a match.

“I feel like I should wait out here with a bucket of water, just to be safe,” Shayla said, grounding the point of the shovel and leaning on it.

“Not the worst idea,” I said. “Honestly, we need to figure out a way to get water from Jones Falls to here. The basic idea is simple—a waterwheel powering a pump. But making all of that is going to be tough.”

“Fortunately, I have those old jugs of water in the basement,” Jacob said, placing his hands on his hips and watching the fire grow.

A thick plume of smoke rose from the fire, making a clear signal that could be seen for miles around. That got my mind working.

“Once we contact that other settlement, we’ll have to start another fire so they can follow the smoke.” I thought for a moment on that. “I wonder how long it’ll take them to get here.”

“All the more reason to contact them sooner rather than later,” Shayla said. She reached out with the shovel, pushing on the burning furniture and keeping it in a neat pile.

“We’ll have to stay ready, too,” Jacob said. “We can use smoke to let people know where we are. But remember, the Druids ain’t that far away from here. There’s a chance they might get nosy.”

I nodded. “Let’s go through all those guns today, on that note. Maybe one of us can stay on top of a roof or something, to see better.”

“In this?” Jacob asked, indicating the thick forest around us. “We need to clear this for at least fifty feet around all of Hope for that to work.”

“Sounds like we have our work cut out for us,” I said. “At least we have that electric chainsaw. I wish I had a working gas one now, though. We wouldn’t be limited by an extension cable.”

“Maybe there’s something in one of those books of mine,” Jacob said. “Some way to make gas. Hey, you kids run along and get some work done on that car. I’ve got the fire. We’ll meet up in a bit and go over the guns.”

Shayla handed the shovel to Jacob as we left the backyard. We passed through the house, both of us noting how much cleaner the place was.

“Jacob’s going to have himself a nice place at this rate,” Shayla said.

“Yeah, I know. We need to get electricity in this place,” I replied. “Solar panels and batteries. I’m sure there’s a way to do it.”

Together we left Jacob’s place and walked over to the house where the Porsche sat. I had left the garage door open so we walked straight in and got to work. I showed Shayla where the wrenches were and then we got to work.

“Don’t touch that,” I said, pointing at the brake master cylinder. “We need that so we have brakes. But the rest of this stuff can go.”

She nodded and began loosening bolts. I went around to the back of the car and continued disassembling the engine. Working quickly, I had the intake manifold off in no time, without even getting my hands dirty. That was an added bonus.

“Hey Mark,” Shayla called out. “Can you help me?”

“Of course, honey,” I said. I stood up and knuckled my lower back, then moved toward the front of the car. “What do you need?”

“Oh, I need that big wrench you’ve got,” she replied.

When I got to the front of the car I found her bent over the front trunk with her ass up in the air. She had pulled her dress up, giving me an incredible view of her perfect rear end.

“Let’s loosen those nuts,” she said with a wink, shaking her hips at me.

With a grin, I reached out and grabbed onto the round cheeks of hers and gave them a squeeze, then knelt behind her. She spread her feet and her tail moved to the side. I ran my tongue up and down her pussy lips a few times while tugging on my belt.

Being greeted by her ass got me hard in seconds. As soon as I had my belt undone I stood up and pushed myself inside her.

“Fuck me hard, Mark,” Shayla said, tossing her hair and grinning at me over her shoulder. “I belong to you, baby. Make sure I never forget that.”

I grabbed her by the hips and began thrusting inside her wet pussy. She backed into me with every thrust, and the sound of my hips slapping against her ass filled the garage. Something about bending this beautiful, voluptuous blonde over the front of a Porsche 911 and fucking her just felt so right in so many ways.

I kept my left hand on her hip but moved my right hand up to the base of her tail and gripped it firmly. Shayla tossed her hair and slammed her ass against me.

“Fuck yes,” she said. “My god, I love it when you grab onto me.” She reached out and grabbed onto the edge of the fender, holding it tightly so she could keep pushing against me.

“Hold on,” Shayla said as she slowly straightened up.

I pulled myself out of her and we moved to the side of the car. Shayla slammed the front trunklid and sat on the fender, spreading her beautiful thighs. I quickly moved between them and slipped myself inside her as she wrapped her arms behind my neck.

We kissed each other deeply as we made love. Her hands moved down to my lower back, then grabbed onto my hips, pulling on me and encouraging me to fuck her harder and faster. I kept one hand on the back of her neck, right where she liked it, and slid my other one down to grab her hip.

“Cum for me, baby,” Shayla said against my lips when she heard my breathing quicken.

I shouted her name as I filled her with my seed. She smiled as we kissed and wrapped her legs around me, holding me inside her.

“That was amazing,” she said, leaning her head against my shoulder.

“I’m inclined to agree,” I said, kissing her temple. I slid both hands down and grabbed onto that incredible ass of hers, squeezing it while pressing my hips forward.

“Mmm, I love how you feel,” she said, hugging me tightly. “I just want to keep you inside me for the next hour or two.”

“The feeling is mutual,” I said.

We remained that way for several minutes, holding each other closely. Her body felt like heaven pressed against mine.

“I suppose we should get back to work,” Shayla said against my shoulder.

“In a minute,” I said, squeezing her tightly.

“I love feeling claimed by you,” she said. “One of these days I’m going to make you cum in my mouth, my pussy, and my ass all in the same day so I can feel completely owned by you.”

I smiled and moved my hand up her back and gently rubbed my fingertips on her scalp. She let out a noise that sounded suspiciously like a purr as I rubbed her.

“Careful. You keep doing that and I’ll never let you leave,” she said. She leaned back, then pecked me on the lips. “I know I’ve told you this before, but I’m starting to love you, Mark,” she said, looking me in the eye.

“I’ll always treat you right,” I replied, and kissed her.

“I guess I should let you get back to work,” she said. “Ugh, I wish you could fuck me again, right now. I feel insatiable, like I just want to crawl inside your chest and live there.”

I laughed. “That might hurt a little bit.”

We kissed again, then I finally pulled myself out of her. She lowered her dress and I pulled my pants back up, then we grabbed our tools.

“What about the inside of the car?” she asked, opening the passenger door.

“The interior?” I asked.

We sat in the seats and looked around. It was a relatively simple car, but there was a lot of stuff I simply didn’t need.

“All of this can go,” I said, pointing at the air conditioning, stereo, and heater controls. I looked up and smiled. “Oh shit, it’s got a sunroof.”

Shayla looked up with me.

“This panel opens and slides back,” I said, pointing at it. “You can get a nice breeze when you drive around.”

“Even better, I could stand on something in here and hold a rifle above the car,” Shayla said. “We’d take care of the Druids that way. Or anyone else that wanted to mess with us.”

“Hold on. Are we going to put a turret on the roof of a vintage Porsche?” I asked. “Yeah. I think that needs to happen. Ugh, I hate to mess up such a beautiful car, though.”

“I can always just lean out the window,” she said.

“I think that’s a better idea for now,” I said. “Alright, let’s get some of this stuff yanked out.”

We spent some more time on the interior of the car, eventually removing the stereo and the vent controls. Considering how simple I was planning on running things, almost everything could come out.

“What about the lights in the front?” Shayla asked.

“Yeah, I’m keeping those,” I replied. “That’s basically all I’m keeping. It’ll just be a big battery powering an electric motor and the headlights, both of them on a switch. The simpler I keep it, the easier it’ll be to get it working.”

“And that?” Shayla asked, twisting in her seat to check the rear of the interior.

“All of that is going,” I said. “Those rear seats are too small for anyone to use, and I’d rather save weight. The lighter this car is, the more range we’ll get out of the battery. Plus, less wear and tear on the tires and suspension, and it’ll be a little faster.”

Shayla nodded. “We’ll let’s get it all out, then,” she said as she turned back to the dashboard.

She worked surprisingly quickly for someone that had never operated a car before. In only a few minutes she had more of the electronics removed, then switched to the door panel.

“Hold on,” I said, stopping her.

“Do you not want this removed?” she asked.

I thought for a moment. The car had manual window cranks and door locks, so there was no real need for the interior door cards. But, they were thin and lightweight, and just looked damn good.

“Leave ‘em,” I said. “Let’s move on to heavier things. Honestly we need to get the engine and transmission out more than anything, but I’m not sure how that’s going to go.”

Shayla opened the door and stepped out. “No better time than now.”

We met at the rear of the car and went back to removing every bolt we could. I wanted to crawl beneath the car and unbolt the stub axles, but I needed a good jack for that. Plus, we were short on time today.

“I think that’s good for today,” I said, grabbing an old towel and wiping my hands off. I handed it to Shayla and she did the same. “It’s going to take a while to remove all this stuff. Can’t do it in a day. Plus, I have to locate a motor and some batteries.”

“Where are you going to do that?” Shayla asked, returning our socket wrenches to the tool chest.

“There’s a place down the road that we passed on our way up here,” I said. “I’m not sure what it used to be, but I saw a few forklifts and some heavy machinery there, so it might have exactly what we need.”

“Should we stop by on our way to see Ellie tomorrow?” Shayla asked.

“Good idea,” I replied. “We can bring the wheelbarrow and leave it there. On our way back, pick up all the heavy stuff and bring it back here.”

“Sounds good,” Shayla said, setting the old towel on a workbench behind her. “Let’s go see what Jacob found in that gun safe.”
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We held hands and walked down the driveway together. It was a simple action, but seemed to bring a bit of calm normalcy in this crazy and chaotic world. I brought Shayla’s hand up to my mouth and kissed her knuckles, and she smiled at me.

“How long do you think it’ll take us to clean all the plants out?” I asked.

“Longer than I’d like, that’s for sure,” Shayla replied. “This place is so badly overgrown, sometimes I worry that we won’t be able to, even with a year of solid work. But I know if we focus on one place at a time we can get it done. If that settlement up north sends any people down here to join us, that’ll be a big help. More hands creates less work.”

“Should we just go ahead and ask them to send some people down?”

She bit her full bottom lip as she thought. “Hard to say. What if they’re assholes? But, I suppose that’s a risk we’ll have to take in order to survive. The truth is, we need numbers to make this work. Even just a dozen people would be fantastic. Three dozen would be even better.”

“There are some condos down the street where we can fit a dozen families,” I said. “Of course, I don’t know what kind of condition they’re in, but the possibility is there. If even half of them are usable, that’ll be a great place to boost our population. And still with far more room than people had down in Haven.”

“I think that’s my favorite thing about this place,” Shayla said. “All the free space. I know it needs a ton of work, but I love that I have all this room to myself. Once we clear out around our house, it’s going to be amazing.”

We made our way over to Jacob’s house, noting that the plume of smoke that rose from behind the house was thinner now.

“Knock knock!” I called out as we entered the place. “Oh hey, Jacob.”

“Come on in,” he said, waving us inside.

Jacob sat on the couch and examined a pile of firearms on the large coffee table in front of him. The rifles were all neatly arranged, with the pistols pushed over to one side for the time being.

“Leave the door open,” Jacob said. “I’m hoping to air this place out. Can’t fix eighty years of a corpse rotting in my living room, but every bit helps.”

“So, what do we have here?” I said as I walked over to the coffee table. Shayla sat on the couch next to Jacob. Honestly, with all he had cleaned, the smell wasn’t very bad.

“We got some real nice guns, that’s what we got,” Jacob replied. He picked up an over under shotgun and passed it to me. “Check this out.”

I gave the shotgun a quick look over. The metal receiver had fine scrollwork all over it, standing out in gold among the dark blued steel. “Benelli,” I said. “Sounds Italian. Man, this thing is beautiful. It’s like a work of art.”

“I can’t find a bit of wear on it anywhere,” Jacob said. “I don’t think it’s ever been fired.”

“What’s this?” Shayla said, picking up an assault rifle with more accessories than I thought possible. A small scope was on top, with a forward grip beneath the barrel as well as a small flashlight. The stock had a black leather sleeve with a loop to hold an extra magazine.

“That’s an AR-15,” Jacob said. “Good rifle. Reliable. Not very powerful, to be honest, but it’s still a good one to have. This scope here is a nice piece. It’s large in diameter, making it easy to use in low light, and only magnifies a little bit. Really it’s more of a fast optical sight than a scope. With this thing, you can put five rounds in a man’s chest in as many seconds.”

I whistled appreciatively.

“Personally, I’m excited for this one,” Jacob said, lifting a hunting rifle with a wooden stock and a large scope. “This is a .30-06 with a Zeiss scope. I can hit a man at five hundred yards with this thing and blast his arm off. Or a deer, if we see any of those. One of the best guns ever made, if you ask me.”

“What about this?” Shayla asked, picking up a large semi automatic pistol. “Jesus christ, I feel like I can fit my thumb in the barrel of this thing.”

“Colt 1911,” Jacob said with a grin. He looked like he was talking about his favorite child. “Yeah, this thing’s got some serious stopping power. 45 ACP. Kicks a bit, but one bullet in the right place will put anyone down.”

I looked down at all the firearms in front of us. Those, plus what we already had made it feel like we could outfit a small army—certainly enough people to keep Hope safe and secure.

“Once we build a guard tower we can keep that scoped rifle up there,” I said. “You know, after we clear out this place so a guard could actually see. Think we need to build a wall around our town of Hope?”

Jacob shrugged. “If we had ten times as many people, I would say yes. But as is, or even with ten or a dozen people, I think we need to just focus on clearing away all the trees and bushes. That way we can see if anyone tries to get close. We’ll make sure we’re armed all the time.”

I nodded. “Anything else?”

“Yeah,” Jacob said, sitting back and grinning. “I found the keys to that car outside. The, uh, the Jeep. Guy that owned it had a CB radio installed. If we can get power to that thing, we can use it to communicate with other nearby settlements.”

“Fuck yeah,” I said. “Honestly, all we need is to get a new battery in it and the radio will work. Shouldn’t be that hard if we find the right things. Hell, hooking a good charger up to the current dead battery might even be enough to just run the radio.” I thought for a moment. “You know what? The house where I found the Porsche—that guy has all sorts of car stuff. I’ll bet he has a battery charger in there. Let me go look.”

I hurried out of Jacob’s house and picked my way down the overgrown driveway. Every time I passed by I made sure to grab a small bush or a handful of long grass or something and tear it out. He had removed a lot of the foliage that had covered the Jeep. Cleaning this place up was going to take lots of work, but every bit helped.

I looked at the old Porsche for a moment and smiled. It made me chuckle that I finally got my dream car, but it took a global nuclear war to make it happen. Either way, I had big plans for that car.

The garage was filled with neatly organized tools, so I went right to where all the car parts were and started looking. After a few minutes I found a battery tender, but that wasn’t strong enough for my intentions. Plenty of wrenches, a hydraulic car jack that still seemed to work, two more extension cords that I grabbed, and finally, after another ten minutes, a battery charger. As soon as I found it, I remembered that I had seen it the first time we searched the garage. Of course.

“Alright, let’s get this radio working,” I said as I turned to leave the garage.

A gunshot rang out and startled me. I pulled out my pistol and carefully left the garage, keeping my eyes open for any signs of movement. Several voices came through the woods, and I eventually recognized them as Jacob and Shayla. They didn’t sound frightened or angry, so that was a positive.

I hurried to the end of the driveway and tried to look through the foliage. Nothing. It was still too thick. Cursing all the overgrowth, I moved over to Jacob’s driveway and silently made my way toward his house.

“Talk about luck,” Shayla said, walking into view with her hands on her hips. Her ears flickered and she turned, seeing me approach. “Oh, hi there Mark. You can relax. Jacob came outside to check on the Jeep and saw a deer.”

I straightened up and let out a sign of relief. “I was worried one of the Druids had made their way here,” I said.

“Oh, that’ll happen at some point,” Jacob replied as he emerged from the treeline. He dragged a deer carcass behind him and dropped it on the side of the driveway. “Looks like we’ve got dinner. Hell, we’ve got a few meals here, especially since you said we can use the refrigerator to keep the meat from spoiling.”

“Fuck yeah,” I said. “Man, where to start?”

“Let me help,” Shayla said, walking up to me. She pecked me on the lips and smiled. “What do you need, honey?”

“I’m not even sure at this point,” I said. “I feel like we’re stuck in an endless cycle of cleaning.”

Shayla laughed. “I’ll go find some containers in our kitchen to hold the deer meat.”

I watched her walk away. Her tail swished from side to side, the way it did when she was happy. Her ears twitched and turned toward every sound, but she kept walking right to the power station.

“Still can’t believe I found her,” I said to myself.

“Yep, and she’s a great woman,” Jacob said. “Being a Beastkin don’t change that none. And you two have fought side-by-side several times, now. I’d said you have a great bond.”

“Yeah, I’m a lucky guy,” I said. Shayla bent over to plug the extension cord into the power station and glanced my way. We locked eyes and shared a smile.

“Feel like helping me butcher this?” Jacob asked.

I looked down right as he rammed a knife into the deer’s stomach and began cutting. Intestines spilled out onto the driveway.

“You can use these guts as fertilizer,” he said as he worked.

“Holy shit,” I said, turning my head. “Yeah, I don’t think I’m quite ready for that yet.”

“Can’t blame you,” Jacob said as he pulled out the stomach and tossed it to the side. “If you’ve never done this, it takes a bit to be able to just dig around in some guts. Even just seeing blood can be a lot for some people. Don’t worry, you’ll get there.” He made a few cuts and then grabbed a double handful of intestines and threw them to the side. “Yeah, that’s great fertilizer right there.”

“I’ll go check on Shayla,” I said. Jacob laughed.

I set the car battery charger down and hurried down the driveway, still holding the extension cords. I knew linking a bunch of them together wasn’t usually advisable, but it was the best we could do.

I caught up with Shayla at our house. “How was the fridge?” I asked.

“Only a mild nightmare,” she replied with a smile. “Honestly, it wasn’t too bad. It needed some cleaning, but it had been sealed the entire time. I got it done quickly.”

I dug through the cabinets and found some old glass bowls with lids that sealed nice and tightly. I wasn’t sure if they were sufficient for the deer, but it was the best we had. I grabbed a stack of them as Shayla finished wiping down the interior of the fridge.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s go take these to Jacob. That way, we can save the deer for later. Maybe trade some to Ellie in return for some more potatoes and beans or something.”

“Good idea,” Shayla said, taking some of the containers from me.

We left the house and went down the driveway, passing by the power station on the way. The solar panels were still charging, albeit slowly. I was just grateful for electricity. We’d probably have to unplug the fridge every so often so it didn’t drain the power station, but that was fine.

Jacob had half the deer skinned by the time we got there. We set the glass containers next to him.

“You can put the extra meat in those, and we’ll keep them cold in the fridge,” I said. “We can even freeze some for later.”

“This will make good leather,” he said, holding up a flap of skin. “I can use the brains to tan the hide. This type of stuff is important—leather is invaluable out here. Hell, we can even make armor with it, although it won’t stop a bullet. Well, unless we boil it and layer it.”

That comment reminded me that the Druids were close by. Close enough that I knew they would eventually be a problem.

But that could wait. For now, it was time to enjoy some grilled venison.
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Islept like a baby that night. Shayla and I almost made love again, but we were both tired and agreed we needed the rest. We had plans for the next day and I wanted to make sure we were ready.

The next morning came and I woke up a few minutes before my girlfriend. I went through the clothes we had washed the day before and pulled on a clean pair of jeans and a simple blue shirt, then went to the kitchen.

Dried coffee didn’t really go bad, it just got really bitter. I decided to try some—the good stuff we had taken from the hospital a few days back. Jacob had rolled over a five gallon jug of clean water last night, so that was covered. I didn’t have any filters so I used two layers of paper towels and let it drip into a cup. Hey, it worked.

Aaaaaand it tasted horrible.

I mean, I should have expected as much from coffee that old. Still, I took a few sips, hoping a bit of caffeine would make its way into my system.

“Good morning, honey,” Shayla said as she walked into the living room. She had her “crazy cat lady” shirt on and nothing else. Her strong thighs peeked out from beneath the bottom hem, teasing me. She noticed me holding a mug and perked up. “Oh, what’s that? Did you try the coffee?”

“Yeah,” I said, pouring it down the drain. “It’s pretty awful, to be honest. Coffee gets bitter as it gets older. Well, it’s not a total loss. I believe we can use it as fertilizer.”

She smiled. “There you go. There’s always a positive angle to put on things.” She stretched her arms overhead and yawned, giving me a peek of pure heaven between her thighs.

“We’ll probably be leaving here shortly,” I said.

“I’ll go put some clothes on,” she said, turning and walking back to the bedroom. Her tail swished around, lifting the rear of her shirt enough to give me a view of her incredible ass.

A knock came at the door. Well, only one other person around here would knock, so of course I immediately knew who it was.

“Come on in, Jacob,” I called out.

The door opened and the grizzled old scavenger entered the room. He wore new clothes as well: a pair of dark jeans and a burgundy colored button-down shirt. Seeing him in clothes like that, as opposed to the coarse, handmade rags I was used to, made him seem much less feral.

“You folks ready to head down to Ellie’s?” he asked, walking into the kitchen.

“Yeah,” I said. “Shayla is getting dressed now. What are we bringing to trade?”

Jacob set one of the hand crank flashlights on the counter and a box of shotgun shells next to it. “These, with a promise for more stuff later. I want to trade for food, since we’re low at the moment. Potatoes would be good. Something we can easily grow.”

I nodded. It was a solid idea.

“Good morning, Jacob,” Shayla said as she entered the living room. She had donned a pair of loose shorts and her boots. As usual, the sight of the Beastkin woman wearing that shirt made me chuckle.

“I love this shirt,” she said, looking down at it with a grin. “I feel like I lucked out, finding it.”

“So, what else are we doing this morning?” Jacob asked. “You wanted to stop by that place on the way here, right?”

“Yeah,” I said. “That old construction or industrial place. Not sure what it is, but I definitely want what they have. We’ll bring the wheelbarrow.”

Jacob helped us prepare breakfast, which was mostly just leftover venison. A bit on the bland side, but I was hungry so it tasted great.

After that, we all grabbed our guns and got ready. Each of us holstered a pistol. Jacob slung the scoped hunting rifle over his shoulder. I carried the over under shotgun, and Shayla took the AR-15. We checked each other over, ensuring everything was safe and ready, then grabbed the wheelbarrow. I made sure to fetch my machete before we left.

“The weather is great this morning,” Shayla said, looking up at the clear sky.

“Careful with that,” Jacob warned. “You start talking about the weather and suddenly you’ll find yourself old, like me.” He chuckled and looked up at the sky. “But yeah, it’s a nice day.”

We turned left onto Lakeside Drive and kept walking. Even though the road was slightly overgrown in several spots, it was a rather quaint path that we took, with the Jones Falls stream on our right and a dense wall of trees on our left. Jacob hacked away at several branches that hung too low.

“I think once we get about a dozen people down here, we can really start getting things cleaned up,” Jacob said, swinging at another branch. “Especially once we figure out how to pump some water from this lake to the houses.”

“I want to make a waterwheel,” I said. “We can use the stream to generate electricity. We just need a good car alternator and we can use it to charge a set of batteries.”

“What about the Porsche?” Shayla asked.

I snapped my fingers. “Great thinking. Yeah, I just need to make a simple waterwheel, mount it appropriately, and probably use some pulleys or maybe the gears and chain from a bicycle to get the RPM fast enough. That’ll generate steady power, day and night.”

“I think one of those books in my house has some bits about electricity,” Jacob said. “Check it out when we get back.”

I nodded. “I did some basic electrical work on my old house, so I don’t think it’ll be too hard. Mostly just converting the voltage to whatever we need. If we hook a twelve volt battery up to the system, then it’ll be extremely straightforward, and I might even do that initially. If it generates enough power though, I’d love to use it to power a house or two. That’ll probably take more than an alternator, though.”

We continued down the road, and after a bit Jacob and I switched. He pushed the wheelbarrow while I reached out and held Shayla’s hand. She gave me a sweet smile as we kept walking.

“I think it’s up here,” I said, pointing just to our right. “And those condos are through the trees to our left. If our population really starts growing, we can house people there, assuming they’re in good shape.”

Jacob looked over his shoulder. “Those’re pretty close to our houses, right?”

“Yeah, we just kinda circled around so we could use this road,” I said.

We got to the end of Lakeside Drive and turned right. A wooden sign had once been there, but it had long since rotted mostly away. The entrance to this place was immediately after, also on the right. Nature had reclaimed much of it, as it had the rest of the city, so it was difficult to make out several things. But two things were immediately apparent.

“That’s a bucket truck.” I said, pointing at what looked like a large mass of vines. I could still make out the truck beneath. We moved forward and I grabbed a handful of foliage and pulled it away, revealing the front end of a large diesel truck. “It has an arm up top that can hold two people and lift them pretty high.”

“What’s that?” Shayla asked, pointing at another cluster of plants.

Jacob hacked though waist-high grass, and once he had cleared a path we all walked to the big green lump and began pulling bushes and vines away.

“Oh, shit,” I said, tearing off a double armful of vines. “You guys, this is a giant wood chipper. That, plus the bucket truck… I’ll bet the city used this stuff to maintain the area, or nearby parks. Oh, we might be in luck. Let’s look in the building.”

We walked back out to the parking lot in front of the building and located the door. It was jammed, so I kicked it open.

The front office was completely trashed, which we expected. There wouldn’t have been much in there for us anyway, so we continued and entered the main building, which was something like a large warehouse in design.

“Oh, this is good,” I said, looking around. “This is very good.”

Shayla coughed and brought her t-shirt up over her mouth and nose. “We need to open a window or three, though.”

“Yeah, no argument there,” I said. I went back to the door that led to the front office and propped it open. It wasn’t much, but it would allow some fresh air to enter.

I returned to the main room and started looking around. The place was an absolute mess, but within only a few minutes I had already found several hand saws, including a pole saw. We found a pallet, still wrapped in layers of clear wrap, and I used my knife to cut it away.

“What is it?” Shayla asked.

I looked around and saw two forklifts nearby. That made me smile, as I immediately realized what we were looking at.

“These are batteries,” I said, pulling the clear wrap away. “Big-ass batteries that usually power forklifts. And because these were apparently just shipped before the war happened, they were shipped without the electrolyte, which is common.”

“And that means?” Shayla asked.

I grinned. “That means these batteries are still good. The only downside is that they’re extremely heavy. Probably a thousand pounds. So, we’ll have to figure out a way to lift them and get them back to Hope.”

My eyes went back to the forklifts. If those were electric, that meant each one contained a good electric motor that probably had around fifty horsepower. Not a ton, but completely sufficient for my needs.

“We’re definitely coming back here,” I said. “Those big trucks outside will have good alternators that will be perfect for the waterwheel project. Honestly, better than the one from the Porsche.”

“How much of this can we carry today?” Jacob asked, crossing his arms.

“Not much,” I said. “A few tools, although honestly we have plenty of saws and the like back in our homes. What we need from here is going to take some work. I think later today, or possibly tomorrow, I’ll come back down here with some wrenches and start taking those forklifts apart.”

Jacob nodded. “We can all do it. You and Shayla can unbolt everything while I keep watch. Safer that way.”

“Good thinking,” I said, pulling away more of the clear wrap. Half a dozen smaller batteries sat on the pallet behind the massive forklift battery. “Let’s go ahead and grab some of these,” I said, lifting one. “These smaller ones will be twelve volts. We can use one to get the radio on the Jeep going.”

We each grabbed a battery and carried it outside to the wheelbarrow, then I went back and grabbed one more along with a jug of electrolyte solution. I didn’t want to load down the wheelbarrow too much so we went ahead and left the facility.

Once outside, we took a left onto Falls Road and began heading south. It only took us five minutes to reach the old Royal Farms where Ellie had created her home along with her son, Richard. We parked the wheelbarrow outside and knocked on the door.

Shotgun barrels answered us. Ellie’s face peeked out a few seconds later, and she pulled the gun away.

“Sorry ‘bout that,” she said, opening the door. “I’m glad to see you folks are still alive. Did you find what you wanted?”

“Yeah,” I said, walking in after Shayla. Jacob came in last. “We found an old neighborhood up there and we’re clearing it out. There’s a ton of good stuff up that way, and we brought a few things for you.”

I handed her the hand crank flashlight and Jacob set the box of shotgun shells next to the radio. Richard walked into the room at that moment and his face lit up when he saw the box of ammunition.

“These are always welcome,” Ellie said, grabbing the shells. She set them on the counter, next to her shotgun. “So, what do you folks want in return? Still interested in the radio?”

“I think we actually have that covered,” I said. “We mostly need food.”

She nodded. “Lucky for you we’ve been good in that department. Lots of potatoes and beans, even a little bit of rice. The beans and rice last for a good long while. Not so much the potatoes, but those grow pretty easily. Might even have some grapes for you, since you were nice enough to bring me shotgun shells.”

I opened my mouth to tell her we would take whatever she was gracious enough to give, but Jacob beat me to it.

“And these are good ones,” Jacob said, nodding at the box of ammunition. “Double-aught buckshot. That’ll stop anyone. Those were kept in a safe, so they’re in good condition. We’ll take both beans and rice, and as many potatoes as you can spare. We’re starting our own garden, so the more the merrier. Any other vegetables would be welcomed as well.”

Ellie gave him a slow nod and narrowed her eyes slightly. “I can give you two bags of beans, one of rice, and a dozen potatoes. The grapes are just starting to get ripe so I can’t give you many of those, but I can give you a cutting from the vine so you can grow your own.”

Jacob rubbed his chin for a moment, then held out his hand. “Deal.”

Ellie shook his hand and smiled. “You throw yourself into the deal and I’ll give you three cuttings.” She winked.

Jacob threw back his head and laughed. “Oh Ellie, you’re a gem. I was made for killin’, not for lovin’.”

“You just remember my offer,” she said. “Nights get cold sometimes around here.”

“I thank you,” he said.

As for me, I just tried not to laugh.
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Once Ellie and Richard brought us our food, we tossed it in the wheelbarrow and got ready to leave.

“I saw the smoke from your fire yesterday,” Ellie said, her tone taking on a more serious note. “Be careful with that. If I can see it, so can the Druids. Especially if they have scouts out.”

Jacob nodded soberly. “We’re counting on them showing up at some point. We got guns though, so we’re ready.”

“A few of them have tried us in the past,” she said, reaching out and patting her shotgun. “None of ‘em survived. But I fear the day they try to come here in force. We won’t be able to resist.”

“They mostly focus their efforts on the south,” Jacob said. “They’ve got water, weapons, and numbers. Honestly, I’m surprised they haven’t tried to take over more of the city yet.”

“It’s only a matter of time,” Ellie said. Behind her, Richard nodded. “I say, let ‘em do it. Anything that sends them south puts more distance between them and us.”

Jacob pursed his lips. “They have to be dealt with, one day,” he said quietly. “If such a thing can even be done.”

“Hey, no more doom and gloom,” Shayla said. “Let’s get all this stuff home so I can get to planting the potatoes. We’ll worry about the Druids later.”

“You need to be more careful than the others,” Ellie said to Shayla. “Especially with how pretty you are. You know what they would do to you.”

Shayla shook her head. “A dead body can’t breed. And they’d have to kill me to take me.”

Ellie smiled. “Atta girl. Keep the fight strong.”

Shayla slapped her revolver at her hip and grinned. “I plan on it.”

“You remember how to find that settlement’s radio channel?” Ellie asked me.

I nodded. “Yes ma’am. We’ve got a CB radio that just needs power, and the solution to that is in our wheelbarrow. But, if the worst thing happens, then we’ll come and see you tomorrow and barter for that radio.”

She nodded. “I’ll have it ready just in case, and I’ll let them know to keep an ear out for you folks. They’re good people, best as I can tell. Contacting them is definitely the right move.”

“Ellie, Richard. Thank you for all your help.” I gave them both a smile. “We couldn’t do this without you two. One of these days we’ll invite you over for a feast.”

“I’m gonna hold you to that,” Ellie said with a smile.

Richard suddenly stepped forward with a loaf of crusty bread in his hands. He handed it to me and gave me a smile, showing several missing teeth.

“Thank you kindly,” I said, accepting the loaf of bread. “These are the kinds of actions that keep people alive.”

We turned and left the converted store, then went to our wheelbarrow out front. I moved to grab the handles, but Shayla beat me to it.

“Gotta pull my own weight around here,” she said to me. “I can’t sit around and just look pretty all the time.”

“You’re so good at it, though,” I said, and slapped her on the ass.

She yelped and grabbed my arm, then bit my shoulder. I kissed her forehead, and we set off.

The walk back to Hope made me realize just how close we were to Ellie. Without the wheelbarrow, we could probably make the trip in fifteen minutes. Well, the roads being so overgrown definitely added an extra layer of difficulty to it, but Jacob walked in front, machete in hand. He took care of any plants that crept onto the road.

We turned right onto Lakeside Drive and I couldn’t help but look at the old park maintenance facility. The bucket trucks would have lots of usable material and supplies on them, and I was downright excited to scavenge the forklifts. Those would be the key to getting the Porsche moving again.

“Tomorrow morning I’m going to grab a handful of tools and head down here,” I said, pointing at the maintenance facility. “I think we’re going to find a lot of useful stuff in there.”

“I’ll go with you,” Shayla said, smiling at me. “You can explain to me what everything used to be.”

I reached over and took the wheelbarrow handles from her and started pushing it. With the batteries inside, it wasn’t exactly lightweight. I was once again impressed with Shayla’s strength. She seemed to have a hundred secrets lurking around every corner.

“Once you get some tools from that place, I’d like to focus on clearing all the trees and bushes from everything,” Jacob said. “Not only so I can have a garden in front of my house, but so no one can sneak up on us. I know we’re far north, enough that very, very few people would find us, but I still have my concerns.”

“Once that power station is charged, we can use it to power the electric chainsaw,” I said. “That’ll take out the biggest stuff, at least. Just gotta be careful we don’t run the battery dry. We still have to power the fridge.”

“We just got electricity and already need to upgrade,” Jacob said with a chuckle.

“Yeah, I’ll start designing the waterwheel generator over the next few days,” I said.

“That’s why I stick to gardening,” Shayla said. “It’s simple, and I’m good at it. Plus, we always need more food.”

I looked over at what was in the wheelbarrow. “Fresh batteries, potatoes, rice, and beans. Oh, and two grape vine cuttings. Meager beginnings to a great life.”

“I’m excited,” Shayla said. “I love grapes. They’re such a rarity these days.”

Part of me wondered what type of grapes they were. Did we luck out and get chardonnay grapes or Cabernet Franc? I’d never know. But either way, I was just grateful to have them.

In fact, I was grateful for many things that I had probably taken for granted in the past. My previous life had been relatively complicated—something that I didn’t quite realize until just now. Sure, I had a lot of fun, but I had so many things to worry about, from my cell phone bill to property taxes, vehicle maintenance, and all sorts of things.

Life was harsher in this new world, but much simpler. We just had to survive. Food and guns took care of most of that. I had an incredible girlfriend, and I suppose Jacob counted as my best friend—either way, he was someone I knew I could trust with my life.

In short, life was good. Very good.

“Let me get that, babe,” I said, taking the wheelbarrow handles from Shayla.

“Oh, fine,” she said and passed it to me. “Damn thing was getting heavy anyway.”

“Hey, what season is it?” I asked. “Like, summer? Fall?”

“The weather is just starting to cool down,” Shayla replied. “So, I guess we’re in fall now.”

“I’ll make sure I stockpile wood for our fireplace,” I said.

“We’re starting to make progress on this road,” Jacob said as he hacked at some low-hanging branches. “Compared to the first time we walked on it, I can really see a difference.”

Little things like that helped lift my mood as well. We were slowly clearing things out. Soon, I’d have a nice house with a garden and a smoking hot girlfriend that I fucked every night on my king-size bed. And, if I managed to get things working, I’d have a vintage Porsche 911 to drive around.

Jones Falls burbled on our left. That was going to provide us with a stable source of power. The batteries in my wheelbarrow would help with several things.

I found myself a bit excited as we turned into our neighborhood. This wasn’t like my old house, where everything worked and I was just trying to improve and upgrade. Everything I did here had meaning, purpose.

“Let’s take this right to the Jeep,” I said, turning down our road.

We passed by our house and I asked Shayla to find us another extension cord. She nodded and hurried away. After that, I pushed the wheelbarrow up to where the Jeep was parked in the overgrown driveway. The battery charger was still on the driveway next to the front tire, where I had left it earlier.

Jacob hacked at some plants for a moment, then grabbed a handful of long grass and pulled it out by the roots. I went over to the Jeep and began unlatching the hood.

“You need some tools?” Jacob asked, tearing another handful of grass out.

“Yeah, lemme go get them,” I said.

I jogged down the driveway and saw Shayla there at the end. She held an extension cord in one hand.

“Just plug that in to the power station and run the other end up to the Jeep,” I said, pointing.

I hurried over to the garage that held the Porsche and began searching through the large tool chest. After grabbing a few wrenches and a pair of pliers, I left the garage and returned to my friends.

“So, how’s this work?” Shayla asked when she saw me.

“First, we get the battery working,” I said, setting my tools down.

Shayla looked over my shoulder and watched as I unscrewed the cap on the battery, then added the electrolyte fluid. After tightening the cap, I returned to the Jeep and raised the hood.

“Now we just need to swap them out,” I said.

Once I loosened the terminals, I removed the old battery and set it on the driveway. I put the new battery in and made sure it was tight.

“I’ll plug the charger in,” Shayla said.

“And this is enough to get it working?” Jacob asked, leaning the machete blade over his shoulder.

“Yeah. We just need some electricity for the radio. I’m sure there’s a way we can remove the radio and power it directly off the battery, but we’ll have to figure out the wiring first. Plus, this way we get to relax in the front seats.”

“Wonder if these will hold any air,” Jacob said, slapping one of the large, off-road tires.

“It’s possible,” I said. “I’m hoping someone has an air pump around here. Once we get some power in this battery, we could run the air pump and test these tires.” I tapped one of the round off-road LED lights mounted on the front of the Jeep. “If these are what I think they are, they’re stupidly bright and we can use them as spotlights once we get more power.”

I thanked Shayla as she handed me the battery charger. I set it on the fender, then connected the leads to the battery terminals. After a moment a green light flashed on the charger.

“Alrighty, now we just wait a few minutes for it to charge,” I said.

“I’ll start getting things ready for lunch,” Jacob said, and walked into his house.

“Not the worst idea,” Shayla said, looking over at the wheelbarrow. “I’m gonna take this to our house, honey. Need anything while I’m there?”

I shook my head. “Nah. I’m just waiting on this to get a bit of charge so I can try it out.” I leaned over and pecked Shayla on the lips.

“I might go ahead and get one of these potatoes ready for planting,” she said. “Some of the beans, too. I’ll save a handful for Jacob’s garden.”

“Good thinking,” I said.

Shayla took up the wheelbarrow handles and pushed it down the driveway. I turned back to the Jeep and put my hands on my hips as I waited. The battery charger was working, so that was good. I just had to wait on a bit more juice to get in there before trying it.

I went over to the driver’s side door and pulled it open, then hopped inside the Jeep. Jacob had left the keys in the center console, so I grabbed them and shoved them in the Jeep. After a nervous breath, I turned it a click.

Several lights on the dashboard lit up after a second. I smiled. We were in business.

I turned the car back off and sat there for a moment, drumming my fingers on the steering wheel. Excitement made my heart pound. I looked over at the CB radio and set it to channel nine.

“Have you tried it yet?” Jacob asked as he walked by, Coleman camping stove in hand.

“Yeah, the car still works!” I said. “At least the electrical side of things. I’ll try the radio in a moment.”

Sitting there in the driver’s seat, waiting on the battery was an exercise in patience. I watched as Jacob passed by with a small table in hand, then with a few glass containers filled with cuts of venison. Finally, I decided to try the radio.

I turned the key on, then turned the volume up on the radio. Static. I grabbed the microphone and clicked the button.

“Hello?” I said, then cleared my throat. “We heard your message on the radio. We are a new settlement just a bit south of you guys. Are you there?”

A minute went by, then the radio crackled and a voice came on.

“Are you the ones Ellie told us to expect?”

“Yes!” I said, trying to contain my excitement.

“Good to hear from you,” the voice said, sounding genuinely happy.

“You too,” I replied. “You guys are the settlement up near Loch Raven reservoir, right?” I decided to make sure.

“Yep,” the voice replied. “That’s what we call ourselves, Loch Raven. Did you name your settlement already?”

“Hope,” I replied.

“Well, maybe we can turn that name into reality,” the voice said. “How can we help you?”

“We’ve got some houses down here that are in good shape,” I said. “Honestly, we could use some people to help us clean things up. If anyone else feels like a new start, this is a good place for it.”

“I don’t think many people would want to leave what we have here,” the voice said with a chuckle. “How many people are down there?”

“Three,” I replied. “Me and two friends. Well, Ellie and her son are just down the road.”

“Ah, yeah, we’re all familiar with Ellie. She’s done a lot of good trades with us. Sort of our voice in the south. Where did you guys come from?”

“Haven,” I said.

The voice chuckled. “That group of stubborn fucks? So, are they still alive down there? Still living in the stone age?”

“Yeah, they’re afraid of change,” I said. “We didn’t like how things were run, so we left.” I didn’t bother mentioning any extra details of our departure.

“Can’t say I blame you. We do things differently up here. We live a fair life with a decent bit of comfort. It’s taken us decades, but we’ve got something special going on. You have any problems down there yet?”

“Nah, all has been quiet,” I said. “Well, except for a bear, but we took care of that.”

“And you clearly have power,” the voice said. “What do you need help with? If we send people, can you feed them?”

“Yeah, we just traded with Ellie for some food basics,” I said. “And with power, we have a fridge working so we have meat for a week. Uhh, we’ve got potatoes and beans and rice as well.”

“That’s it? Man, we gotta get your food stores up. Are you okay on seeds?”

“Well in our defense, we’ve been here three days,” I said. “It might take the apple seeds a bit longer to grow into fruit-producing trees.”

“At least you have those. You’ll love ‘em once they start growing fruit. Bugs will too, so be careful. We’ll try to get you guys some better seeds so you can build up a good farm.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Shayla has been working hard on planting things. I believe she planted some tomato seeds as well.”

“Excellent. Sounds like you guys are actually in pretty good shape.” He spoke with someone in the background for a moment, then came back. “What can you trade for help?”

Of course there would be a price. There was always a price. Help was never free. But, I couldn’t blame them, especially when survival was so important.

“Possibly some ammunition or a rifle,” I said.

“You have cars down there, right?”

“Yeah.”

“We’ll drain the gas and oil from those. We can refine it and use it again. We’ll send some of our engineers and scavengers down to help you guys out. All we ask in return is you let them pick at some of the houses, so we’re taken care of as well.”

I blinked. Of course someone had the technology for that. Being a large settlement, they probably had all sorts of people up there that were experts on fixing things.

“Okay, that’s fair,” I said. “When can they be here?”

“They’ll probably come down tomorrow,” he replied. “Exactly where are you guys?”

“So, if you come down 83, just take the Falls Road exit,” I said. “Go north on Falls Road and take a right on Lakeside Drive, right before the old maintenance facility. Down that for five minutes, then take the right turn just before the lake itself. Our houses are right in there. We’ll have a fire going so you’ll see the smoke.”

“Oh, that’s not far at all,” the man said. “I’m Leon, by the way. And you’ll probably hear the name Chris thrown around a few times. That’s the guy in charge here, at Loch Raven.”

“I’m Mark,” I said.

“Good to meet you, Mark,” Leon said. “I’ll talk to Chris and get some people down there. Are you going to be near this radio?”

“Not unless you need me to be,” I said. “It’s in an old car. We have a battery charger hooked up to it so we can use it.”

“Crafty,” Leon said. “Well, look. Stick around for a few minutes. I’ll talk to Chris and let you know what we’re able to send.”

“Thanks,” I said, and set the microphone down.

I looked over and Jacob stood there, next to the Jeep. He looked at me expectantly.

“They’re sending some men down,” I told him. “Probably tomorrow. Just waiting for confirmation.”

Jacob nodded. “We’re in business, then. Establishing a good connection with a large settlement can help keep us alive.”

“Yeah between them, Ellie, and our own resources, I think everything is going to be okay,” I said.

"And you're sure you wouldn't rather just move up there with them?" Jacob asked, crossing his arms. "A big settlement is going to be in better shape than this place."

"Yeah, but this place is ours," I said. "Maybe I just like doing things the hard way. We're all alone with a group of psychopaths to the south of us and nothing but trees surrounding us. I don't care. This is our home."

Jacob nodded and broke into a grin. "I know what you mean. I'd rather have something to call my own than live in another settlement full of people tellin' me what to do."
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Leon radioed back after a few minutes, confirming that they’d be sending half a dozen people to come help us. They would arrive tomorrow afternoon, and had been instructed to look for our smoke signal.

After a lunch of venison and sliced potatoes, we all turned to our personal projects. Jacob went back to cleaning his house and going through his stock of books. Shayla put in some work on the garden and continued clearing our front yard. She was making great progress there.

I walked over to the old Porsche. The garage door was open so I just went inside. Even after sitting for eighty years, it was still a beautiful car. I decided to grab the bicycle air pump and spent a few minutes adding air to the car tires. It was tiresome work, but I managed to get one of the tires mostly inflated. I briefly thought of how long it would take to fill one of those big Jeep tires with the bicycle pump and laughed out loud.

After that, I decided to stay up front. I grabbed some sockets and set myself to unbolting everything unnecessary. There wasn’t much in the front of the old sports car, but I began loosening the bolts to the gas tank. Leon had said they would take that.

Next, I moved around to the back and continued working on the motor. Most of the induction system was gone, meaning the easy work was mostly done. Wait, hadn’t I seen a jack earlier?

Yes, I had. I walked around and found the jack, then slid it beneath the car. It still worked, much to my delight. I used it to raise the rear of the car off the ground, and then I grabbed some nearby jack stands to keep it safe and stable.

I slid on my back beneath the engine of the car and gave it a good look. Let’s see, the stub axles connected right there. Ten minutes with a wrench and I had those free from the transaxle. I looked around and found the motor mounts, committing them to memory for later.

Ultimately, I had to remove the engine and transaxle from the car for my plan to work. It looked like most of it was held on with only a handful of bolts, so I got to my feet and went back to the motor mounts. After a few minutes, I found some old lumber and stacked a few boards beneath the oil pan.

There were still a bunch of hoses and vacuum lines I needed to loosen, but I was excited so proper order didn’t matter at that moment. I loosened the final motor mount and the entire thing dropped down, slamming onto the boards.

“Fuck yeah!” I said to myself. I was going to need some extra muscle to fully remove the motor, so I left it for the time being.

“Oh wow,” Shayla said from the garage door.

I turned and saw my beautiful girlfriend standing there with her fists on her hips. Her hands were dirty, as were her knees.

“Yeah once I loosened the motor mounts, it all dropped right down,” I said. “I’ll need some help removing everything.”

“I can see that,” she said. “I just planted two dozen potatoes and twice as many beans. Once all that is ready, we’ll be in good shape.”

“I can’t wait,” I said, then pointed at the back of the car. “Hey, can you give me a hand with this?”

“Sure, what do you need?” she said, bending over and looking at the motor.

“Just disconnect every hose and wire you can find,” I replied.

I took a screwdriver and began loosening a hose clamp. Shayla watched me for a moment, then began helping.

“Not a ton of room back here,” she muttered, squeezing her hands in a tight place to remove a grounding wire.

“Once we get this removed it’ll be a lot easier,” I said. “I plan on keeping things as simple as possible.

Complexity was the last thing on my mind, but I began to have a vision of an electric motor connected to the transaxle, giving me the ability to row through the gears. I wasn’t sure how I would attach the motor to the clutch assembly though, so I quickly scrapped that idea. Direct drive would be fine for the time being.

“What’s next?” Shayla asked.

“Probably the interior,” I said. “Everything behind the front seats needs to go. The front trunk is mostly empty. When the people from Loch Raven get here they can take the gas tank.”

“Sounds like you’ve got a plan rattling around in that head of yours,” Shayla said with a smile.

“Yeah, I’m getting there,” I said, looking at the car. “I just hope it all works out.”

“I’m sure it will,” she replied from inside the car.

We spent another hour stripping the interior. The rear seats unbolted, so in short order those were on the floor of the garage, along with the headliner and the rear seat belts. Those things were surprisingly heavy.

“Well, look at that,” I said, standing next to the car. With the engine and transaxle unbolted, the rear of the car was three or four inches higher. My initial thought was that I’d have to reindex the torsion rods to lower the rear end, but then I remembered just how shitty the roads were now. The extra ride height would be welcome.

“So, how’s this going to work?” Shayla asked, crawling out of the car.

“Electric motor in the back, connected directly to the rear stub axles,” I said, then rubbed my chin. “Wait, if there are two motors in those forklifts, I can connect one to each axle. Twice the power and traction. The batteries will go where the back seat was.”

Shayla nodded. “Nice and simple, like you said.”

“And I want to connect the headlights as well,” I said. “Those will come in handy. The rest can all go on a pile on the floor, as far as I’m concerned.”

“Care to help me with the yard for a bit?” she asked.

“Of course!” I said. “Thanks for helping me with the car. Let’s go.”

We walked over to the house together, hand-in-hand. The power station was still doing its job, and fortunately the solar panels still charged. With both the fridge and the car charger hooked up to it, the battery was draining. I’d have to source another solar panel to keep that battery full.

Working on the 911 was a labor of love. Unfortunately, the garden wasn’t the same. That was just a lot of monotonous work. We attacked the ground, me with a heavy duty garden rake and her with a shovel, and focused our efforts on clearing more of the overgrowth and making more of the soil ready for seeding.

“Hold on, I have an idea,” I said, setting the rake down.

I grabbed the wheelbarrow and pushed it over to the garage that held the 911. That was where I needed the batteries, so I unloaded them and the rest of the electrolyte solution, then took the empty wheelbarrow back to our house. I filled it with bushes, small branches, and handfuls of long grass, then wheeled that out to the street in front of our house.

When the people from Loch Raven came, they’d need to see our smoke signal. So, my plan was to dump all these plants right there on the road and burn them tomorrow. The wet grass and green branches would create plenty of smoke.

I didn’t want to drain the power station any more, so I found a hand saw in the backyard shed and began cutting branches and small trees into sizable logs. My hands weren’t used to that much physical labor, so I had to stop after an hour as I started getting a blister.

“That’s great,” Shayla said, looking at the pile of plant life I had created.

“We can save the larger branches for winter,” I said. “The rest will create a smoke signal so our new friends can find us.”

Shayla stepped up to me and squeezed my arm. Her tail swished back and forth happily as her fingers intertwined with mine.

“Everything's coming together,” she said. “I can’t believe how wonderful all of this is going to be.”

“Just wait until we’re cruising around in our car,” I said with a grin. “Oh, maybe we can take it hunting. That would be convenient.”

Shayla squeezed me again, then let go. “The front yard is looking great as well.”

I looked around, nodding. It was still in rough shape, but most of the front yard was clear. We had put in a lot of hard work over the last three days, and it really showed.

Jacob walked up to us with a book in hand. Two books, I saw as he got closer.

“Got some stuff for us to read,” he said, handing one to me. “We got books on electronics and on wiring shit up, just like what you want to do with that old car.”

I flipped through several pages, looking at all the schematics, tips, and projects within. It was perfect. I noticed it was the book about EV conversions he had shown me earlier—it also included other, simpler projects to practice on first.

“Hell yeah,” I said as my eyes scanned over the wealth of information.

“Is that what you’re trying to do?” Shayla asked, pointing to a diagram of four car batteries wired together and powering an electric motor.

“Basically, yeah,” I said. “And it looks like this book confirms a lot of my ideas, so that’s good.”

“This one covers wiring systems in houses,” Jacob said, holding up the other book. “Including solar panels. So it should help us figure something out on that front.”

“Perfect,” I said. “Now we just need a big ass battery. Fortunately, I know where two good ones are. We just need to figure out how to drag them here, since they’re so damn heavy.”

“Hopefully these fellas from Loch Raven can help out,” Jacob said.

I nodded. “We’ll find out tomorrow afternoon, when they arrive.”

After that, Jacob and Shayla helped me drag more branches and grass to our pile in the middle of the street. We arranged the branches and logs so it would burn better, then called it quits for the day.

The three of us decided to spend the evening in my house, as it was the cleanest. Each of us grabbed a book—I took the one about electrical projects, Jacob the one about wiring a house, and Shayla grabbed The Eye of the World—and all sat in the living room, reading as long as daylight would allow. Once it got darker, we lit a few candles.

Reading through my book helped me understand just how simple my electric car idea could be. As long as I avoided anything fancy, it was about as simple a circuit as I could make it, even if I used two motors.

“This is incredible,” Shayla said, turning a page. “How did this guy come up with such a story?” She looked over at the bookshelf. “Looks like the entire series is there. I’m in for a treat.”

“I think I’m gonna turn in for the night,” Jacob said, closing his book. “My old eyes don’t do too well with reading by candlelight.”

“I’m not far behind you,” I said, closing my book. “It wouldn’t be hard to power a single lightbulb in here, especially if it was LED. That would only take a few watts of power, and it would come in handy on evenings like this.”

“Let’s do it tomorrow,” Shayla said with a smile. “Sounds like an easy project. Maybe you can wire things up so the power station plugs into a single place in the house, then all the important stuff is directly connected to that—like the refrigerator and a few lights.”

“That’s a great idea,” I said.

“I’ve got plenty more,” she replied.

“Right now all I want is sleep,” Jacob said, stretching as he yawned. “You folks take care and stay safe. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Shayla and I retired to the bedroom after that. It had been a long and productive day so we were both tired, but we found the energy for each other. We made slow and gentle love that evening and fell asleep in each other’s arms. It was the perfect ending to a good day. I felt like nothing could interfere with what we were building.
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It was the sound of gunshots that woke me.

“Shit,” I said, scrambling out of bed. Shayla was only a second behind me.

I threw on some pants and a shirt, stuffed my feet into my boots, then belted on my pistol. Shayla wore an oversized t-shirt and put her boots on, then grabbed the AR-15. I snatched the shotgun up from the corner of the room and ran into the living room, where I grabbed the hand crank flashlight. Then we left the house, ready to face whatever was out there.

“Any idea where they came from?” Shayla asked, her voice a whisper.

“No,” I said back, looking around. “Fuck, it’s darker than the inside of a cow out here.”

“It’s okay, I can see just fine,” she replied. “There’s too many trees in the way though. Let’s check Jacob’s place.”

Together we moved down the driveway and onto the street. From there I saw some lights flashing in his windows. It took me a moment to realize that he was probably using his hand crank flashlight and shining it around the inside of the place.

We hurried up to his front door and knocked twice, quietly. He yanked the door open a few seconds later.

“I’m assuming you heard the gunshots as well, considering you’re awake and at my house,” Jacob said, taking a step back. “Come on in.”

“Any idea where they came from?” I asked as we walked into his living room.

“If I had to guess, I’d say Ellie’s place,” Jacob answered.

“You think they’re coming here?” Shayla asked.

“We’d be foolish to think otherwise,” he replied. “They probably saw the smoke from my fire the other day. I knew it was a risk, burning like that, but I needed that stuff gone.”

“I plan on making a fire tomorrow so the people from Loch Raven can find us,” I said. “We’ll have to stay ready.”

Jacob turned the hand crank on his flashlight as he frowned in thought. “This is a problem we’ll have to deal with until we teach the Druids that we are not to be messed with.”

“How do we do that?” I asked.

“With a show of force,” Jacob said, his face hard. “When we kill enough of them, they’ll leave us alone.”

I nodded slowly. He was right. Until we built some defenses, we were a prime target for someone like the Druids.

“How are we fighting them tonight?” Shayla asked.

“Well, I imagine they’ll come from the road,” Jacob replied. “If there’s any way we can get the jump on them, we should. But at the same time, I like the safety of my home.”

“I’m ready to go Druid hunting,” Shayla said, slapping the side of her rifle. “I refuse to let anyone take this place from me. Anyone that tries is getting shot in the face.”

“Let’s go,” I said. Her words definitely rang true for me as well. We were working hard to make Hope our future. No one would take it from us.

“Might be better to stay here and wait for them to come to us,” Jacob said.

I frowned. “You’re probably right.”

“I don’t care,” Shayla said firmly. “I’m going to kill those fuckers right now. Are you with me?” she asked, looking over at me.

Well, hard to say no when a woman says something like that.

“Let’s do it,” I said, hefting my shotgun. “Jacob, you watch Hope. We’ll head down the road to see if we can catch them on the way up here.”

“Unless there’s too many of them,” he said, giving us a hard look. “You two stay hidden, you hear? If you’re outnumbered, back up and come back here. We’ll take them out together.”

I looked down at my shotgun. “Hey, can I get some shells?”

Jacob nodded, then turned and walked into the basement. Shayla gave me a concerned look, and we joined hands for a moment.

“We’re going to be okay,” I told her. “We’re going to defend Hope and show those bastards they can’t mess with us.”

She nodded as if my words calmed all of her concerns.

Jacob returned a moment later with some shotgun shells in hand. He handed them to me and I stuffed them in my pockets.

“Buckshot,” he said. “That’ll easily kill a man, but if your aim isn’t perfect you’re still good. At fifteen yards the pellets will spread out about a foot or so.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Ready?” Shayla asked.

“Let’s do it,” I replied.

“If any of them make it through to Hope, I’ll take care of them,” Jacob said. He walked over and grabbed a scoped hunting rifle from where it leaned against a wall. He also wore his leather belt with twin revolvers.

We left his house and hurried down his driveway, then turned onto the street. I pointed to our left and we continued in that direction, toward Lake Roland. We held our guns ready as we turned onto Lakeside Drive.

“I’ll stay on the left side. You walk on the right,” I whispered to her. “Keep your eyes open and let me know if you see anything before I do.”

The moon was out that night, but enough trees covered the road that it was nearly pitch black. The gentle burbling of Jones Falls also ensured it would be tough to hear anyone sneaking toward us—assuming they took that path.

I looked over at Shayla every few seconds. She kept watching for me as well. My heart pounded in my chest and my pulse throbbed in my temples as we slowly crept down the overgrown street. Yeah, I had experienced some violence in my short stay in Haven, but this was totally different. We were hunting men that had come to kill us.

And worse, those men had grown up in this world. I was a newcomer. I wasn’t used to this sort of thing at all. It just made me glad that both Shayla and I had inadvertently chosen dark clothing.

When we got halfway down the street, I glanced over and saw Shayla making a hand signal. I didn’t recognize it—probably one of those things we should have worked out on our way—but she had dropped to a knee. I knelt amidst some bushes and watched in front of us.

It took a moment, but I finally saw them. A group of men swaggered up the street as if they owned the place, although they were at least being quiet. Each one of them had a gun in hand or slung over their shoulder. I glanced over at Shayla again and saw she had the rifle pressed to her shoulder. I slowly brought up my shotgun and took careful aim. When they got closer, I was able to make out some of what they were saying.

“Yeah, Bichael said they’d probably be up this way,” one man said. “I mean, where else would they go?”

“Can’t really argue with the B-squad.”

“And that old bitch and her gimp son confirmed it,” another said. “I don’t think I would have come this far without some sort of confirmation. It’s late and I’m fucking tired.”

“I heard they got a woman with ‘em,” a third man said. “Been a while since I had me one of them.”

“That’s only because you’ve been near the sheep,” the first man said, and several of them laughed.

My finger slowly went to the trigger. I had a bead on the far left man. If I was quick, I could probably—

“There!” one of them shouted, pointing right at me.

All chaos broke out.

They raised their guns right as I pulled the trigger. I sent a measured dose of buckshot into one man’s chest, then turned to the man next to him. We fired at the same time, and a line of hot fire burned across my cheek.

Shayla fired so quickly I lost count after only a few seconds. The remaining men went down in a heap, although one got a few shots off first. Shayla cried out and fell over.

“Shayla!” I shouted and ran across the street to her. I broke open the shotgun and crammed two fresh shells in there, then snapped it shut just in case any of those men were still alive.

“Fuck!” she shouted, pushing herself to her feet. I couldn’t see anything in the darkness, but she pressed her hand to her side, then held it in front of her face.

“Are you alright?” I asked, reaching out for her. I had already forgotten about the bullet that grazed my cheek.

“I’m okay,” she growled. “This makes me wish we had a healer with us. A few days of rest and I should be alright.”

“Where did it get you?” I asked, checking her over.

“Right through the side,” she said, lifting her shirt. I couldn’t really see much in the dark other than blood on the side of her naked stomach. “Oh honey,” she said, dropping her shirt. “Your face!”

“It just grazed me,” I said, reaching up and touching it. My fingers came back wet, but the wound didn’t feel very deep. I was too concerned with Shayla to worry about my own injury.

“Get down!” Shayla hissed, pulling my arm.

I dropped down in the bushes right next to her and turned back to the road. A moment later, three more men came running down the sides, guns in hand.

“What the fuck happened?” one of them asked, keeping his voice quiet.

“What does it look like, dipshit? They got shot.”

“Alright, keep your eyes open. We know they’re out here.”

Shayla already had her rifle up. I hesitated, because I was afraid the moment I raised my shotgun, they’d see the movement. I needed to wait until they got close, then move quickly.

“I’m gonna take out all my frustrations on that bitch of theirs once we find her,” one man said. “I’m gonna make it hurt.”

Shayla made a disgusted noise in her throat and pulled the trigger. The man that had just said that dropped to the road, clutching at his stomach. I quickly raised my shotgun and pulled the trigger, dispatching the man on the far left. We both shot the man in the middle of the group, damn near blowing him in half.

“We need to get back to Jacob,” I said quietly.

Shayla nodded. “I just want to wait a few more minutes to see if there are any more of them,” she replied.

I knelt next to her and tried to get comfortable. Not the easiest thing, but I did my best. We kept our eyes and ears open, but after twenty minutes no one else came. We decided it was safe to leave.

“Oh,” Shayla said, stumbling as she stood.

I reached out and grabbed her by the arm to steady her. “Are you alright?”

“Just a bit light-headed,” she replied.

I slipped my arm around her waist and had her lean on my shoulder, then did my best to half-carry her down the road. Her gunshot wound was likely worse than she thought.

“We’re gonna get you home and bandage you up,” I said. “Everything’s gonna be fine.

“Mmhmm,” she said, sounding tired.

“Stay with me, now,” I said, moving as quickly as I could.

“Talk to me,” she replied.

I tried to think of something to talk about. Something to take her mind off her injury. Anything.

“Maybe one day things will calm down,” I told her. “The gangs will be either defeated or they’ll kill each other off and peace can grow. People will start rebuilding the city and we’ll have some restaurants again. We’ll take the Porsche downtown to our favorite taco place someday.”

“That sounds lovely,” she said. “Ah, fuck that hurts.”

I moved as quickly as I could without hurting her. It was incredibly tiring, but I didn’t care. I had to make sure she was alright.

“Maybe we can get one for you as well,” I said. “His and her Porsches. We just need to find another one in a garage somewhere.”

Shayla laughed softly. “Wouldn’t that be something?”

“Or maybe we can get a motorhome restored and finally go on that road trip. We’ll just drive for several days, going wherever we want. We can go up to the Finger Lakes and go wine tasting and see some waterfalls. Maybe visit some mountains.”

“That sounds beautiful,” she said.

I practically dragged her into our neighborhood. She was getting heavier with every step, so I had to make a decision. I slung my shotgun across my shoulder, then grabbed her rifle and did the same.

“Come here,” I said, lifting her into my arms. She protested, but weakly.

Shayla had a somewhat petite build, but carrying another person while running was hard work. Still, I rushed forward, pushing myself. As soon as we got to Jacob’s driveway I started calling out his name.

“What’s going on?” he asked, opening his door. His eyes widened when he noticed me carrying Shayla.

“She got hit in the side. I don’t think it’s too bad but she’s losing blood,” I said.

“Come here,” Jacob said, gesturing for me to enter the house. “Put her on the kitchen table.”

I walked over and set her on the table. It was still dark inside, but I could feel how wet her side was. Jacob returned a moment later with a pillow and some old shirts.

“Here you go,” he said softly, placing the pillow beneath her head. After that he pulled her shirt up and turned on his flashlight.

The bullet had passed cleanly through her side, but the wound was bleeding heavily. Jacob frowned and turned off his flashlight, then pressed a folded-up shirt against the wound. He took a second one and balled it up, then stuffed it beneath the exit wound. Shayla sucked in her breath between her teeth.

“Sorry,” Jacob said. “I know it hurts, but I have to apply pressure to stop the bleeding. We don’t have a healer around here so we have to do things the old-fashioned way.”

“Shit, a healer!” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

I hurried outside and ran straight to the Jeep. The charger was still attached to the battery, and it said it was almost completely charged. I disconnected the charger and went inside the car, then turned on the radio.

“Hello?” I said into the mic. “I know it’s late but are you guys there? Anyone? We need some help.”

Silence answered me.

I forced myself to slowly count to fifty, then tried again with the same message, asking for help.

After a moment a tired voice came over the radio. “This is Loch Raven. Can you identify yourself?”

“Yeah, I’m Mark,” I said. “I called earlier today, or I guess technically yesterday. We have the new settlement just to the south of you guys.”

“Oh yeah, I heard about that,” he replied. “Leon told me. First new settlement in years.”

“Look, I’m not trying to cut out the pleasantries, but this is important. Can you guys send a healer tomorrow? Some Druids just paid us a visit and my girlfriend took a bullet in the side.”

The man paused. “Are the rest of you okay?”

“Yeah,” I said. “We killed all of them. She got hit, though, and she’s bleeding pretty badly.”

“I’ll talk to some people and see if they can send you a healer when they leave. Also I’ll make sure they’re armed and ready. Make sure you keep pressure on her wound to help stop the bleeding.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”

“Just leave the Druid bodies there and let our guys pick over them for weapons and ammo,” the man said. “We want you guys to succeed and we’ll help you, but we gotta pay for all this somehow.”

“I get it, don’t worry,” I said. “Thanks again.”

I turned the car off and hurried back inside. Jacob was still standing next to Shayla and looked up at me.

“I radioed Loch Raven,” I said, looking down at my girlfriend. “They’re going to send a healer tomorrow.” I reached out and took her hand in mine.

“You should have told me what it felt like to get shot in the stomach,” Shayla said, forcing a smile. “I would have avoided it. Holy shit, Mark, how did you stand up to Michael after getting shot? My wound is on my side and I still feel half dead.”

“You’re going to be just fine,” I said, squeezing her hand. “The healer is going to take care of you tomorrow.”

“Get some sleep,” Jacob said. “I’ll stay up with her and make sure she’s alright, and we can swap places in a few hours. Her bleeding has all but stopped, so she’s going to be alright.”

“Thank you,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder.

“Yeah, get some rest, honey,” Shayla said.

Sleep was the last thing on my mind, but I knew I needed it to stay sharp. I walked over to the couch and curled up on the soft cushions.

This was only a small setback. Shayla was going to be alright. Tomorrow a healer would come, and with him, more workers.

Our hard work was going to pay off. Hope was going to become a real settlement.

***
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