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Life was what you made of it. 
Of course, there were many caveats to that statement. Before the war I had a pretty good life, and I worked damn hard to make it that way. But things weren’t perfect and there was always room for improvement. I had big dreams, and fears that I’d never reach them. Life wasn’t easy, and things got more expensive by the day it seemed. 
But hey, all it took for some of my dreams to come true was a global nuclear war.
I had my own house in a ritzy part of town, within walking distance to Lake Roland. Sure, it didn’t have running water, and the minimal electricity was from an old power station with a battery that was more dead than not, but it was mine. And I had a super hot girlfriend that was really into me, and I really liked her as well.
Of course, my super hot girlfriend had just been shot in the side, so I was quite worried about her at the moment.
Our settlement—which we named Hope—was north of where the Druids had taken root. They were a particularly vicious gang, fighting against others for control of what was left of Baltimore. We were far enough north where they weren’t a huge issue, but close enough where they could come to investigate if they felt the need. That was something that weighed heavily on our minds.
Well, they had felt the need last night, and sent a few guys to check us out. We put them down and defended our settlement, but Shayla took a bullet in the side in the process. And while the gorgeous Beastkin woman was tough, she had lost a lot of blood.
Jacob, my best friend in this crazy world, stayed up with her and held a cloth to her wound to help stop the bleeding. He insisted that I try to get some sleep. It wasn’t easy, but I finally managed a few hours. 
My sleep was restless, though, and filled with nightmares. Nightmares of the Druids capturing us and dragging us back to their turf. I had another nightmare of them surrounding us and Shayla shot herself in the head to avoid being captured. I woke from that one in a cold sweat.
I realized that my brain was simply too active to let me sleep that night, so I finally got up. Without any clocks or watches, I had no clue what time it was, other than late. I yawned and stretched for a moment, then walked over to Jacob. He sat in a chair next to the dining room table, upon which Shayla was laid out. Both her head and feet had pillows beneath them, to help take pressure off her stomach.
“She’s been asleep for a bit,” he said quietly. “I’m keeping an eye on her breathing to make sure she stays with us, but I know she needs the sleep to heal. The bleeding has mostly stopped, but you’ll still need to keep close watch on the wound.”
I nodded and took his place in the chair. Jacob took a moment to adjust the blanket covering Shayla, then walked over to the couch and flopped down. Gentle snoring came from him after only a few minutes. Nothing seemed to stress him out that much.
“You’re going to be alright,” I whispered to Shayla, quietly enough that she didn’t wake. “People are coming from Loch Raven, and they’re bringing a healer. He’s going to patch you up and you’re going to be just fine. I’ll bet you barely even have a scar after all this is done.”
I reached out and slipped my hand beneath the blanket, then gently placed it atop hers. I wanted to squeeze it but it wasn’t worth the risk of waking her.
“I love you, Shayla,” I said to her sleeping form. I didn’t feel quite ready saying it to her yet, but this was a good start. “You’re an incredible woman and I love you. I feel so fortunate that I found you, even though it took a global war to bring us together.”
One of her ears twitched and her lips faintly curved into a smile. “It’s nice to hear you say that,” she replied in a thin voice.
“Shit, I’m sorry,” I said. “I was trying to be quiet so I didn’t wake you.”
“It’s fine,” she said. “It was worth it to hear you say that.”
“Go back to sleep, honey,” I said, taking her hand in mind. 
“If you insist,” she whispered.
She squeezed my hand three times, then went silent. After a few minutes I recognized the deep breaths of sleep. I watched her chest rise and fall and moved my fingertips to her wrist so I could monitor her breathing and pulse. They were both low, but steady. Shayla had lost a lot of blood, but she was strong. I once again reminded myself that she was going to be fine. Even without a healer on the way, she would heal with enough rest.
I dozed a bit and quickly shook my head to help remain awake. In my defense, it was probably three in the morning. Ungodly hours for anyone to be awake, but I had to monitor my girlfriend.
To help pass the time, I began to form a plan in my mind of how we would develop the settlement of Hope. 
Our house was great, probably in the best shape of all the nearby houses. Now that he had cleaned out the corpses, Jacob’s house was in fantastic condition as well. With the power station, we had minimal electricity—enough to run a modern, energy-efficient fridge and nothing else, but it was something. The battery in that power station wouldn’t charge beyond ten or eleven percent, and I considered that a miracle. Eventually, I knew I’d have to replace that battery with something better.
The forklift batteries in the nearby park maintenance building would probably fit the bill, but they were heavy, damn heavy. I would need ten strong men to lift those things and get them back here, and then I’d have to build something strong, safe, and secure to house it. Those things weighed more than a thousand pounds, but they held a ton of power. If I could hook one of them up to the power station, we’d be in good shape. And since there were two of them, I had hopes that I could wire the second one up to Jacob’s house and give him electricity as well. 
If we had the capability to create electricity, I’d want to give it to everyone, though. Power lines still ran overhead, all over the city. There was probably a way I could use those to supply a minimal amount of power to a dozen houses, especially if my water wheel generator idea worked.
I wanted to make that my next project, but I knew clearing the area had to come first. I mean, this place was as overgrown as a rainforest. A few houses even had trees growing through holes in their roofs. If anyone wanted to sneak up on us, they’d be able to do it with ease. Honestly, we were lucky we had been able to intercept those members of the Druids before they got here. 
So, clear all the trees and undergrowth away, improve the power station, and build the waterwheel. It was a good to-do list. It was going to take a ton of work, but it would turn Hope into a safe, secure, and comfortable place to live. Well, as much as possible.
After that, my mind went to the Porsche. A Guards Red 1981 Porsche 911, pretty much my dream car. All I had to do was get it running, which was no easy task in a world where the last gasoline had been refined eight decades ago.
Fully gutting the car and replacing the old driveline with a simple direct drive electric motor setup would be easy and effective, and I had a handful of batteries that would power the car for hopefully a few miles. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a safe way to test my range—if I took the car and drove until it died, I’d probably find myself stuck near one of the gangs fighting for control of Baltimore. That was the last thing I wanted.
Our population was a concern as well. We were three, which was clearly not enough. Even if we included Ellie and her son Richard down the road, that was only five people. I needed to convince some people—safe, sane people—to move to Hope and help us rebuild. Perhaps we could convince some people from Loch Raven to stay there. If other settlements were nearby, maybe we could convince some of them to move to Hope. 
The windows slowly changed from black to gray as the sun began to rise. I was exhausted, but as light began to chase away the shadows I felt a sense of urgency. No matter how I felt, it was a new day, and I was eager to make progress. 
Especially since much of that progress would also make Hope a safer place to live. After our visit from the Druids the night before, I was in no mood to take any risks on our safety. We were in a great location that unfortunately was within walking distance of some truly terrible people. There was no way around that. We just had to stay armed.
Birds sang outside and the wind blew through the trees. Everything was so peaceful up here. I was really beginning to love this place. 
Once the light hit the living room, Jacob snorted himself awake. He sat up a moment later, rubbing his eyes, then looked over the back of the couch at us.
“How is she?” he asked, keeping his voice down.
I gave him a thumbs up.
He nodded and went to the bathroom to clean up. I just stayed there with Shayla, my hand on her wrist, watching her chest rise and fall. After a few minutes, Jacob came back, wearing a fresh shirt.
“Take a few minutes to go and wash your face. I’ll watch her. After that, you should hop on the radio and check in with Loch Raven.”
I nodded. He was right. I bent down and kissed the back of Shayla’s hand, then hurried out the door. 
A bit of chill hung in the air as I hurried across the broken street to my house. I had a brief moment where I checked my pocket for my keys, then laughed. We’d probably have to start locking the doors soon, but for now we didn’t worry about it.
I brushed my teeth and washed my face, then went into the kitchen and poured myself a cup of water. Jacob had taken the water from those five-gallon jugs and boiled them, then refilled them. Clean water was something I had taken for granted: it tasted incredible. After changing into a fresh shirt, I left my house and walked over to the Jeep.
I grabbed a handful of vines on the back of the vehicle and tore them off, then cast them aside. It was in pretty good shape, other than a small forest growing on it. I gave it a quick look over, trying to think of what we could use from it. 
It had one of those super tall off-road jacks affixed to the back of it, and like much of the previous owner’s stuff, it looked as if it had never been used. Walking around to the front, I saw several round lights on the front bumper guard. I peered closer and noticed they were LED, which made me smile. Those wouldn’t take much power to run, and they’d be bright as well. Honestly, they would make a great spotlight, if we could ever get a wall built around the place. 
I opened the door and hopped inside. A quick twist of the key and static came over the speakers that still worked. I grabbed the handset and keyed the mic.
“Hello? This is Mark, from the settlement of Hope. I just wanted to check in with you guys this morning.”
To be honest, I wasn’t entirely sure what to say. I waited five minutes and repeated my message. Finally, I got a reply.
“Hey, Mark, good morning. This is Leon. How is the wounded woman doing? Is she still with us, or has she turned to food?”
The casual mention of cannibalism bothered me, but I ignored it for the time being. “Shayla’s doing well. Tired and pale, but still alive. The wound doesn’t look like it was life-threatening, but she lost a lot of blood.”
“Good, glad she’s okay. A caravan is getting ready to leave here in about half an hour. That’ll give you guys time to make a signal fire.”
“Perfect,” I said, feeling my spirits lighten a bit. “I’ve got some green branches in a pile on the road just for that purpose. They should smoke a lot.”
“Well, you guys take care down there and we’ll see you shortly. Take care, and let us know if you need any additional help.”
“Thanks, Leon,” I said. “Really. You guys are saving our lives.”
“Glad to help,” he replied. “If we work together, we stay strong. Remember that.”
After that, I went into the living room and told Jacob that the men were on their way. He nodded and continued looking after Shayla while I went into the garage, looking for oil. I found a half-full jug of old motor oil and grabbed it. It would have to be enough.
Fortunately, I was smart enough to keep my cigarette lighter in my pocket everywhere I went. That was exactly what I needed. I grabbed another handful of vines and tall grass from the Jeep as I walked by, and carried them to the pile of wilted branches lying in the center of the street. I had a nice sized pile there, so I added half of the motor oil and lit it. 
It took a moment for the wet branches to catch, but the oil helped a great deal. After a few minutes, the pitiful flames grew into a crackling, smoking fire. And smoke it did. Between the old motor oil and all the green leaves, I was pretty sure I was releasing enough smoke to change the local weather. Fortunately it wasn’t a particularly windy day, so the smoke mostly went straight up. 
I patted the revolver at my waist out of habit. I was ready. The people from Loch Raven were going to find us, Shayla was going to be okay, and we were going to thrive. I told myself that over and over as I stared into the growing flames.
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Iwalked over to my yard and grabbed several handfuls of meter-long grass and ripped them out, then tossed them on the fire to keep the smoke going. I didn’t want to add more motor oil if I didn’t have to—that stuff was probably valuable, after all. But I wanted a plume of smoke that could be seen for miles, which meant a big fire. 
It wasn’t like there was a shortage of wood to burn, I reminded myself as I grabbed some logs that I had previously cut up. After a moment I even went inside and grabbed some old clothes that had partially rotted away. Anything that would burn went on the fire.
After a moment Jacob came out with my shotgun in his hands. He walked up to me and handed it to me, instructing me to keep it slung on my shoulder.
“Are you worried about these guys from Loch Raven?” I asked.
He combed his fingers through his long gray beard. “Not really. But if there’s one thing this world has taught me, it’s that trusting people is a mistake. Hell, I only trust myself a little bit.” He chuckled at his own joke. “If you look like you’re ready for violence, people will often leave you alone.” Jacob looked me up and down, noting my revolver and nodded in approval. “Hey, you still got that sword? You should have that on your back.”
“Yeah, hold on,” I said, hurrying away. 
I went into my house and grabbed my flaming longsword, then strapped it onto my back so that the handle stuck up above my right shoulder. I felt like a bit of a badass wearing a flaming sword. It made me want to wear a cloak and slay dragons. 
Wait, were there dragons in this world? I mean, strange bombs had created catgirls and green-skinned giants, so anything was possible.
I grabbed some more wood and wilted branches on my way back to Jacob, and threw them on the fire when I got there. He took a step back from the heat and chuckled.
“How is Shayla?” I asked. “I assume she’s fine since you’re out here.”
“Yeah, she’s strong. Stronger than you or me, that’s for sure,” Jacob said. “She’s just tired. Lost a lot of blood, so she needs to rest. Once the healer gets here, she’ll fix her up and Shayla will be good in no time.”
“She? How do you know that the healer will be a woman?” I asked.
Jacob glanced up from the fire and looked at me. “Did you forget? All healers are women, Mark. They’re the only ones that can do that magic. Just like only men can do fire magic.”
“Ah, shit,” I said, raking my fingers through my hair. “Yeah, I had forgotten. Hey, you think this fire is enough?”
Jacob looked up at the plume of smoke. “Yeah. I guarantee they can see it from the highway. If it gets too big, the Druids will see it as well. Although let’s be honest, they can probably see it just fine already. All the more reason to keep our weapons handy.” He glanced over his shoulder at his house. “I don’t like leaving her alone, even though I know she’s fine. Just let me know when they get here, okay?”
“Sure thing,” I said. 
Jacob turned and walked back toward his house. Once he got into his driveway he reached down and grabbed a handful of waist-high grass and tore it out, then threw it to the side. Every little bit helped.
I stayed near the fire, keeping my eyes and ears open for signs of the squad from Loch Raven. I really had no idea what to expect with them; if this world had shown me anything, it was that the possibilities were limitless, no matter how strange.
I knelt near the fire, letting myself get lost in the beauty of the flames. My mind raced with the possibilities ahead. At times I felt like I was swimming in a vast ocean with no idea which way to go to reach the shore.
A gunshot rang out in the distance, snapping me back to reality. A dozen more gunshots answered the first. I pulled my shotgun from my shoulder and checked to make sure it was loaded. Same with my pistol. More gunshots echoed. I wasn’t good at judging the distance, but the direction seemed to come from the highway. That could mean any number of things.
I glanced over at Jacobs house and saw him peek out the front door. He looked a question at me and I shrugged in reply. He gripped his rifle and held it ready in his hands, choosing to remain in the doorway, ready for whatever came our way.
A strange growling noise made its way to my ears. It was raspy and harsh, and reminded me of…car exhaust? Was I hearing that correctly? My heart leaped in my chest and my fingers tightened on my shotgun. The fire was burning and we were armed to the teeth, so there was nothing else we could really do.
I listened as the sound of raspy exhaust moved past us. I tried to picture a map of the nearby area in my head, confirming that they indeed sounded as if they were traveling south on 83. If my memory still worked, then they would be taking the exit for Northern Parkway, then turning north on Falls Road to come see us. That was dangerously close to Druid territory, but Leon had assured me they would be ready.
More gunshots rang out in the far distance, barely audible. It sounded like they had a goddamn machine gun. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not, but I just hoped they were on our side.
Silence for the next few minutes. Anticipation grew and my heart raced. I looked over and saw Jacob still standing in his doorway, scoped rifle held in both hands. Even from that distance, I could see the set of his jaw and the hardness of his face. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had a knife hidden in his beard.
The raspy exhaust sound slowly grew. I turned to face it and tried to picture our location in my head. Yep, they were coming up Falls Road. At least I didn’t hear any further gunshots. I also didn’t hear the engine note rising and falling, which meant they were traveling at a constant speed. That told me they were just cruising and weren’t running from any druids or anything.
“Wait, they have a running car?” I said out loud. After all that, it finally clicked in my head. They had a way to make gasoline and a way to keep engines running. I tried to think of the equipment it would take to make things like that. That meant they also probably had good medical care and other creature comforts. Well, in their automated message they mentioned having a safe settlement and schools for their children, so that made sense.
I briefly thought about packing everything up and traveling north so we could join them. It would probably be the smarter idea, and we’d live in relative comfort, with things we couldn’t make down in Hope.
But then I remembered that I hated taking orders from people. I hated it in Haven, and I knew I’d hate it in Loch Raven. I had a natural rebellious streak a hundred feet wide, which sometimes caused problems. I needed to be in charge of my own life.
Plus, the thought of building something special truly appealed to me, to my inner core man brain. It checked a box that satisfied that need to build things with my bare hands and defend them.
The raspy engine note grew louder and changed direction, although it was still faint. They were on Lakeside Drive, so very close. I could practically point with my finger as they drove down the narrow street behind our settlement. It also made me realize that once we grew large enough, we would probably have to gate that road. Or maybe further down Falls Road. It all depended on how large our settlement grew.
A truck suddenly roared into view. Well, kind of a truck.
“What is this, Mad Max?” I wondered aloud. “Wait, is that a fucking Toyota?”
It was. It was a Toyota Tacoma back from my time, so I wasn’t surprised that it still ran. Those damn things were unbreakable. Steel plates had been welded on the front and sides as makeshift armor. 
A person’s head and shoulders were visible above the cab. I blinked as I realized it was a gun turret. Yep, a man stood there with several low steel panels protecting him, with a fucking machine gun mounted in front of him. My earlier assumption had been correct.
Wow. These guys meant business.
Well, my shotgun wasn’t going to do any good against that. I raised my hands so they knew I was peaceful. One of the men cheered loudly in return.
I stepped around the fire and they pulled up and stopped the truck near me. It had clearly seen better days, but the armored Toyota still ran, which was pretty impressive considering the age. It had once been blue, but the surface was now mostly steel plates, surface rust, and dirt. The exhaust pipe exited the side of the truck right behind the driver’s door, which explained the volume.
The man in the turret waved at me, and I waved back. He wore strange armor; it looked like a bulletproof vest with a football helmet on his head. Thin metal strips had been welded onto the helmet, ostensibly making it bulletproof as well. Several dings in the surface of the helmet were circular, making me think it had done its job.
“Hey there!” the shooter yelled over the roar of the exhaust. Fortunately, the driver turned the engine off so I could hear. Damn thing was loud as hell. I guess they didn’t have mufflers up in Loch Raven.
I held up a hand. “Hello!”
Thick steel plates extended the sides of the bed, almost making it into a box truck. After several loud clangs, the tailgate dropped and three men exited the back, including the gunner. They wore olive green fatigues, almost like soldiers back in the Vietnam days. Each man had a small patch on his left shoulder, a black and white design on a background of red. Other than the makeshift armor and unshaven faces, they actually seemed kinda professional. One wore a helmet that looked to be made from leather with steel strips affixed to it, obscuring his face. That one was clean shaven.
“Hey man!” the shooter said. 
As he approached me, I noticed he had three arms. Similar to that man I had seen back in Haven, he had a single right arm and two on the left. He even had two shoulders over there, right next to each other, and they somehow looked rather natural instead of freakish and mutated. He pulled his helmet off, revealing close-cropped black hair with a beard that matched. His skin was sun-darkened and criss-crossed with thin scars that had healed years ago.
“Good morning,” I said, offering my hand. He shook it firmly. “I’m Mark, and this is our new settlement, called Hope.”
“Kenny,” he replied, then turned back to the truck. Two of his hands went to his hips while the third pointed at the others. “We got Josh in the driver’s seat there, and behind me we got Stan and Jess.”
“Top of the morning!” Stan said as he walked up to me. He was a big guy, tall and wide, with burly shoulders and a light brown beard that hung to his chest. His hair was the same color, and he had green eyes set in a kind face. I immediately got a good feeling about Stan.
“Thanks for coming,” I said.
“Of course!” Stan replied, looking around the place. “You guys found a good place to start but god damn, this needs work. It’s a good thing we’re here.”
“Hey, what happened out there?” I asked him. “We heard all the gunshots.”
“Ah, some Druids were roaming about,” Kenny said, rubbing his short beard. “We took care of ‘em. They’re nasty sons a bitches, but we handled them pretty quickly. Can’t wait for the day we all band together and just kill the lot of those bastards.”
“Yeah, I think you’ll find allies in us,” I said. “They’re the ones that messed us up and shot my girlfriend.”
“Good thing we brought Jess, then,” he said, turning to the person next to him.
I had initially thought that Jess was a man, but now that they approached I saw that I was about as wrong as could be. Her green fatigues stretched over her large chest, and her matching pants did the same over her hips. She reached up and pulled off her steel-strapped leather helmet and shook out her long hair, which was deep red in color.
“Oh boy, I see that face,” Stan replied, laughing. “Oh, look at his face!” Kenny laughed as well. Jess just rolled her eyes.
I wasn’t offended by their words, because I knew I was staring. 
Jess ran her fingers through her red hair as she stepped up to me. Jesus Christ, how could a woman be so beautiful? Her eyes were deep green like emeralds, her lips perfectly kissable. I noticed a thin scar on her right cheek that had mostly faded with time.
She offered me her hand. “Jess,” was all she said. She didn’t smile like the rest. In fact, she kinda looked like she wanted to kick my ass.
“Mark,” I replied, shaking it. “So, you’re the healer?”
“Yeah,” she said. “Where is she?”
“This way,” I said, turning and gesturing for them to follow. Jacob still waited in the doorway, rifle in hand. He raised an eyebrow at me and I gave him a thumbs up.
I smiled as we walked up the driveway. The healer was here, and now we had help. Shayla was going to be alright. Hope was going to become a real settlement.
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“It’s always a lot of fun watching how guys react to her,” Stan said from behind me. 
“But little do they know,” Kenny began, and they both laughed.
“Will you two shut the fuck up?” Jess said to them in a sharp voice and their snickering stopped.
“She’s right in here,” I said as we walked up to the front door. “This is Jacob, by the way.”
“Good morning,” Jacob said. He gave them a friendly nod, but his gaze was hard and unblinking as he watched the new people enter his house.
“Take me to her right away,” Jess said.
“Of course,” I said as we crossed the living room.
Shayla was still on the dining room table, covered with a blanket. I walked up to her and gently brushed her hair back from her face.
“Hey honey,” I said softly. “Sorry to wake you, but it’s time to patch that hole in your side.”
“Finally,” Shayla said. Her voice sounded weak. “I feel like I could use a fresh coat of paint as well.”
I raised the blanket so Jess could see the wound. The beautiful redhead frowned and leaned over, examining Shayla’s side.
“Not too bad,” she said, looking closely. “Judging from the entry and exit wounds she probably took minimal damage to her organs. But her coloring tells me there was a lot of blood loss.”
“I left a little here and there,” Shayla said. “Part of the problem was that we had to sit and wait for half an hour before Mark could carry me back here and take care of me.”
“Where?” Jess asked. “Where did this happen?”
“Over on Lakeside Drive,” I responded. Jess gave me a sharp look so I continued. “The road right by Jones Falls, the stream back there.” I pointed toward the lake.
“So not far,” Jess said. “That’s good. Enough talking, I need to heal her.” 
She carefully pulled the blanket further away, fully exposing Shayla’s side, then laid her hands directly on the wound. After closing her eyes, Jess held herself still for a moment. Her lips moved silently and her hands gave off a faint glow.
Shayla suddenly sucked in her breath between her teeth as her wounds closed. “Fuckfuckfuckfuck,” she said with a wince.
“It is done,” Jess said, wiping her hands on the blanket. She used the edge of the blanket to wipe dried blood away from Shayla’s side, revealing unbroken skin. “You’re lucky. An inch to the left and you could have been in real trouble.”
“Thankfully, you saved me,” Shayla said, giving her a smile. Jess gave her a warm smile in return.
“Think I can get my eardrums fixed?” I asked.
After a moment Jess nodded, then reached out and took my head in her hands. She healed my eardrums in a matter of seconds.
I glanced over my shoulder. Jacob was talking with Stan and Kenny. Judging by Jacob’s body language, he didn’t feel so tense any longer, so that was a big positive. They even laughed several times.
“Where are you from?” Jess asked.
“We came from Haven,” Shayla replied. “We ran into some issues there with the leadership, so we decided to start our own place. Fortunately, Mark knew about Lake Roland from before the war, so he led us to this neighborhood a few days ago, and we’ve been working hard to make it our own.”
Jess turned to me, her emerald eyes boring into my head. “Before the war? What are you talking about?”
“I was born before the war,” I said. “I volunteered for a scientific experiment, to be frozen and put into cryostasis for a few days.” I shrugged and tried not to laugh. “Right after they put me on ice, the bombs fell. I woke up just recently. Like, a week or so ago. Jesus, has it only been that long?”
Jess blinked a few times. “That’s the worst joke I’ve ever heard.”
“He’s serious,” Shayla said.
Jess looked at Shayla for a moment, then back at me. “Well, I suppose I’ve heard of stranger things in this world. And that would explain why you’re different from the rest.”
“Okay, I’ll bite. How am I different?”
She placed her hands on her ample hips. “Is it not obvious? Your accent is different. You’re clean shaven, or at least you were yesterday. And look at your haircut.”
“Hey, I like my hair,” I said, brushing my bangs back. I thought it was quite stylish.
“Point is, you’re different from the rest, and obviously so. Men around here tend to look like, well…” She pointed to the side, where Jacob was laughing with Stan and Kenny. All three men were a bit on the burly and coarse side, with beards and sun-darkened faces.
Shayla swung her legs over the side of the table and carefully stretched. “I feel so much better now. Thanks, Jess. I need to somehow convince you to stay here in case anyone else gets hurt.”
Jess turned to Shayla and gave her a warm smile. A very warm smile. “Is that so?”
Shayla smiled back at her in a friendly manner. “Especially with this doofus around,” she said, pointing at me.
“We seem to be collecting gunshot wounds to the stomach,” I said with a chuckle. “But let’s hope that’s the end of that.”
“Is Jess short for Jessica?” Shayla asked.
“Yes,” Jess said. “I’m named after my aunt.”
“Where did you grow up?”
“In Loch Raven,” Jess replied. “Things are nice up there. You should consider joining us if things don’t work out here. We have food, water, schools, safety. Everything you could ever need.”
“I go where he goes,” Shayla said, nodding at me.
Jess turned to stare at me again. “Interesting,” was all she said. 
“Well hey, look who’s back in one piece,” Jacob said, standing next to me. 
I nearly jumped out of my skin when he spoke. I hadn’t heard the old guy approach. Sometimes he was like a ghost. A bearded ghost.
“Tired, though,” Shayla said. “I’m damn tired.”
“You need a solid day’s rest,” Jess told her in a no-nonsense voice. “You’ll feel better after that.”
“Yeah, he went through almost the same exact thing,” Shayla said, nodding at me. “Except he walked across the city after getting healed from being gut shot.”
Once again, Jess turned to regard me. “You’re a rather interesting person, it seems, Mark.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” Shayla said, gently twisting from side to side. “I keep expecting to feel that searing pain in my side, but it’s all gone. I suppose that’ll take a bit to get used to, but I’m grateful.”
“You’re welcome,” Jess said with a smile.
Stan walked up and clapped me on the shoulder. “Hey, why don’t you show us around the place while Jess helps your girlfriend recover?”
“Sure thing,” I said, patting myself out of habit. 
I had my revolver on, and my shotgun was slung over my shoulder. My sword was on my other shoulder. I looked over at Jacob, who wore both of his revolvers and had his hunting rifle slung over his shoulder. Peering around the room, I saw my machete leaning against the door jamb.
“Alright, lemme show you this place,” I said, heading toward the door. Jacob grabbed my machete and handed it to me on my way out.
“Kinda excited to see this place,” Kenny said from behind me.
“It’s special,” Jacob told him. “We got ourselves clean water and houses that haven’t been picked clean, both things a rarity in this day and age.”
“Yeah, looks like you guys found the perfect location,” Stan said. “Far enough away and slightly hidden so people haven’t made it here yet. But you’re still close enough to stuff that you guys can scavenge and keep in contact. And you said you guys are from Haven?”
“The others are,” I said, realizing they hadn’t heard my origin story when I told Jess. I was getting a little tired of telling it. “I was born before the war. I volunteered to be put in cryostasis for a few days—basically going to sleep while they froze me like an ice cube—but the bombs fell right after that happened. I didn’t wake up until around a week or ten days ago.”
Kenny whistled. “You’re really from before the war? Incredible.”
“We’ll have plenty of questions for you, in that case,” Stan added.
In response, I just pointed at my shoes. They both looked down at my running shoes and whistled appreciatively.
We walked down the driveway together toward the Jeep. A man was already standing there, examining it. He was tall, with light hair and a scarred face like the rest. His clothes were the same as what the others wore; green fatigues, but he also wore a bulletproof vest.
Stan gestured at the man. “This here is Josh, the best damn driver around. He’s probably run over more Druids than Kenny has shot, and he’s done it while keeping us alive. Plus, he can keep that old pile of junk running.”
Josh shrugged. “Not like it’s hard. It’s a Toyota, damn thing won’t die.”
“Makes sense why you have all that armor on the truck,” Jacob muttered.
“That reminds me, we need to pick over the houses as payment for being here,” Stan said, his voice taking on a slightly more serious tone.
“Gimme all the oil,” Kenny added. “All the oil! That stuff’s hard to find.”
“Yeah, sure,” I said. “There are a few things that I need, but we’ve got several cars here in pretty good shape that you can have. One of them’s mine, though. But you can have the engine.”
“Uh oh, you find something you like?” Stan asked.
I nodded. “An old Porsche 911.”
He whistled appreciatively. “And what about this glorious beast?” he asked as he slapped the fender of the Jeep.
I laughed. “Yeah, I wish this thing ran, but there’s no hope for that. The radio works, though, and I’ve been using that to talk to you guys.”
“Good lights on the front, too,” Stan said, looking over the large LED off-road lights on the front bumper guard.
“Yeah, I wanted to use those as a spotlight,” I said. “One of the houses has partially collapsed, and my plan was to build a guard tower from the remains and put the spotlight up top. Probably with a sniper.”
“That’s a damn good plan,” Stan replied, looking around. “You just gotta get rid of the forest around you so that it’s viable. Fortunately, you have us.” He grinned.
“Mark says he thinks he can pull the radio out and just power it from a battery,” Jacob said. “So we wouldn’t need to keep it in the truck.”
“I can help with that,” Kenny said. “It’s not too hard, especially if you have a working car battery, which you guys seem to.”
“Well, let me show you around,” I said, and we left the Jeep behind.
We walked down the driveway and I took a few whacks at a bush with my machete as we passed. Honestly I needed a bulldozer to scrape the damn driveway clean, but that could wait for later.
I led them across the street to where Shayla and I lived and pointed out the garden in the front yard and all the work we’d done to clear out the trees and foliage. I hacked at a nearby sapling since it was close.
“Looks like you’ve got a good start,” Stan said.
“Yeah, I think we can help you finish this in no time,” Kenny added. “With minimal destruction.”
Josh just grunted in agreement. He wasn’t a very talkative guy, it seemed.
“Oh, and check this out,” I said, walking up the driveway. We had managed to clear it decently well, so it was an easy trek.
Jacob grabbed onto the bottom edge of the garage door and heaved it open, then pointed at the BMW sedan parked there.
“This is yours,” he said.
“Take whatever you want,” I added.
Stan and Kenny stood there for a moment, staring at it. Josh walked up and opened the driver’s side door, then climbed in.
“God damn, this thing is comfortable,” he said, gripping the wheel with both hands. “I’ll bet it was great back in the day. Holy shit, a manual transmission, too! These people had good taste.”
“Josh, that’s the most I’ve heard you speak all day,” Kenny said. “Did you suddenly grow a personality when we weren’t looking?”
“It’s a nice car,” Josh said defensively. “Well, you know. Was.”
“Not a ton we can do with this one now,” Stan said, looking at the sedan. “It’s gorgeous, but these have too many electronics and require too much maintenance. There’s a reason we have that old Toyota truck out there. Damn thing runs forever. We’ll drain the fluids from this one and take them back with us.”
I nodded. “That makes sense. Shame that the old Jeep doesn’t work. You guys could probably put a snowplow blade on the front and turn it into a bulldozer and clear this area in no time.”
Kenny stared at me for a moment. “Man, that’s a great idea. I should have thought of that. We’ll have to do that when we get back home, unless you have some spare snow plow blades hanging around here.”
“Not likely, although there’s an old city park maintenance facility buried under eighty years of trees and vines down the road,” I said.
“Yeah, we passed that. Lots of good stuff in there, we’ll want that.” Kenny rubbed his chin in thought. “I’m just surprised it hasn’t been picked clean yet.”
I nodded in agreement. “I think we’re in that magical middle ground; far enough away from the gangs and other settlements that no one has reached here yet, but still close enough that we can walk to the other places in a few hours tops. And most of the areas surrounding us are pretty dense with housing, so all of that would have been hit first.”
“Yeah, good point,” Kenny said. “I guess you found something special here, in that case. Well, if that maintenance facility is as good as you say, we’ll be in luck. I can make all kinds of shit from that.”
I clapped my hands and rubbed them together. “That’s perfect, because I need to go there as well. I need the forklift batteries and could use some help transporting them here. And removing the electric motors from the forklifts themselves, too.”
“I can come along and keep you girls safe,” Jacob said with a grin.
Stan put his hands on his hips and nodded slowly. “You really found a good place here, Mark. It’ll take a ton of work, but this place is going to be great once we’re done. Hell, once we’re even half done. What are you doing for food?”
“We have an old power station that holds just enough of a charge to run a refrigerator,” I said. “Two solar panels keep it kind of charged. I’m hoping to use the forklift batteries on that to increase our capacity, since those things are so damn big. We’ve got our garden, and Jacob managed to shoot a goose and a deer. Plus, we’ve traded with Ellie and Richard down the street for some food.”
“Good idea,” Stan said. “We need to check on them soon. Building was dark when we passed, and the door was open. Not a good sign.”
“I can help you with the batteries,” Kenny said. “I’m pretty good at wiring shit together.”
“Alright, let’s go see the next house,” Stan said. I was getting the feeling he was sort of a leader among this team, if they even had a leader. “Come on, Josh. Quit creaming your panties and let’s go.”
“Okay, but I’m taking these seats,” Josh said as he climbed out of the sedan.
We walked out of the garage and I saw Jess and Shayla standing in the driveway of Jacob’s house. They both smiled as they talked to each other, and Jess kept a steadying hand on Shayla’s shoulder. I’ll admit a few raunchy fantasies popped into my mind when I saw them together. Okay, more than a few.
“She’s something, ain’t she?” Stan asked, grinning at me.
“Yeah,” I replied after a moment. I didn’t want to make things weird by commenting on one of their team members, but he had asked me so I figured it was safe. “She’s about as gorgeous as a woman can be.”
“Don’t stress yourself,” Kenny said with a laugh. “You’re barking up the tree with that one. Now Shayla, on the other hand, she’s got a good chance if you guys are into that sort of thing.”
“Huh?” I asked. “What sort of thing?”
“Jess isn’t really into men,” Stan said. “She bats for the other team.”
“She’s a lesbian?” I asked.
“For the most part, yeah,” Kenny said. “She and I grew up together. She had a couple boyfriends in school but since then has always been pretty vocal about how she doesn’t care for men. She prefers women, and looking at Shayla, I can see why. No disrespect intended.”
“None taken,” I said. 
So, Jess was a lesbian? Well, that made things interesting. I could tell from Shayla’s body language that she was subtly flirting with the beautiful redhead. She had mentioned a few days before that she would probably wind up sharing me with another woman. Jess being a healer made her a very high-value person, so Shayla was probably trying to seal that deal.
I just put it out of my head. We could really use a healer and Jess was certainly easy on the eyes, so she was welcome to stay. All of these guys were, in fact. After all, we had to grow our population to help with our future.
“Let me show you my little project,” I said with a smile.
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Iled the small group of men across the street to a house that had been mostly reclaimed by nature. I mean, it was in seriously bad shape, with mold on the ceiling, moss growing on the walls, and a floor that was mostly dirt and grass. But, at least there was some cool art on the walls that had partially survived. 
“I was hoping you guys could reuse some of the wood from this one,” I said, slapping a wall as I passed by. I immediately wiped my hand on my pants after touching the gross wall. 
“Maybe,” Kenny said, peering around. “This house is pretty fucked, not gonna lie. But most of the windows look good. If we rip out the drywall, I’ll bet there’s some good boards hiding in here. And some of the roof is still usable. It’ll just take a lot of work.”
“Mark’s thought was to make a watch tower out of this stuff,” Jacob said, poking at a wall. “Probably the best use we’ll get out of this stuff. At least the wiring is still mostly good. Some of the kitchenware is, too.”
“Wiring? Were you a scavenger down in Haven?” Stan asked.
“Yup,” Jacob replied. “Been doing it for years. It’s what I’m best at.”
“And your name is Jacob?” Stan asked, his voice suddenly contemplative.
Jacob nodded. 
Stan turned to Kenny. “Dude, do you know who this is?”
“Well, he said his name is Jacob, so I would assume he is Jacob,” Kenny said.
“Are you Jacob the Wicked?” Stan seemed excited as he asked.
“I been called that a few times,” Jacob replied. “On account of where I stuck my gun when a man tried to harm some people I liked.”
“Ugh, you did that to save us, too,” I said, remembering when he blew a guy’s intestines all over the place with a well-placed bullet.
“Holy shit,” Kenny said. “Yeah, we’ve heard of you. I’ll make sure I don’t get on your bad side.” He laughed after saying that, but I saw a glimmer of concern in his eyes. I felt a need to diffuse that; I didn’t want our helpers suddenly afraid of us.
“Jacob is my best friend in this world,” I said. “And the reason I’m still alive. I couldn’t ask for a better guy to start this place with.” 
“Don’t get all sweet on me, now,” Jacob said with a toothy grin.
“Alright, show me this damn car,” Stan said. Behind him, Josh took a step forward.
“Okay, watch your step,” I said, walking across the living room. I could have just walked right to the garage, but I wanted to show them the place so they could see if anything was still usable inside. I pushed open the door to the garage and walked in with them behind me.
Stan whistled loudly. “Will you look at that!”
“Wow,” Josh said, walking right up to the car. He looked it over and reached for the door handle, then paused and turned back to me. “You mind?”
“Go right ahead,” I said, crossing my arms and smiling. I was glad he could recognize such a great car.
Josh pulled the door open and slid into the driver’s seat. “I’ve seen pictures of these before but obviously have never sat in one. What year is this beauty?”
“Nineteen eighty-one,” I replied. “I’ve mostly unbolted the engine and transaxle, just gotta get it out of the car. My plan is a simple electric setup using the forklift motors.”
“Good plan,” Kenny said. “Keep it simple so there’s less things to break. And this car looks lightweight, so you should get decent performance and range out of those motors if you have enough batteries.”
“I found some twelve-volt batteries back at the park maintenance facility,” I said. “Similar to car batteries, just a touch larger. They had been shipped without the electrolyte, so they’re still usable. One of them is the reason the radio works on the Jeep. I was going to put the others in the Porsche, where the back seat used to be.”
“Sounds like you’ve got a solid idea here,” Kenny said, peering at the car. He took a step closer and looked it over. “Looks like the previous owner really took care of this thing. God damn, the tires even hold air.”
“It’s got a pretty big gas tank, too,” I said. “Especially for such a small car. I left that intact so you guys could drain the gas from it, if you needed it. I suppose you can have the motor oil as well. These old Porsches were air- and oil-cooled, so it’ll have a ton of oil in it. Hell, you can take everything except the brake fluid. I’ll still need that.”
“Fair enough,” Kenny said, looking it over.
“You gotta let me drive this once it’s done,” Josh said.
I laughed. “Let me actually finish the thing before I make any promises.”
Josh finally got out of the car and pushed the door closed. It slammed with a loud thunk.
“Wow,” he said, looking back. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard such a solid sound from a door closing before. Strange, the little things we notice.”
I nodded in agreement. “This was before Porsche used machines for everything. This car was built by hand.”
Kenny clapped me on the shoulder. “And now it’s being ruined by hand. I say you add a turret to the roof and steel plates surrounding the driver compartment to keep you safe. Let’s lift it a few inches and run over some raiders together.”
I laughed. While I didn’t want to ruin the classic car, that actually sounded like a lot of fun.
“Alright, what else do we got here?” Stan asked.
“I think we have a house for you guys,” I said, walking out of the garage through the open door. They followed me down the overgrown driveway, every man grabbing a few handfuls of vines or waist-high grass and yanking it out.
“I’m gonna check on the women,” Jacob said, splitting off from our group and walking to his house.
“I think a flamethrower would take care of this in no time,” Kenny muttered as he pulled a handful of grass out of the cracked driveway.
“You’d probably set the house on fire!” Stan said. “No, wait. That place is so filled with mud and grass that it’ll be hard to burn. Scratch that. Burn everything.”
They both chuckled as I led them to the end of the driveway, then down the street. Together, we walked to what would be the first house on the left as you entered the neighborhood. It was a nice place, although the front yard was so overgrown with Japanese maples it was hard to see the house itself.
“Will you look at those!” Stan said. “I don’t think I’ve seen trees with red leaves like that before, except for in the fall. And it’s not quite time for the leaves to change yet.”
“Japanese maples. They’re red all year long,” I said as we started up the driveway. 
I chopped at a bush blocking my path while the other men pulled out plants by their roots. Most of the foliage was tall grass, so I slid my machete through a slot in my belt and started grabbing handfuls and pulling. It wasn’t the easiest work, but we worked quickly and cleared enough space for us to walk up the curving driveway.
The house itself had a nineteen-sixties feel to it, with the front wall full of windows. To my amazement, none of them were broken. My hopes were high as we walked up to the side of the house. Vines covered everything, but those came off easily enough.
The garage door was partially open, so I knew to expect the worst. I grabbed the bottom edge of the door and heaved, but it didn’t budge. The other men helped me lift the garage door, and we were rewarded with a view of what decades of vines would do to a garage.
“I think there’s a car in there,” Stan said, pointing at a large, car-shaped lump of leaves.
“This smells worse than you,” Kenny said, looking around. He bent down and grabbed a handful of vines and began pulling. A huge swath of them tore free, and I walked over and helped him pull. It was like pulling a blanket off of something, but the blanket was green and had leaves. We tore it free and threw it outside.
“At least now we can walk inside,” Stan said.
Josh pulled vines free from the back of the car and suddenly brightened. “Guys, look,” he said, pulling more vines and grass out of the way. He pointed at the emblem.
“It’s a Prius,” I said, completely unimpressed.
“Fuck yeah, it is,” Josh said.
I’ll admit to a bit of confusion. While they were efficient and reliable, I had no idea why anyone would be that excited over a Toyota Prius.
Stan crossed his thick arms and grunted. “We have a few of them back in Loch Raven. The batteries are mostly dead, but we’ve been working hard on reconditioning them and using them to power houses. Once you pull all that hybrid shit out of there, you’re left with a slow and boring car that you simply can’t kill.”
I blinked. “Uh, you guys have Priuses up there?”
He nodded. “They make good patrol cars. Lift them a few inches, weld some armor on them. It’s a hatchback so you can fit a decent amount in the back. And they’ll run forever on just a few gallons of gas.”
“We’ll have to tow this one home,” Josh said. “We can use a lot of parts from it.”
“Well, I wasn’t expecting that,” I said, looking around the room. “Looks like there are some decent tools beneath all the vines as well. Maybe you guys can use some of that as well.”
Stan pulled another handful of vines aside and grabbed a square shovel. “This will come in handy for clearing the driveway.” He took it outside and rammed the flat front into a patch of grass, then pushed on the handle. A large section of the grass tore free from the concrete driveway.
“A lot easier than trying to pull it all out,” Stan said.
“Let’s check inside,” I said, pulling at more vines. “Hey, help me with this stuff, guys.”
Together we tore enough of the vines and plants out of the way to get to the door. It was unlocked, so I pushed it open.
“And there we go,” I said with a smile.
“Oh, we can definitely make use of this,” Stan said, walking into the living room behind me.
The house needed a renovation, that much was clear. It still had shag carpet, which was of course disgusting by this point. The furniture was outdated as well, looking like it had been made in the eighties. 
But more importantly, while the house had an inch-thick layer of dust covering everything and some mold on several walls, it was intact. I walked over to the kitchen and opened the cabinets. They looked like they hadn’t been touched before the bombs fell. 
“Wonder what happened?” Kenny asked. He grabbed a couch cushion and blew on it, sending a cloud of dust into the air. 
“Idiot,” Stan said, laughing at his teammate.
“Fucking hell,” Kenny said, waiving all three hands in front of him to dispel the dust.
“Lots of usable stuff in here,” I said, closing the cupboard. 
I crossed the living room and entered a short hallway flanked with bedrooms and bathrooms. Most of the doors were open, so I took a glance. Like the living room they were mostly intact, but absolutely covered with dust and a bit of mold. On a whim, I opened a small closet in the hallway.
“Good news, guys. You’ve got a vacuum cleaner.” I pulled it out and set it in the hallway. It was a nice one, and considering how simple they were, it probably still worked. 
“It’s got a fireplace!” Kenny shouted.
One of the bedrooms had been converted into a home office, so I blew some dust off the desk and decided to poke around. The computer could be useful for someone with electricity, but without the internet its use would be limited—at least, to me. Several post-its were stuck to the monitor, most with the guy’s passwords. I found a few papers on the desk and sorted through them.
“So, that’s what happened,” I said to myself. 
It looked like this guy worked down in D.C., and sometimes worked from home.  He had probably been there at the capital when the bombs fell. I assumed he had a wife, although I didn’t know what happened to her. Maybe time would tell. 
I checked the other bedrooms and found nothing surprising. Just clothes, furniture, and dust. Well, all of that would come in handy. Except for the dust, of course.
“I think I found the wife!” Kenny said.
I walked back into the living room and looked around for him. He had opened the sliding glass doors that led to the back porch. I walked out there to see what he was looking at.
The porch had been reclaimed by nature just like everything else, but I saw it almost immediately. A desiccated corpse, nearly a skeleton, lying facedown on the bed of grass.
“How do you think she died?” I asked.
“Suicide,” Kenny said, pointing.
I followed his finger and saw a glass bottle by her hand. The label had long since faded, but it had once held an amount of liquor. Vodka was my guess.
“We’ve seen this in plenty of houses,” Kenny said quietly. “Especially here, far enough from the bombs that they didn’t get directly affected. People realized the world was over so they swallowed a handful of sleeping pills and washed it down with a bottle of booze.”
“Hell of a way to go,” I said.
He turned and walked back into the house. After a moment, I did as well.
“I want to spend a few minutes cleaning this place up and getting some fresh air, then let’s get started on making Hope more livable,” Stan said.
“Sounds like a damn good idea to me,” I replied.
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Idecided to let them work on their new house while I went across the street to check on my girlfriend. They opened every window they could, and I opened the front door as I left. The front porch was completely overrun as well, but I picked my way through the grass and vines and finally made my way to the driveway. 
From there I walked across the street, stopping for a moment to check the power station. We still had it in a central location, although I knew we’d have to move it as soon as possible to keep it safe from the elements. I was hoping to clear more from my front yard so I could put the solar panels there and the power station itself right inside. Well, with the new guys here, that could finally happen.
The battery was in bad shape, of that there was no doubt. It was a miracle the power station would even charge as much as it did—it refused to go beyond ten percent now, and that number seemed to be dropping by the day. The sooner we replaced those batteries, the better.
I left that behind and went over to Jacob’s place. They weren’t in the driveway so I assumed they were inside.
“You guys in there?” I called out as I approached the front door.
“Yeah, come on in,” Jacob replied.
I walked in and found them all seated around the dining room table. It had been cleaned of blood, and the three of them sat in chairs with mugs in front of them. Jacob nodded at me when I entered and took a sip of his mug.
“Hey, honey!” Shayla called out. She pushed herself up and hurried over to me.
“Hey, gorgeous,” I said, embracing her. She kissed me on the lips, then pulled me into the dining room behind her.
“Jessica was just telling us about Loch Raven,” she said as she retook her seat, which was next to Jess. Jacob sat across the table. “It sounds really nice. I think we should visit there soon.”
“Sure, sure,” I said. “Lemme get the Porsche running so we don’t have to walk and we can plan a trip.”
“You want a spot of whiskey?” Jacob asked, raising his mug.
“Uh, sure, why not,” I replied. I wasn’t really a big drinker anymore but my friends felt right.
I took a seat across the table, next to Jacob’s chair as he went into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of whiskey.
“Aged eighty years,” he said with a gravelly chuckle. He poured some in a coffee mug and handed it to me.
“Thanks,” I said, taking a sip. Well, eighty years hadn’t changed my opinion on whiskey, but I kept that to myself and just set the mug in front of me.
“So, what did you do before the war?” Jess asked me.
“I was a photographer,” I said. “A wedding photographer, actually. I had an old house, actually not too far from here, and I was slowly fixing it up. That’s why I volunteered for cryostasis; I was supposed to get paid pretty decently for it. My plan was to use the money to finish renovating my bathroom.”
Jess just stared at me for a moment. “That’s somehow very interesting and simultaneously the most boring story I’ve ever heard.”
I shrugged. Jacob barked a laugh.
“How is your garden going?” Jess asked, turning to Shayla.
“It’s good,” Shayla replied. “We don’t have much, but we’ve planted everything we could. Potatoes, tomatoes, lentils, corn, a little bit of wheat, and two apple trees.”
“That’s great,” Jess said, giving her that smile again. “We brought some food to help you guys last until your harvest. Sacks of wheat, beans, and rice.”
“We’re much obliged for that,” Jacob said, raising his mug.
Jess gave him a slight nod. “We’re at our strongest when we work together.”
“I’d sell my soul for bananas and avocado, but I suppose that isn’t happening,” I said. “All these beans and rice make me think of Mexican food, and now I want a burrito bowl. I’ll have to grow some peppers.”
“We can bring you some,” Jess said. 
“Is that some of the food you’ve told me about?” Shayla asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “Once we have some tomatoes and peppers I’ll make you some great things.”
“So, you cook?” Jess asked, one eyebrow slightly raised.
“Of course I do,” I replied.
“Mark does a lot of things, and most of them pretty damn well,” Shayla said, giving me a smile.
“Interesting,” Jess said, giving me another glance.
“That’s a good word for him,” Shayla added. She winked at me, which confirmed my suspicions. She was trying to win Jess over and bring her into our settlement.
Well, hard to argue with that.
“So, what’s the next step in your plan?” Jess asked, turning back to Shayla.
“Clearing out the forest around us,” Shayla replied. “Everything is so overgrown here, which is a problem, especially since the Druids know where we are. Once we get that done….” She shrugged. “Then we’re just starting our lives. Farming, building windmills and waterwheels, improving our electricity, growing our population, relaxing,” she winked at me. “And a good bit of loving.”
“What’s your plan for growing the local population?” Jess asked. She calmly took a sip of her whiskey. The harsh flavor didn’t seem to bother her at all.
Shayla shrugged again. “We don’t have a huge plan, to be honest. We were hoping to attract a few people from Loch Raven. Now that we have a radio, perhaps we can talk to other settlements and build up a network. Maybe if there are some small settlements here and there, we can bring them here so they’ll be safe.”
Jess looked at the three of us for a moment, then set her mug down. “As I’ve said, we are here to help you three out, which is fortunate because you clearly need a lot of it. But, you are in an excellent location and have a solid start on a good, honest settlement. Once we help you build this place up a bit, we should be able to help you with your population.”
“You can make that promise?” I asked.
Jess nodded. “Loch Raven is the largest and probably the oldest settlement in the area. We have a lot to offer.”
“I mean you,” I said. “You can promise to help us with our population?”
Jess turned to me and gave me that green-eyed stare. “Yes,” she said simply.
“I’ll take it,” Jacob said, raising his mug. “I like this place. Hope. Having my own house is something I never thought I’d experience. I’ll do whatever it takes to help build this place up into a serious settlement.”
“Should we get started, then?” I asked.
“Let’s do it,” Jacob replied.
Shayla started to push herself to her feet, but Jess placed a firm hand on her. “But not you,” she said.
“This is my home. I need to help,” Shayla said.
Jess shook her head. “And you’ve lost a lot of blood. Once you’ve had something to eat and a nap I’ll let you get some light exercise, but you need a full day’s rest, minimum.”
Shayla frowned. “Alright. But I’m sleeping in my own house, not here. No offense, Jacob.”
“None taken,” he said with a grin.
We all stood and finished our whiskey. I winced at the burning but knew that it would help me relax. Shayla walked over to me and slipped her arm around my waist. I kissed the top of her head. That was a gesture I was pretty used to giving, but I realized I’d have to get used to her cat ears poking me in the face when I did that.
“Breakfast actually sounds really good,” I said.
“I can help prepare some food,” Shayla said, pulling my machete from the loop on my belt.
“What are you doing?” I asked, looking down.
Shayla grinned. “More than I’m supposed to.” She stuck her tongue out at Jess, then raced out the front door, hacking at bushes the moment she hit the driveway.
“A stubborn one, but as lovely as can be,” Jess said, smiling just faintly.
“Yep. That’s my Shayla,” I said.
“Let’s get those other fellas and get some food in us,” Jacob said. “I’ll bring my stove.”
“Sounds good,” I said. “Let’s all eat outside, near the power station. It’s nice out today.”
Jess and I went into the kitchen to fetch some plates and utensils while Jacob grabbed his camping stove. The three of us walked outside and began setting up our small cooking area. 
“We have a few things to contribute,” Jess said, and walked over to the truck.
Jacob and I watched her walk away. The way her ass filled out those green fatigues was simply mesmerizing.
“We should focus on things we want to eat,” Jacob said.
“I am,” I replied, still watching her ass. We both chuckled at that.
I left him and walked over to my house. Shayla was in the kitchen, gathering up a few things. Salt, leftover pieces of goose, and that large stainless steel frying pan we had taken from the hospital down near Haven.
“I wish we could go back there,” I said, looking at the frying pan. “There’s a lot of good stuff still inside.”
“Maybe once you get the car running,” she said with a smile. Her skin was still pale.
“Don’t push yourself too hard, okay? Take it easy for a bit.”
“I will, don’t worry,” she replied. “After breakfast I’ll get some rest. Promise.”
I kissed her on the cheek and took some of the things from her, then we left our house together. 
“So, what do you think of Jessica?” Shayla asked as we walked down the driveway.
Fortunately, I had been expecting that. “She’s absolutely gorgeous. Plus, she’s a healer, which would be a huge help here. But she’s not into men. Kenny and Stan already told me that.”
“I actually asked her about it,” Shayla said. “She prefers women, but she does like men. Just not men like what we’re used to seeing. You know, long bushy beard, dirty skin, bad teeth, crass attitude, no respect for women. She admitted that she thinks you’re quite handsome.”
I blinked. “Really? I couldn’t tell, with how she acts.”
“She sort of has to act that way, with how she looks. It’s something I’m quite familiar with as well. Men judge her by how she looks, not by what she’s capable of. Women tend to respect her for her abilities, by comparison.”
I nodded slowly as she spoke. “Thanks for the advice.”
“Fortunately, you’re very different from the other men around here,” Shayla continued. “So, just keep being you and we’ll be fine.”
“What do you think of her?”
Shayla grinned. “Have you seen her? I’ve always preferred men, but looking at her I definitely see the appeal. I could drown in her body and be happy.”
“You know, if you expect me to take multiple wives, that doesn’t mean you have to have sex with them as well. We could separate our private time. Just you and me, and just me and her.”
Shayla kept that grin on her face and bumped her shoulder against mine. “Yeah, but where’s the fun in that?”
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We walked up to Jacob at the same time Jess returned. She had a folding wooden table in one hand and a bowl filled with food supplies in the other. 
“Are those eggs?” Shayla asked, peering at what Jess held.
“Yes,” Jess replied. “Four of them. We have some more on the truck for tomorrow. From what I understand you have a working refrigerator?”
I nodded. “I can put them in there and anything else you brought.”
“Perfect,” Jess said. “And you can tell the men it’s time to eat as well.”
And just like that, she sent me off like a good little helper. Well, I didn’t mind. She and her team were a big help to us, and that would give Shayla more time to win her over. Ultimately, she was right; having Jessica here would be a huge help, especially since we wanted to grow the population. 
I set my stuff down and walked over to where the new guys were cleaning their new house. I halfway expected to see a cloud of dust hanging over the house, considering the condition of the interior.
“Hey guys!” I called out as I approached the house. 
The front door was still open so I crossed the front porch, grabbing a handful of vines and tearing at them on my way. Every little bit helped, and we were slowly exposing the house beneath.
“Look who’s back,” Kenny said as I walked in.
“Man, you guys work quickly,” I said, looking around. They had already wiped much of the dust off of things, and Stan had the rear sliding glass door open and was shaking out a blanket.
“No sense in fucking around when there’s work to be done,” Kenny said. He raised his hands. Two of his hands held damp sponges, and the third held a towel. “Plus, I have a bit of an advantage sometimes.”
“Well, it’s time for a break. They’re cooking breakfast.” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder toward the others.
Kenny tossed his things on the kitchen counter. “I’m always ready for second breakfast. Hey, Josh! Get in here. You too, Stan. Time to eat.”
“Second breakfast?” I asked. Were they hobbits or something?
“Yeah, we ate before we left. Duh.” He shrugged and laughed.
Stan and Josh came back to the living room, dusting their hands off.
“Who’s cooking?” Stan asked.
“The ladies,” I said. “Well, and Jacob. He likes to cook as well. I wouldn’t call him a lady, though.” I meant it as a lighthearted joke, but they took it a bit more seriously.
“I would definitely watch my mouth around him,” Kenny said. Stan nodded.
I knew Jacob was an intimidating guy, but they seemed downright afraid of him. I found that a little odd, since Stan was twice his size and these guys were from a settlement miles away from Haven. Had Jacob’s reputation really traveled that far?
“Yeah,” Kenny said, and I realized I had spoken that last thought out loud. “It has. He’s kind of legendary for how downright psychotic he can get. No one messes with him and lives.”
I frowned. “I’ve fought with him. I don’t think psychotic is the right word; he’s calm and collected, and cold as ice. But yeah, definitely someone I wouldn’t mess with under any circumstances.”
“I’m just glad he’s on our side,” Stan added, rubbing his hands together. “Alright, let’s eat.”
The four of us left the windows open so the house could get some fresh air, then left and walked down the driveway. Kenny used his three arms to tear more vines out of the way and cast them to the side. 
“It’s amazing how quickly you can make a difference with some hard work,” I said, looking over my shoulder at the house.
“Oh yeah, the first steps are always quick,” Stan said. “It’s the final bits that take forever.” 
We walked over to where Jacob had set up his small camping stove. The signal fire I had lit that morning was still smoking, although it had mostly burned down to embers. To my surprise Jess had a cutting board across her lap and she was slicing things and tossing them in Jacob’s frying pan.
“Oh, that smells nice,” Stan said with a big smile as we approached.
“Just frying up the last of that goose,” Jacob said. “We’ll have to get another one later today. They brought plenty of good stuff, too. We’re gonna eat like kings today.”
“Thanks again,” I said to the guys.
Stan just chuckled. “You expect us to go somewhere to help and not eat well? Pshhht. Everywhere I go, I bring food with me.”
A few minutes later, Jacob was sliding food onto a half dozen plates for us. Cooking was a relatively new thing for him—he had previously stated that it was more of a woman’s skill—but since moving to Hope, he seemed to be enjoying it quite a bit.
“What is it?” Kenny asked. 
Josh grabbed his fork and began eating without hesitation. He gave a single grunt of approval after his first bite.
Jacob gave me a big grin. “Jess and Shayla sliced up the potatoes, and we fried those in goose fat. They chopped up the remainder of the goose meat and I sautéed that along with a bit of garlic. The eggs were scrambled along with that to tie everything together.”
“And some bread to top it off,” Shayla said, handing everyone a thick slice.
It was rich, hearty, and delicious. There was something rather charming about the simplicity of the meal as well. I was glad to see that living in this post-apocalyptic world didn’t mean I had to eat beans and bread for every meal, like I had feared. Soon, we’d be eating stuff from our own gardens, which would be doubly nice.
“You want us to get started on clearing stuff after this?” Stan asked.
“Yeah, that would be nice,” I said, then sighed heavily. “Ugh. There’s so much to do around here. I still need to head over to the maintenance facility to get motors and batteries and everything else I can get my fingers on. That car needs a lot of work. The houses, our gardens. It never ends.”
“We’ll get there,” Stan said calmly. “The most important thing is to cut back the forest around us so we can focus on safety. That comes above all else.” He shoved another forkful into his mouth and muttered something about how good the food was.
“Yeah none of this shit matters if you ain’t safe,” Kenny added. “Right, Josh?” Josh grunted again.
“Once the food is done, we’ll clean up and get to work,” Jess said. “We’ll separate ourselves into two teams and tackle one house at a time. Working together, I see no reason we can’t get a substantial amount of work done each day.”
I couldn’t help but notice how giving orders seemed rather natural to Jess. Whether she was in some sort of leadership position back in Loch Raven or was just a bit on the bossy side I didn’t know, but she definitely took right to telling others what to do. And they listened.
“Good,” Shayla said, placing her fork on her plate. She had practically devoured her food. “I’m getting tired of looking at all of those damn trees and bushes and grass where I want to see a garden.”
“The only thing you’re going to be looking at is the backs of your eyelids,” Jess told her in a no-nonsense voice. “I told you to rest and I meant it. You lost a lot of blood, and you need sleep.”
Shayla rolled her eyes. “Yes ma’am,” she said with more than a bit of snark.
“That’s better,” Jess said, ignoring the attitude.
“I have an electric chainsaw that we can probably use,” I said. “Depending on how our power station is working, at least. It’s getting worse by the day.”
“Oh, we’ve got the real deal back in the truck,” Kenny said. “Don’t you worry about that.”
Jess stood and turned in a slow circle, looking around the place. I tried not to make it obvious that I was checking her out, but I wasn’t the only one. The way she was standing put her plump ass right in Shayla’s face. My girlfriend stared in amazement and I struggled not to laugh.
“We should start with your place,” Jess said to me, placing her hands on her hips. “It looks like you folks have done the most work there so far, so we might as well make things easy on ourselves. I believe I see a garden out front as well, or at least the beginnings of one.”
“That’s right,” Shayla said, finally tearing her eyes away from Jess’s remarkable ass. She glanced over at me and mouthed the word “wow.”
“Yeah we cleared enough for a small garden up front,” I said. Jess turned to me, which kept her ass facing Shayla. I decided to play along, and pointed back at the house. “Right there up front, in that small clearing. We tore out as much as we could and tilled the soil, then Shayla planted a bit of everything we had.”
Shayla raised both hands and made squeezing motions, then a kissing face while watching Jess’s bottom. The other men noticed and turned their heads away to hide their laughter.
“Something funny?” Jess asked them.
“Sorry,” Kenny said, pointing at Stan. “He farted, that’s all.”
Jess rolled her eyes and put her hands back on her hips. Shayla kept making squeezing motions with her hands and then pretended to spank Jess a few times.
“Oh man,” I said, rubbing my chin to hide my smile. “So yeah, you were right, Jess. We have the most work done over there. And there’s a swimming pool out back, or at least the remains of one. That reminds me, are you staying with the guys or do you want your own place? We have a few houses we haven’t explored yet, but these are mostly in great shape.”
She pursed her lips in thought. Behind her, Shayla made more kissy faces at Jess’s ass. Kenny and Stan’s faces were beet red as they tried not to laugh. Jacob’s face was as blank as a stone, but I saw him struggling not to react. His eyes kept flicking to Shayla.
“Having the option for my own house is nice, I won’t lie,” Jess said. “If that’s on the table, I’ll take you up on it.”
I pointed down the road at the next house on our list to explore. From what I could see, the windows all looked intact, and the house was angled slightly in relation to the road, placing it almost sideways on its lot. 
“That one over there looks nice. Maybe after lunch we can all check it out and if you like it, do some basic clearing in your yard. Especially in the backyard and around the shed and back door. That way if I want to come visit you, I can just come in your back door. Right now, your back door looks way too bushy, and that’s no fun for anyone.”
Kenny wheezed with laughter. Jacob coughed loudly to cover his own laughs. Stan yawned loudly and stretched his thick arms over his head, and I saw him covering up a laugh of his own.
“Wow, that meal was great and made me tired,” Stan said. “Boy, I am tired. I should move around so I can stay awake.”
Jess looked over at him, her eyes narrowing. Behind her, Shayla got on her knees and kept pretending to squeeze and kiss Jess’s ass.
“What are you…” Jess suddenly turned around. 
By the time she turned back to Shayla, the Beastkin was sitting neatly on the road, acting as if nothing were out of the ordinary. She raised her eyebrows as if to ask Jess if everything was okay.
“Mark is right,” Shayla said in a perfectly conversational tone. “I’ll bet your front door is absolutely lovely, but the thought of coming in your back door does sound quite nice.”
The rest of us broke out into hysterical laughter. 
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After breakfast, the ladies cleaned up the dishes while we prepared to clear out the surrounding forest. I went to grab my electric chainsaw but Stan stopped me and reiterated that there was no need. 
“You’re better off saving your power for your fridge,” he said. “Don’t worry, we got tools for everyone.”
Jacob and I followed the Loch Raven men over to their truck. Two long bench seats had been constructed on the sides of the bed of the truck, and beneath them were compartments filled with gear. Kenny withdrew a chainsaw and handed it to Stan, then another one for Josh. He handed me a polesaw, then grabbed a weedeater, of all things. That went to Jacob. He kept a bow saw for himself.
“We got gas for these, but not an infinite supply so we do have to be careful,” Kenny said, opening the compartment on the other side. From that he withdrew a couple small gas cans and set them on the street.
“Well, you can have all the gas in the cars here, if that helps,” I said.
He nodded. “It does, but we can’t refine it here. Gotta take it back home so they can freshen it up.”
“So, do you guys have a lot of cars up there?” I asked. “Are they gas powered?”
He shrugged. “We have some. Most people use electric cars, as they’re simpler and just plain easier to make. Electricity is easier to get than gasoline. Plus, no one likes breathing exhaust.”
“Fair point,” I said, looking down at the pole saw in my hands.
“That’s for removing high up branches on the larger trees,” he explained. “Makes it easier when we take the tree down. I’ll give you an axe as well. It’s good and sharp, so you can take down most smaller trees with just a few whacks. We don’t have chainsaws for everyone, so we’re just trying to give you something decent to work with.”
Soon, the five of us walked over to my house, ready to attack the foliage. We decided to start in the front yard, since that’s where most of the work had previously been done. 
Kenny got the weedeater running and explained to Jacob how to use it. Jacob revved the engine a few times and laughed with delight at the roaring noise it made, but quickly set himself to decimating the tall grass that covered everything.
“This thing is great!” he shouted over the cacophony. 
The noise got worse when the two chainsaws joined the action, but the way they chewed through trees was simply incredible. In no time, Stan felled a large pine tree and he and Josh began lopping off all the branches. I expected them to cut it into shorter lengths, like for firewood, but instead they cut it into ten-foot sections. They did that with the next tree as well.
As for me, I grabbed my axe and swung it at the base of all the smaller trees in the area. Anything wrist-thick or less was handled in only a few swings, since the axe was indeed quite sharp. They could have handled it with the chainsaws, but every tree I cut down with the axe meant less gas they used, and I knew that was scarce.
But after an hour or so, Josh handed me his chainsaw.
“I’m gonna work on that car,” he muttered, and walked over to their truck. 
I watched as he dug a tool box out of the back, then carried it to my garage. He looked over the BMW for a moment, then scanned the garage walls until he found a floor jack. Then, he went to work.
I was fascinated with how quickly he worked and could have just watched him for a while, but instead I set myself to chopping down every small tree in sight. They were doing a good job of clearing what was left of the front yard, so I went to the side and got to work there. Jacob had cleared a solid path with the weedeater so I began felling all the nearby trees and saplings, trying my best to cut at an angle so they fell away from the house. The larger ones, I decided to leave for Stan. He likely had more experience with that sort of thing.
“Wow, these really make a difference,” I said to myself as I looked around. We had made excellent progress in only a couple hours. Power tools were a game changer. 
“I think she’s outta gas!” Jacob called out when his weedeater quit running. 
He took it over to Stan, and together they walked to the truck and filled it from a small gas can. A few pulls on the cord got it running again, and he was back in business. I decided to move behind him, cutting down all the trees and bushes he exposed. 
Once I had downed about a dozen trees, I realized what a mess we were creating. Tall trees were all over the place. With that in mind, I walked back toward the front yard and started cutting off branches from the felled trees. Some of those were thick enough to use as firewood, so I tried to put them aside.
“Lemme help,” Stan said, taking the tree next to me.
Kenny walked up as well with the bow saw in his hands. He made short work of the branches and tossed them into a nearby pile.
“We have fireplaces, so I’d like to save a bunch for firewood,” I said.
He nodded. “We’ll save what we can. Some of these are good for building and framing stuff. That watchtower you wanted? We’ll make it out of these logs.”
“Oh, that’s a great idea,” I said.
“Of course it is,” Kenny said with a grin. “My ideas tend to be great.”
“Where do you want to stack this?” Stan asked, holding a foot-long branch as thick as his wrist. He looked it over for a moment, then tossed it aside.
“Probably next to the garage,” I said. “Nice and close. And the bit of roof overhang can help keep the wood somewhat dry.”
“May I?” Kenny asked, walking up to me.
“Sure,” I said, handing him the chainsaw.
Him having three arms meant he could keep two on the saw and a third on whatever he was cutting, so he moved quickly. He and Stan would have this done in no time. Jacob noticed that as well, and kept mowing down waist-high grass with his weedeater. He had created an even larger path along the side, and started moving toward the backyard.
Since they were lopping off foot-long pieces, I decided to start working there. I grabbed the pieces of wood and began stacking them on the side of the house. Come winter, we’d be ready. Hell, with all the trees we were cutting down, we could build two log cabins and still have enough firewood for five more winters. That gave me a semblance of security.
But then I remembered just how close the Druids were. They had already sent a team our way to investigate. When those guys failed to return, they would know something was up. The reality was that we had to prepare for a future attack.
“How long do you think it will take to clear around these houses?” I asked, mostly just thinking out loud.
Stan looked over at me. “Patience is a virtue, Mark. We’ll get there, don’t worry.”
I waved it away. “Ah, you’re fine. I’m not trying to rush anyone. Just thinking about this place and how I want to keep it safe.”
Stan turned off his chainsaw and set it down, then twisted a bit to pop his back. “Ah, that’s better. Yeah, safety is one of the top priorities, perhaps the very top one after food. Unfortunately, you have the Druids to worry about so that’s a realistic concern. Don’t worry, though. We’re gonna help you guys through all this.”
“I just know they’ll be back,” I said, staring off in the distance. I couldn’t predict which direction they would come from, but we could prepare.
Stan nodded. “And we’re here. You were three, and now we’re seven. Also, in case you hadn’t noticed, we have an armored truck with a machine gun mounted on top. Kenny is vicious with that thing.” 
“Unless they shoot your tires,” I said.
Stan shook his head. “Foam-filled. No worries there.”
I blinked. “Man, you guys have really thought of everything, haven’t you?”
“Of course we have. We’re the largest settlement in the area, and we’ve survived by learning from our mistakes. It hasn’t all been sunshine and flowers, mind you; a decade ago we weren’t much better than those stupid bastards down in Haven. But we welcome change, unlike them.”
I barked a laugh. “Yeah. Well, with their leadership dead, hopefully things will improve down there.”
“Hold on, what?” he asked.
I sighed. “Yeah, I had a bit of a run-in with their constable. Long story short, I helped save them during an invasion and then made the mistake of flirting with Shayla. She was promised to the mayor’s son.”
Stan nodded. “Common these days, unfortunately. We don’t do that, but I’ve heard of a lot of settlements doing that; treating women like money.” He spat on the ground to show what he thought of it.
“Well, their constable shot me in the stomach. That was my punishment.” I made finger quotes around the word. “He told me I was allowed to get healing if I could crawl there, otherwise I was condemned to death.”
“So, what happened?” Stan asked, sounding interested.
I chuckled, but there was no mirth in it. “I shot him in the dick with a shotgun, then rammed his pistol in his mouth and pulled the trigger.”
Stan blinked a few times before speaking. He looked at me as if seeing me for the first time. “Sounds like you’ve been hanging around Jacob too much. You keep doing that and people will call you Mark the Wicked.”
“Shayla helped me to the healer, then we grabbed our stuff to leave. The mayor and his goons stopped us, intending to shoot us. Jacob took care of them.”
Stan nodded. “Sounds about right. How many?”
“Five,” I said. “Including the mayor, who had come to kill me and basically tie Shayla up and turn her into a babymaking factory. Jacob saved our lives.”
Stan nodded slowly for a moment and lowered his voice. “Everyone’s heard of Jacob. He’s one of those folks that has a reputation as big as one of these houses. People tell stories about him, even up in Loch Raven. He’s a legend. You know how he got that nickname of his?”
I pursed my lips. “Yeah. A guy was messing with Haven and Jacob rammed his gun in the guy’s ass and pulled the trigger.”
“Exactly,” Stan said. “From what I can see he’s an honest, decent fellow, but violence does not bother him, not even in the slightest. I think the harshness of this world burned away anything even remotely weak in that man. All that’s left is iron-hard and iron-cold.”
I cleared my throat. “Uh, when he saved us from the mayor and his goons, he finished off a guy that way. Rammed his pistol right in the guy’s ass—through his clothes, so not literally in the guy’s ass, but you get the point. Got the other guys to drop their guns. Then he pulled the trigger and covered them with the guy’s guts.”
Stan looked sick for a moment. “As I said, I’m just grateful he’s on our side. I don’t think we could find a tougher man.”
I looked past Stan’s shoulder and saw Jess walking over to the house we had pointed out for her. She had my machete in hand, and took a few swings at some nearby bushes and plants. From the way she moved, I could tell she wasn’t as accustomed to physical labor as the men.
Stan saw me looking and turned to watch. After a moment, he turned back to me.
“As you said, she’s about as gorgeous as a woman can be. I think every guy on the planet wants her. She isn’t interested, though. The only things she cares about are surviving, and to a much lesser extent, women. She’s a good person, though. A good soldier and a good healer. She cares about people, and saving as many lives as possible.”
“Interesting,” I said. “I think Shayla is sweet on her.”
Stan grinned. “Well, that just means she has good taste. Come on, let’s go take a break and check out that house.”
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Icalled out to Jacob and let him know we were going to explore another house. He almost set his weedeater down, but then shrugged and decided to bring it with him. He caught up with us after a few seconds. 
“I been wondering what the other ones are like,” he said as he walked next to me.
“If they’re half as good as ours, we’re in luck,” I said. “Well, Jess is in luck. We’re already set.”
Jacob nodded. “Honestly, even if the rest of the houses are no good, we're still fine. We have so much in just these few that we don’t have much to worry about. We can build anything we need, especially with all these logs.”
I glanced over my shoulder at my house and briefly considered waking Shayla. Jess would probably throw a fit, so I decided against it. Honestly, I was shocked she stayed inside through all the chainsaw and weedeater noise. I half-expected her to come out and yell at us for being so damn loud.
We arrived at the entrance to Jess’s driveway and stood there for a moment next to the gorgeous redhead.
“What do you think?” I asked her.
It was difficult to make out many details beneath all the vines and plants that had grown over the house, but it looked to be a split-level home with a simple post and rail fence. The yard was completely overgrown—of course—but the driveway wasn’t too bad.
“I’m used to living somewhere small,” Jess said without taking her eyes off the house. “All of us do up in Loch Raven. With smaller houses, it’s easier to provide for everyone. Even with my station, my house is small. So the thought of having this entire place to myself is…strange. Almost foreign. I don’t know what I’d do with all the space.”
“Maybe we can get you a roommate,” I said without thinking. Jess glanced at me, then looked back at the house.
“I like it,” Jacob said. He reached down and pulled on the starting cord of his weedeater, then revved the engine a few times. “Time to get started!” he yelled over the roar.
It was hard to have a conversation with that thing going. Jess and I looked at each other and I shrugged. She actually gave me a faint smile, which made my heart skip a beat. 
I took my axe and pushed my way through the grass, then attacked the nearest tree. It was only about the size of my arm, so it didn’t take me long to chop most of the way through. I gave it a hard push and it crashed to the ground, away from the driveway.
Stan yelled something behind me, but wasn’t able to make it out over the roar of the engines. He blipped the throttle on his chainsaw and went to a tree close to me. Kenny did the same thing. Jess, looking slightly lost, glanced down at the machete in her hand, then swung it a few times at some nearby bushes.
I decided to walk over to her, as it was clear her skills were in places other than hard manual labor. She wouldn’t have been able to hear me over the machines, so I gently grabbed her elbow, then pointed at the house. She looked at the house, then back to me and nodded.
I took the machete from her and had her hold the axe. Clearing a path to the garage door—located on the side of the house—wasn’t too hard since the driveway was in decent shape. The front door was pretty obscured, though. 
I tried opening the garage but it didn’t budge, which was what I expected. I pointed toward the front door and Jess nodded. 
It took me a few minutes of hacking with the machete, but I managed to clear a path there. Unfortunately, the front door was locked. With a groan, I tried to gesture around to the back door. Jess gave me a faint smile and stepped out of the way so I could pass. I walked back to the garage, then began hacking through bushes, vines, and tall grass until I got to the back porch.
“This is awful,” Jess said, pulling a handful of vines away from the railing on the back porch. She looked around and frowned. “I’m surprised anyone would want to come in my backdoor. Especially since it’s so messy. I should clean it up so it’ll be more inviting.” She turned and looked at the door itself, then gave a little nod. “It looks in good shape though, which is important.” 
I just stared. If she had understood my bad jokes all along, I was about to be embarrassed.
Jess looked back at me. “I hope there’s a good tight seal on that door. If people are going to come in my back door, it’s important that it’s nice and tight and doesn’t leak.” 
We stared at each other for a moment. Her lips twitched into a faint smile.
I threw up my hands, but smiled back at her. “Yeah, I’ll admit to some bad jokes. I have to be honest though, I’m kinda relieved you got them. If all of that had gone over your head, I’d be concerned.”
“I’m used to much worse, Mark,” Jess said. “But I’d appreciate it if you didn’t comment on my body again.”
“That’s fair,” I said. “Hey, I’m sorry about that. I should have been more respectful. I just haven’t seen any gorgeous redheads in….” I looked at my wrist as if I was wearing a watch. “About eighty years.”
To my absolute delight, she laughed. It reminded me of the first time I saw Shayla laugh. Such a gorgeous sight and sound. She followed it up by raising her machete, though.
“Just remember that I know how to use this. Maybe not on trees, but I’ve used one on people before.”
“In Loch Raven?” I asked as I tore more vines out of the way so I could get to the back door.
“Yes,” she said, swinging the machete at a tree branch hanging nearby. “A large band of raiders attacked us about seven years ago. It was awful; killed nearly half of our population. The fighting was absolutely brutal, but we survived. That’s how I got this.” She tapped a finger on the faint scar on her cheek.
I grabbed the door knob, took a deep breath, and turned. To my amazement, the door opened. 
“I guess that’s the benefit of everyone getting caught off-guard,” I said. “Half of the people didn’t even lock their doors when they left.” I pushed the door open the rest of the way and walked inside.
Like every other house, dust covered everything and the inside of the house smelled damp and musty. I almost made a comment about how dirty Jess’s backdoor was, but decided against it.
Jess walked up next to me and fanned her hand in front of her face. “Ugh. My backdoor stinks. I’ll have to get in a habit of cleaning it regularly.”
I threw up my hands. “Hey no fair! You can’t make comments like that and expect me not to join in!”
She gave me a faint smirk. “Somehow I think you’ll get over it.”
Being a split level home, a set of stairs were right in front of us. We took them up, and I let her go first, solely because walking up the stairs behind her was arguably one of the best moments of my life. I couldn’t help but notice the way she walked up the stairs—back just slightly arched, hips swaying a bit. Was she doing that on purpose just to torment me?
Once upstairs, we found ourselves in the living room. The kitchen was right next to it, with an open design so that no wall separated them. The brown carpet was outdated and like everything else, it was covered in dust. But overall, it was a decent place.
Jess waved a hand in front of her face as she walked over to the kitchen. She bent over the sink and unlatched the window, then slid it open.
“Good idea,” I said, walking over to the other side of the living room. Opening the large window there let in a faint breeze, which did a lot to help dissipate the musty smell.
Jess set my machete on the kitchen island, then crossed her arms beneath her large breasts. She looked around, turning in a full circle, then pursed her lips and nodded. 
“I love it,” she said. “I absolutely love it. Once we clean it up, this will be incredible. I can’t wait to see the rest.”
“No better time than now,” I said, walking toward the central hallway. It led to exactly what I expected: the master bedroom and a large, expansive bathroom.
“Wow,” Jess said, looking over the bathroom. “People lived in such luxury back in your time.”
I didn’t have the heart to tell her that the house was actually quite average. It was simply in a wealthy neighborhood. Honestly, just the quality of the schools doubled its value back in my day. But to her, it probably seemed like a mansion.
“Let’s check the bedroom,” I said.
Together, we walked into the master bedroom. Other than the thick layer of dust and the messy bed, it was in pretty good shape. Several drawers were still ajar on the heavy wooden dresser and the closet door was open, which made me think the previous owners had grabbed their stuff and fled after the bombs fell.
I went over to the window and raised the blinds. Half of them broke in the process, but whatever. It let in more light, which was what I wanted. After a few seconds, I opened the window as well. The fresh air was welcomed.
“Oh, wow,” Jess said, going through the closet. “Most of these are tacky and only half of them survived, but this is great.” She held up a cutoff t-shirt that said ‘Ask me about my cats.’
“Shayla would love that,” I said.
“I’ll have to give it to her when she wakes,” Jess said, tossing it onto the bed. “So many clothes! I hope they fit.”
I walked over to the dresser and went through the drawers until I found a pair of women’s jeans. She raised an eyebrow when I handed them to her.
“You expect me to try these on?” she asked.
“No, no, just hold them in front of you,” I said.
Jess unfolded the jeans and shook them out, then held them up. It was immediately clear that they were skinny jeans and sized for a woman that weighed barely over a hundred pounds. 
Jess barked a laugh. “Speaking of my backdoor, there is no way it would fit in these. I’ll still take them, though. Jeans last a long time, and these can help a lot of people.”
“You could probably sew extra cloth into the sides to make them fit better,” I offered.
“Do I look like the kind of woman that sews?” Jess asked.
I shrugged. “Honestly, I have no idea. I just met you, remember.”
“Fair enough,” she muttered, then tossed the jeans on the bed next to me. “Help me with the sheets, then let’s check the rest of the house.”
Together we pulled the blanket and sheets off the bed, then went to the back porch. We didn’t have the ability to wash them at that moment, but a good shaking helped immensely. After returning them to the bedroom, we went downstairs and checked the two smaller bedrooms. As expected, they were much smaller, as was the bathroom. It looked like one was for a boy and the other was for a girl, probably both of them quite young.
“A boy and a girl,” Jess said, surprising me with a smile. “That sounds very sweet.”
“So, you’re a fan of kids?” I asked.
“Sometimes,” Jess said after a moment. 
I detected a hint of sadness in her voice, so I just stayed quiet in case she wanted to continue. She eventually glanced at me and saw that I was watching her.
“I had a little sister,” she explained. “Half-sister, really. Same father, different mother. My sister was killed in that raider attack I mentioned earlier. So was my stepmother.”
“My god, I am so sorry,” I said. I wanted to give her a hug after hearing that, but knowing her she’d hack at me with the machete.
Jess nodded slowly. “That’s the world you woke up in. From what I’ve read, things were quite a bit different before the war.”
“Yeah, I’ve learned as much,” I said quietly. “Things aren’t too great now, I’m not gonna lie. In fact, they suck. But maybe it’s a chance for humanity to start over and do things better.”
She gave me a sidelong glance. “Think about the Drowned Men and the Druids and the rest of the scum crawling all over Baltimore and then tell me humanity is trying to be better.”
I shrugged. “Okay, good point. But you guys are doing better, at least.”
She frowned. “Yeah. I guess.”
“Hey, let’s talk of happier things,” I said, trying to change the mood. “We can throw your sheets in our wheelbarrow and wash them in the lake, along with any of these clothes you want. Sometimes those simple things make life a lot easier. Maybe she has some bras that—” I glanced down at her chest and she raised an eyebrow. “Ok, her bras definitely won’t fit you. But maybe we can find some that will support you in a different house.”
“My back would be grateful,” she said.
The faint roar of the chainsaws and weedeater in the background suddenly stopped and we both looked at each other. Voices yelled over them, only faintly audible from within the house.
“They’re calling for you,” I said.
“Come on, let’s go,” Jess said, hurrying down the hallway.
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We ran down the stairs and left the back door, then carefully but quickly picked our way across the overgrown back porch. Fortunately, my mind was on the people calling for a healer, otherwise I would have risked another joke about Jess’s unkempt backdoor. 
“Careful,” I said, holding out a hand to help her down the rear steps. 
Jess pursed her lips for a brief second, then took my hand and let me help her down the stairs. With all the vines, mold, and moss on everything, I didn’t want to take any chances. Besides, if our healer got hurt, who would heal her? I could tell she was the kind of woman that didn’t care to let others help her, but she was too important to risk.
We pushed our way through the rough-cut path around to the side, then hurried down the driveway. It only took a few seconds for us to see what was going on.
Shayla was there, helping a heavyset woman walk toward us with Jacob’s help. Stan and Kenny helped a third man walk as well. Both the man and woman had dark stains on the front of their clothes. Blood.
“Shit,” I muttered as I ran past Jess.
I recognized them as soon as I got a little closer. It was Ellie and her son, Richard. They looked to be in bad shape, but at least they were still alive.
“They were shot!” Shayla called out.
Once they saw Jess and me coming toward them, they carefully laid the two wounded people flat on the driveway. I ran up to Ellie and checked her over as best as I could.
“Glad you’re still with us,” I said, looking her up and down.
“Thanks,” she said, her voice weak. “Though I’ll be honest, I don’t really feel like it. I almost wish the cold embrace of death would just end this goddamn pain.”
From the bloody holes in her dress, it looked like she had a bullet wound in the stomach—slightly in from where Shayla’s had been, which wasn’t good—and another one in her upper chest, near the shoulder. From her wheezing breaths, I had concerns that the wound had affected her lung.
“Move aside,” Jess said as she knelt next to me.
“That one might be messing with her lung,” I said, pointing to the bloody hole beneath her collarbone.
Jess gave me a firm look and I moved back. “Mark, I know what I’m doing and you’re only getting in the way,” she said.
I wanted to comment that she didn’t have to be rude, but ultimately she was right. I left her alone with Ellie and moved over to Richard. 
That poor bastard was in even worse shape. It looked like bullets had grazed one of his arms as well as blown a hole through his thigh, though thankfully not near any major arteries. He had been shot in the ribs as well, but close enough to the side where he wasn’t drowning in his own blood. His left arm had been snapped by a gunshot, but a crude splint kept it from moving. That one made me wince to see.
“Ahh!” Ellie cried out. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Jess’s hands glowing atop the bloody wounds.
“She’s okay,” I said to Richard, and his pained expression faded a bit. “Jess is healing her right now, and she’s going to be okay. Sometimes being healed hurts a bit, but I can tell you from experience that it hurts a lot less than getting shot.”
Richard gave me a weak smile and a nod, as if to say thanks. I reached down to pat his shoulder and made sure I did it gently.
“Can she rest at your place, Jacob?” Jess asked.
“Sure,” he replied. “Come on, honey. Let’s get you to bed.” The men bent down to help Ellie to her feet.
“Honey?” she replied. “Are you finally getting sweet on me, Jacob? It took me getting shot for you to take me to bed.” She laughed, loud and sharp, and Jacob actually chuckled with her.
“All you’re doing is sleeping,” Jacob said in a surprisingly gentle voice.
“A warm body next to me would help,” Ellie said.
“Your turn,” Jess said, kneeling next to me.
She looked over Richard, frowning at his wounds. Her gaze focused on his broken arm for a moment and she instructed me to remove his splint.
“Sorry buddy, this might hurt,” I said, carefully untying the knots. Richard winced but remained silent.
“Are there any wounds we can’t see?” Jess asked him. He shook his head.
“He doesn’t talk,” I explained. “The Druids cut out his tongue years ago.”
Jess’s frown deepened. “I hate those bastards,” she said, laying her hands on Richard. 
She moved slowly, focusing on one wound at a time. Her hands hovered over his broken arm for a moment, then lowered and briefly touched it. As her hands glowed, his wound closed and the bone regrew and straightened. She went one wound at a time, then to my amazement took his head in her hands. She held him for some time, and Richard’s eyes suddenly bulged. His mouth worked silently and I saw his tongue growing.
“Ahh,” he said once she released him. He made a few noises, clearly trying to remember how to speak. “Thank…you.”
“They did a lot more than just cut out your tongue, didn’t they?” Jess asked softly.
Richard nodded. “Yes,” he said slowly. “They used…wire brush.” He opened his mouth and pointed, then held his arms out, as if he was restrained.
“Are you saying they tied you up and forced a wire brush down your throat?” I asked. Richard nodded. “Holy shit. I hate those guys even more now. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to kill anyone so badly as those damn Druids.”
“Join the club,” Jess muttered.
“Mom saved me,” Richard said, still speaking slowly. “She pulled the brush from my throat after shooting the men that did it. She helped me heal but I couldn’t talk after that.” A tear ran from the corner of his eye and he wiped it away. “Thank you again, ma’am.” He glanced briefly at Jess, and she smiled at him in return.
I reached down and offered him my hand. He accepted and I helped pull him to his feet. Surprising me, Richard pulled me into a tight embrace. I hugged him and patted him on the back a few times. When I released him he wiped his eyes once more.
“I’ll never be able to fully thank you,” he said to Jess. “But I’ll do anything you ask, as long as it doesn’t hurt my mother or any of the people here. I am your man.”
“All I ask is that you help us take care of each other,” Jess said, pushing herself to her feet. She dusted off her hands and turned to me. “Take him to rest with his mother. Make sure they actually get some sleep, unlike Shayla.” She gave a wry twist of her lips. “I suppose I should be glad she stayed inside for as long as she did. I imagine that’s the most resting she’ll do.”
Richard wrapped an arm around my shoulder and leaned on me as we walked down the driveway. Jess went in the opposite direction, back to her new house.
“Let’s get you to bed so you can sleep,” I said as we walked onto the street.
Richard moved his new tongue all around, even sticking it out. “It feels so strange,” he said quietly. His words still came slowly and he struggled, but he was improving rapidly. “I have to get used to feeling a tongue in my mouth again.”
“It’ll come with time,” I said, not sure what else to say to that. “But right now you just need some rest, just like your mother. You guys both took some serious wounds. How the hell did you even make it here? What happened?”
“Some of the Druids showed up at our place,” he said. “They managed to force the door open using a big hammer. Uh, a sledgehammer. Mom shot one of them right away, but they shot back and got us. We managed to knock some things over to keep them from coming inside—we had a big shelf right next to the door for that exact reason—and we escaped out back. Went to the woods and waited. Then we helped each other come here. Glad you’re close.”
He took a deep breath after speaking so much. I could tell it was an emotional moment for him, regaining his ability to talk. I couldn’t imagine going through what this guy had.
“It hurt so bad when they did it,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “I wanted to die. I couldn’t even beg them to kill me; I just had to suffer through it.”
I had no idea how to respond to him telling me about his torture, so I just squeezed my hand on his shoulder. I couldn’t imagine going through something so horrific. He was probably scarred for life.
“Over there,” I said, pointing toward Jacob’s house. 
Richard leaned pretty heavily on me, but he never slowed. The thought of finally sleeping seemed to lend him strength and we moved quickly down the street. He was breathing hard by the time we passed the Jeep in Jacob’s driveway, but he pushed until we entered the house.
“I want to see my mom,” he said. His voice quivered. 
“Alright, buddy,” I said, leading him through the living room and down the hallway. “Let’s find your—”
“Mom!” he called out, his voice breaking. He pulled away from me and lurched to the nearest door. “Mom!”
“Richard?” Ellie replied, sounding both sleepy and confused. “What in the hell? Did that woman do something to my brain?”
Richard turned toward the sound of her voice and staggered into the master bedroom. Ellie’s eyes were wide as she swung her legs over the side of the bed and pushed herself to her feet. He practically crashed into her and they both stumbled as they embraced.
“She healed me, mom!” Richard said through his tears. “I can talk again!”
“Oh my—” Ellie began, and her voice caught. “I can’t believe it. After what—” She took a deep breath and held her son even tighter as he wept on her shoulder. Tears ran down her cheeks but she remained stoic.
Jacob was in the room as well, although he stood there quietly. After a moment he approached them and gently placed a hand on Ellie’s arm. She gave him a strange look—teary eyed relief mixed with determination and sheer exhaustion.
“I have no idea how to repay you folks, but I’m going to do it,” Ellie said, her voice surprisingly steady considering how wet her cheeks were. Her gaze turned hard as she turned to me. “Mark my words, I’m going to find a way to hurt those bastards that did this to my boy. I won’t rest until every one of them is dead.”
“We’ll do it together,” Shayla said from right behind me. 
Jacob nodded, but stayed quiet. I had noticed he often got a little strange when talking about the Druids.
“You gave us food when we first met you,” I said to Ellie. “We might have starved without your help. You also connected us with the folks in Loch Raven. There is no debt that needs to be repaid. Your fight is our fight. Like Shayla said, we’ll take down the Druids together.”
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After a few minutes, Ellie and Richard laid themselves down on the bed and went to sleep. The rest of us left them alone to give them some peace and quiet. 
“I can’t imagine what they’re feeling,” Shayla said quietly as we walked out of the house. “Not being able to talk for years, then suddenly healed. How long ago did they cut out his tongue?”
I grimaced as I remembered his story. “They didn’t just cut out his tongue. They tied him up, cut out his tongue, then forced a wire brush down his throat.”
Shayla placed a hand over her stomach and suddenly looked ill. She gagged, then closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
“Yeah, my feelings exactly,” I said.
“It must have been rough for Ellie as well,” Shayla said, stopping next to the Jeep. She looked it over for a moment, then turned back to me. “Can you imagine? Finding your son tied up and tortured. Killing people to set him free, then having to nurse your son back to health for weeks, months. I’ll bet the emotional toll was higher than the physical one.”
I nodded slowly. “Ever since I got here, I was told the Druids were the worst of the gangs. Sure, the Green Men are monsters and there are other gangs that will burn you and eat you. But the level of cruelty the Druids are capable of seems to outshine all the rest. Is there something with the Jeep that’s tugging at your mind?”
“Oh, it’s all up in my brain meats,” Shayla said, looking back at the Jeep. “I know we won’t have time today, but tomorrow I think we should start pulling things from it. The lights, maybe the radio. Get a little head start on things.”
“Yeah, and I still need to start on a waterwheel, too,” I said, letting my mind wander as I stared at the Jeep. “I have an idea for a gearing system, to get the waterwheel to turn an alternator more quickly. Still need to pull the motor and transaxle from the Porsche as well. And build a watchtower, replace the batteries in the power station, figure out a plumbing solution….”
“Ahhhhh, I’m overwhelmed,” Shayla said with a chuckle. “Yeah, one thing at a time.”
“I think Stan and the others are going to keep pushing to clear the area,” I continued. “As much as I want to get started on the Porsche so we have transportation, they’re right. We’re still surrounded by forest, which is a safety issue.”
“You guys made excellent progress today, though. I mean, only a few hours and look at the clearing around our house. And it looks like you did a decent bit around Jessica’s new house as well.” Shayla glanced over her shoulder in the direction of Jess’s house. “She did agree to stay for a bit, right?”
I nodded. “Yeah, plus giving her that house helped. I mean, that serves a dual purpose. It keeps her happy and gives her privacy and incentive to stay, which is what we want. Also, now we have someone in that house, cleaning it.”
Shayla reached up and tapped the side of my head. “I like the way you think, Mister Freeze.”
I slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her away from the Jeep. “How are you feeling after a nap? Also, how in the hell did you sleep through all that racket?”
Shayla shrugged. “It wasn’t that loud from inside the house. And I do feel better, thanks. I’m still tired, but I'm hoping Jess will let me help you guys a bit. Lord knows we need all the help we can get.”
With that in mind, we walked back over to Jess’s house and stood at the end of the driveway for a moment. Like every other house, the front yard was still completely overgrown. The guys had done an excellent job of clearing away a space, but the work was by no means done. Not even a quarter of the way.
“What are we doing with all this grass?” Shayla asked, pointing at the three-foot lengths of grass that had been mowed down by Jacob and his weedeater.
“I wonder if we can make a thatched roof from it,” I muttered as I walked up to the grass. “Well either way, for now my vote is we move it out of the way. We can just pile it on the road for the time being.”
Shayla agreed and we got to work. We each grabbed a double handful and pulled it out to the road, where we laid it out. We spread it out a bit so it stood a better chance of drying. A few minutes later, Stan and the guys walked up.
“What’re you gals doing?” Jacob asked.
“I was thinking we might be able to use this to make a thatched roof,” I said. “Maybe not for a house, just for a small community building. I dunno. At the least, this gets it out of the way.”
“I think that’s a fine idea,” Stan said, elbowing Kenny.
“Yeah,” Kenny agreed. “We’ll add it to the list of things this place needs. But you’re definitely onto something. Right, Josh?”
Josh grunted, then walked over and grabbed an armload of grass with us. It dawned on me that it would be a lot easier with my wheelbarrow, so I decided to go fetch it. Shayla tagged along.
We stopped by the power station on the way so I could check the battery. Unfortunately, it wasn’t good news.
“Ah, dammit,” I said.
“What’s the matter? Did you trust a fart?” Shayla raised an eyebrow and grinned at me.
“Huh? No, it’s the battery in this thing. Looks like it’s topping off at eight percent now. We’ll have to ensure we get those batteries tomorrow so we can keep our power going.”
“We’ll make it a group project,” Shayla said. “From my understanding it’ll take all of us to lift those things. Maybe Ellie and Richard will be recovered enough to help as well.”
“Good thinking,” I said. “I have a feeling that they won’t be eager to return home after that attack. We might need to find them a home here so they can start over, at least for the time being.”
I went into the garage and grabbed the wheelbarrow. With a giggle, Shayla hopped in and sat inside. I shrugged and pushed her down the driveway.
“Since we’re heading to the maintenance facility tomorrow morning, we should stop by Ellie’s place so they can grab some necessities. Especially food.”
“That’s a good idea,” I said. “I have a feeling they won’t want to start over. I just want to keep them safe.”
“Such an honorable man,” Shayla said.
“Eh. I just want to keep us all safe from the fucking Druids.”
“You know they’ll be back, right?” Shayla said after a moment. “They won’t take the loss of their people lightly. Not that they care about their own people, but we wounded their pride when we killed them.”
“Yeah. We’ll have to make sure we’re ready. Clearing this area should help a good bit, at least I hope so. Having extra people and firearms here will help as well. Kenny has that machine gun on top of their truck. I guess the big question is this: do we have enough people here?”
“That is a good question,” Shayla said. “They seem quite happy with Hope so far. Maybe they can convince some more guys to come down and join us.”
“Good idea,” I said. “I’ll bring it up to Stan while we’re working.”
“And I’ll ask Jess.”
“How are things going between you two?” I asked. “She seems sweet on you.”
Shayla chuckled a bit. “Just a little. I think there is definitely some mutual attraction, but her flirting seems innocent so far. What about you two?”
“I mean yeah, I guess I like her,” I said. “She’s absolutely gorgeous. Her being a healer would be a big help. She acts tough, but I think she’s a sweetheart beneath all that.”
“Agreed,” Shayla said. “Aaaand we’re here. Thanks for the ride!”
She hopped out of the wheelbarrow as I set it at the edge of Jess’s driveway. That made things a lot easier—we simply threw all the cut grass in the wheelbarrow, then emptied it on the street.
“Can I get a ride next?” Stan asked as he walked up. The big man crossed his arms and glanced at all the grass laid out on the road. “What are you planning on doing there? Thatching a roof?”
I shrugged. “Kind of. I wasn’t sure what else to do with it, to be honest. Maybe we can make a little community building right in the center of Hope, a place for all of us to relax, or keep some important tools or something.”
He nodded. “We use thatch sometimes for roofs in Loch Raven, especially when we’re short on other materials. Not a bad idea at all.”
“Not as good as one of my ideas, but still pretty solid,” Kenny said. “If it was up to me, I’d use all that shit to thatch a roof. Probably build something right in the middle of this place so we could all enjoy it.” He bent down and grabbed a chainsaw.
“Uh, that’s exactly what I just said,” I replied.
Kenny started the chainsaw and revved the engine. “What was that? I can’t hear you over the chainsaw!” He laughed and went into Jess’s yard and began cutting limbs off the nearest felled tree.
“How are Ellie and Richard?” I asked Stan, yelling so I could be heard over the roar of the chainsaw.
“They’re good,” he replied, also yelling. “They were hurt pretty badly, so they’ll probably sleep the rest of the day, maybe all night as well.”
“When we go down to the maintenance facility tomorrow, I think we should stop by Ellie’s place so they can gather their stuff,” I said. “Like Shayla said, the Druids will want revenge, so we know they’ll be back. Ellie and Richard would be safer here, and they can help us fight.”
He nodded. “That’s a solid point. Good thing we’re helping you guys prepare. You have enough guns and ammo?”
“Oh yeah,” I said. “We have enough for a dozen more people. Speaking of which, do you think there’s any chance more of you guys could come down and help us out? Doesn’t even have to be for long, just to keep us safe if and when the Druids come back. And anyone that helps can have a free house.”
Stan stroked his blonde beard for a moment as he thought. “That’s a solid offer, you know. Even in a brand new settlement, owning a house like this is a serious thing. I’ll hop on the radio later and talk to Leon and the guys, see what we can do.”
I clapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks, man. You guys have been real friends to us.”
“We’re strongest when we work together,” he said with a grin. “Alright, let’s stop beating our gums and get some work done.”
After our talk I felt better. There were some dark days in our future—of that I had no doubts. But they just got a bit brighter.
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We spent another couple hours cleaning up Jess’s yard and made excellent progress on it. Fortunately, her front yard didn’t have as many trees as mine, and was mostly bushes, vines, and grass nearly as high as my chest. Jacob did most of the work with his weedeater and Shayla and I spent our time spreading the grass on the street. 
“I wonder how much we need for a roof,” I said to myself as I looked at all the grass.
Shayla stood next to me, looking at all we had done. “Well, however much we need, I’m sure we’ll be just fine.” She let out a chuckle and went back to work.
I felt a bit of stress at all the work we needed to get done. With the help of the team from Loch Raven I knew we’d get everything done in no time, but it still had me concerned.
“Hey Josh,” I said, calling out to the quiet man. He looked up at me. “Wanna go help me work on the Porsche?”
“Fuck yeah, I do,,” he said, breaking out into a smile. He set down the logs he had been carrying and grabbed my machete. 
I kissed Shayla on the cheek, then joined Josh and walked down the street toward the dilapidated house that held my dream car.
“So I know you’re a driver, but do you work on cars a lot?” I asked, hoping he would actually talk so I didn’t have to sit through an hour of silence.
“Absolutely,” he replied. “I love working on cars. Tearing them down, building them up, it doesn’t matter. It’s my solace. I’m at my happiest with a steering wheel in my hands, but a wrench is a close second.”
“Good,” I said. “We don’t have a ton of work to do on the car, at least compared to something pretty modern. It’s a pretty basic and straightforward machine, so there aren’t a bunch of electronics to deal with.”
“That’ll make it easy,” Josh said. “So, what are you hoping to get done today?”
“Finish disconnecting the transaxle and motor and yank them out from the car,” I said. “That’s probably the biggest thing. The rest is all just shit we can unbolt or unscrew. Like I said, it’s a fairly minimal car so I don’t think it’ll be too hard.”
“What about the steering?” he asked. “Without power steering it’ll get tough.”
I grinned. “It doesn’t have power steering. All the weight is in the back so you don’t really need it.”
He nodded. “Damn. That’s a solid point. Sounds like that car is an ideal project for what you want to do.”
“Yeah, and it’s the kind of car that people just took really good care of, so I don’t have to worry about rust or worn out shit.”
I whacked at a few thin branches as we walked up the driveway, always trying to make a bit of progress. Josh went to the other side of the driveway and grabbed a double handful of vines, then walked backward, tearing a huge swath of them off. He tossed them to the side.
We were steadily making progress on the driveway. My hope was that by the time the car was ready for its first test drive, the driveway would be clear enough to allow it. I felt it was a pretty realistic goal.
We walked into the open garage and both stood there for a moment, admiring the beautiful car. The curves, the proportions, it was just perfect.
“The ass end is up pretty high since you unbolted the engine,” Josh said.
“Yeah, we can adjust the rear suspension,” I said. I knew enough about the old cars to know that I could reindex the rear torsion bars. We just had to get it done.
Josh knelt behind the car and took a close look. “So, you’ve got the engine and transaxle sitting on these boards here. You already removed the axles, so that’s good.” He leaned over to the side. “Looks like the shifter linkage is still attached and a few other little things, but you did all the hard work yourself.”
“Yeah, we just gotta drag this thing out,” I said, pointing at the heavy motor.
Josh looked around for a moment until he found a mechanic’s creeper. He tossed that on the floor of the garage and kicked it close to the car, then grabbed the floor jack. After sliding that beneath the front of the engine—well, it was the front of the engine but located at the back of the car, weird how that worked—he started carefully raising it off the boards.
As soon as the jack lifted the engine, I kicked the boards out of the way and Josh slid the mechanic’s creeper beneath it. It looked sturdy, but I had my doubts that it could handle that much weight. Josh slowly twisted the handle of the jack, letting the motor and transaxle slowly rest on the creeper.
“That noise does not inspire confidence,” I said as the creeper began creaking and groaning. It sagged in the middle and I was completely sure it was going to break in half, but somehow it held.
“I don’t think we have long on that,” Josh said.
We grabbed some sockets and wrenches and both crawled beneath the car to remove the shifter linkage and anything else holding the transaxle to the car. It wasn’t that hard, fortunately—the relative lack of rust meant we didn’t have to deal with frozen bolts. It was clear the previous owner never drove this thing in the winter. That would have made things more difficult for sure.
“I would have loved to drive this thing with the motor intact,” Josh said as he loosened a bolt. “Hear the engine revving, row through the gears. I’ll bet it would have been heaven.”
“Yeah, the cars basically had a cult following. And I get it.” I looked around, checking everything over. “I think that’s it. Let’s try to pull this out.”
We crawled out from beneath the car and stood there for a moment, thinking on how we were going to pull the engine out. I finally grabbed a length of rope from a cabinet on the wall and looped it around the cylinder heads. 
Josh and I both held onto the rope and leaned back putting our weight into it. The creeper didn’t budge.
“God damn that thing is heavy,” Josh muttered.
“I think the wheels on the creeper are probably dead,” I said. “Especially with all that weight. We’ll need everyone to help pull it out.”
“I think you’re right,” Josh said, dropping the rope. “Want to work on pulling the rest of the stuff out?”
“Sure,” I said, walking back to the car. I grabbed a screwdriver and a small ratchet set on my way. “No better time than now, they say.”
I opened the door and climbed into the minimal backseat of the Porsche. I always wondered why they even put backseats in the thing—they were only large enough for a child, and a small one at that. Was it for insurance purposes? I suppose I’d never know.
At least most of the stuff came out relatively easily. I yanked out the rear dash and started unbolting the rear seatbelts. Josh worked in the engine compartment, unbolting everything he could get his hands on. It kind of amazed me just how many little hoses and lines and doodads filled a car. Considering how little I needed to make my electrical idea work, we were going to save a ton of weight.
“You want the alternator from this thing?” Josh asked, straightening up. He knuckled his lower back for a moment.
“Yeah,” I said. “I think we can use those with a waterwheel or windmill to generate power for everyone.”
He nodded. “Good thinking.” With that, he started loosening the alternator on the motor.
I climbed back into the front seat. I wanted to leave the dashboard and door panels to keep it nice looking, but the headliner could go. So could the heater controls and everything else. Honestly, all the gauges were worthless as well, although perhaps there was a way I could get one of them to monitor the charge left in the batteries I’d eventually use. 
“This is a lot quicker than I expected,” I said as I tossed the heater controls out the door. “I guess it helps that I don’t care if I mess anything up. Shame to ruin it, but…” I shrugged and started on the headliner.
The clutch pedal assembly could go as well, but I didn’t feel like crawling down there at that moment. That could wait for another day. 
I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but eventually I got out of the car and looked at the pile of parts next to it. Rear seats and seatbelts, torn up headliner, heater controls, assorted brackets and screws and bolts. The car still needed plenty of work, but we were rapidly approaching the point where I could start doing the fun stuff. And considering how quickly Josh worked, it would probably only take another afternoon to get it done.
“Wow,” Shayla said from the garage door.
I turned and saw my beautiful girlfriend standing there, hands on her hips, admiring the car. The men were at the end of the driveway, yanking out a few handfuls of plants on their way up.
“Wow, indeed,” I said, looking her up and down.
“You guys made a lot of progress,” Shayla said as she stepped inside. “Oh, I’m excited to take a ride in this thing. I’ve never ridden in a car before. Especially nothing like this.”
“Well, would you look at that!” Stan said as he stepped into the garage. “All shiny and red, like lipstick on Kenny’s mom.”
“My mom is beautiful, you leave her alone,” Kenny said. “That car is gorgeous, though.”
“Where you gonna mount the guns?” Jacob asked as he walked around the side of the car. He stood there for a moment, coming his fingers through his beard, then pointed at the front fenders. “The way the body raises right here for the lights—I’ll bet you could put two guns there, one on each side. You’d have to figure out a way to make them shoot from the driver’s seat, but that would come in handy if anyone else came to visit. Besides, this don’t look like the kind of car you could just run over someone with.”
“Are you suggesting I install machine guns on the Porsche?” I asked.
Jacob grinned. “I see no reason not to.”
I looked at the car for a moment. The way the body raised up and melded into the two headlights was indeed a great place to mount machine guns. They would shoot wherever I was facing. Of course it was much more complicated than that, but the idea was incredible. I turned and saw both Kenny and Josh standing next to me, looking at the car in the same way.
I was intrigued, so I decided to ask about it. “Hey, where can I find some—”
“We have guns,” Josh said without hesitation. He was staring wide-eyed at the car. “We raided a military depot long ago, so we’re pretty set. And the nearby police stations. Yeah, we have guns. I’ll help you install them.”
“You gotta pay for ‘em somehow,” Kenny said, but his eyes were on the car as well. I could practically hear his thoughts. “Fast, agile, and deadly. That might save your ass if someone else comes knocking.”
I looked over at Shayla and saw her grinning at me.
“Well, I guess that settles it,” I said with a shrug. “The Porsche is getting machine guns.”
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After a few more minutes of wrenching we decided to leave the Porsche alone for the day. We had made excellent progress, but it still needed plenty of work. But that could wait for tomorrow. Much of what was left was just tedious stuff anyway. 
“I don’t know about you folks, but I’m getting hungry,” Jacob said, glancing out the open garage door. “I was gonna mosey on up to the lake and get us a goose for dinner.”
“I think that sounds like a great idea,” I said to him. “We can get started on the rest of the food while you do that.”
“Did you grab the alternator?” Kenny asked Josh. He got a nod in return.
I raised an eyebrow at him. Kenny grabbed the alternator and gestured with it.
“I’m gonna help you with this,” he said. “What you’re planning on doing isn’t hard, but you need a bit of help with the wiring.” He spent a moment rummaging through the tools in the garage, then finally set the alternator on a workbench before we left.
Our group moved down the busted driveway after that. Jacob split off from us and went toward the lake while the rest of us walked to the street in front of Jacob’s house. When we got there, Stan put his hands on his hips and looked around for a moment.
“You know, Jacob’s front yard is sort of central to this neighborhood,” Stan said, glancing around. “This would probably be the best location for a watchtower and for this idea you have of a centrally located building for the settlement.”
I looked around and tried to picture the neighborhood from a bird’s eye perspective. “You’re right; it’s kind of like a nice big circle of grass right in the middle of these other houses. We’ll have to finish clearing this today or tomorrow. Maybe tomorrow after we go to the maintenance facility we can spend some time on it.”
“We can put in a bit of work while you ladies cook,” Kenny said, elbowing Josh. “Come on, let’s go earn our supper.”
Josh shrugged and he and Kenny grabbed their tools and walked over to Jacob’s front yard. Kenny attacked the nearest copse of trees with the chainsaw while Josh used the weedeater to level grass and small shrubs.
“Did you have something in mind for dinner?” Shayla asked me.
“I’ll go get Jess,” Stan said.
I nodded at him, then turned to Shayla. “Nothing special. We’re kind of limited in what we can make.” I frowned at Jacob’s camp stove, set up right in front of me on the edge of the street. “A single pan dish, of course. Hmmm, I might be able to make a version of jollof rice. Did you get the rest of the food stores into the kitchen?”
Shayla looked down at the stove as well. “Yeah, we did. There isn’t much but it’s enough, especially since you’re so inventive with food. Let’s go see what we’ve got.”
I offered Shayla my arm and she smiled and looped hers through it. Together, we walked over to our house. I placed my hand on top of hers and she beamed a smile up at me.
“Every time we walk into our house it makes me happy,” she said. “Our own house, with our own yard and garden. And we’re going to have a car! I know things need a lot of work but it’s still exciting.”
I leaned over and kissed the side of her head. “This may be a tough world, but we’re gonna do just fine. Especially with the help of these guys from Loch Raven.”
We walked over to the kitchen and Shayla showed me our new food stores. We had sacks of dried beans and rice as well as a smaller sack of flour. In the fridge we had a few vegetables, and to my absolute delight, two tomatoes. I grabbed one of those and two cutting boards, as well as a small mason jar half-filled with rice. Shayla grabbed a chef’s knife, a clove of garlic, a salt shaker, and a small jug of water.
A gunshot rang out in the distance. I smiled at Shayla. “That should be the sound of our dinner.”
Once we got back to the camp stove, I set things down and tried to arrange them and prepare. Ultimately, we had to wait on Jacob, but he’d be back shortly. Sure enough, only a few minutes later he came walking up with a headless goose tucked under his arm. Half of the feathers were already gone, and he tore more out with each step. 
I tossed a large wooden cutting board over to the side. “That one’s for you.” I set the other cutting board between Shayla and I. That one was for the garlic and tomatoes.
“I wish we had some parsley,” I muttered, looking around. If I ever got the chance to grow some herbs, I was going to leap at that.
Jacob knelt in front of his cutting board and began butchering the bird, so I set myself to chopping up the garlic.
“So, what’s for dinner?” Stan asked as he and Jess walked up a moment later.
“Gonna try something,” I said as I began dicing up a tomato. “Something I used to make. Simple and tasty, and it all cooks together in one pan so it’s perfect for right now.”
“Well, I haven’t had bad food here yet, so I’m looking forward to it,” Stan said with a grin. “You folks seem to be pretty good with a frying pan.
I looked over at Jess and she gave me a brief smile. Her smile deepened a bit as she looked over at Shayla.
“Alright, now what do you want me to do with this,” Jacob asked as he began chopping up the bird. 
“Right now I just need smaller chunks of meat,” I said. I turned on the camp stove and set the pan on top. “Get some of the fat in there first, then smaller chunks of meat. Enough for all of us.”
Jacob nodded and went to work, carving pieces off the goose carcass. It didn’t take him long to have a double handful of goose meat, which went into the pan. I immediately hit it with some salt. The garlic went in a moment later.
Kenny and Josh walked up after that. Kenny seemed quite interested in what I was making and peered at the pan for a while.
“The smell brought me over,” Kenny said. “Hard to work when you’re making stuff that smells like that.”
Stan laughed. “You lazy cocksucker,” he said with a grin.
Kenny opened his mouth to reply but Shayla cut him off.
“I never understood why that was an insult. That word, cocksucker. I mean, isn’t that a good thing? Don’t men like it when someone sucks their cock? Isn’t that like the best thing ever?”
Kenny and Stan looked at each other, then shrugged.
“I guess, yeah,” Stan said, clearly not sure where Shayla was going with that line of thought.
Shayla continued. “I think it should be a compliment. I mean, can you imagine if all the cocksuckers of the world just up and left? You men would have a heart attack, I’ll wager. No, it should be a good word. You should be able to point to someone and say ‘look at Kenny. He’s such a wonderful cocksucker.’ Or better yet, ‘hey Stan, I think you’re a great guy. You’re a real cocksucker.’”
I struggled not to laugh, as did Jess. Both Kenny and Stan looked quite confused. Josh stood there quietly, as usual. Jacob just grinned beneath his beard.
Kenny reached out and clapped Stan on the shoulder. “Stan, I just want you to know that you’re a great guy.”
“Don’t say it,” Stan groaned.
“You’re a real cocksucker,” Kenny said with a toothy grin.
“I’m gonna cut you in half with a chainsaw,” Stan replied.
“That’s the spirit!” Shayla cheered.
“Hey, I wanted to thank you guys again for all your help,” I said as I pushed the chunks of goose around in the pan. “You guys are real cocksuckers, you know that? I mean, you’re the best.”
“You say such sweet things,” Kenny replied. Jacob wheezed with laughter.
“Can you toss some rice in here, honey?” I asked Shayla.
“Sure thing,” she said. 
I had measured out enough for all six of us, and she poured it all in the pan. The grains of rice soaked up the goose fat and sizzled in the pan for a moment, then I poured in some water and another pinch of salt. 
“Where’d you learn to cook all this stuff?” Stan asked, peering at the pan. 
“I like eating nice food,” I replied. “Going out to a restaurant and paying for nice food is expensive. Cooking it yourself is usually pretty cheap.”
He nodded. “Simple enough.”
After a moment I tossed in the diced tomato. It wasn’t a proper jollof rice, but it was close enough. I really wanted some parsley to add to it, but I had no clue where I’d even find that. Would Loch Raven have a collection of herbs?
I continued stirring the food and adding water as the rice soaked it up. About fifteen minutes later it was done, so I began scooping it onto plates and bowls for everyone.
“So, are we hitting that maintenance depot tomorrow?” Stan asked as I handed him a steaming bowl.
“Yeah,” I said. “All of us should go, both for safety and so we stand a chance at picking up those heavy batteries. And I want to get an alternator off one of the work trucks. Those will be a lot more powerful than the ones here.”
Stan nodded and blew on a forkful of food. “And you’re wanting to repair the power station with one of those batteries, right?”
“Yeah,” I said. “If we can get them both that would be great. More capacity for the power station means more homes can have electricity. Plus the battery in that thing is rapidly dying.”
Kenny nodded. “I can help you wire all that up tomorrow. We can probably figure something out for your car as well.”
“Perfect,” I said.
“Man, this is great,” Stan said after taking his first bite. He dug his fork through his bowl and nodded in appreciation. “You know, Mark. When it comes to cooking, you’re a real cocksucker.”
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After dinner, Shayla grabbed everyone’s plates and took them back to the house. Jacob took his camp stove away. The rest of us just relaxed there for a moment. 
I kept my eyes on Jacob’s front yard and tried to think about what I wanted to build there. A small building, maybe something to hold the power station and a few other things that would benefit everyone. The watchtower. That made sense. Maybe I could put the windmill on top of the watchtower.
“So, what do you two have planned?” Stan asked.
“Huh?” I asked.
“You and the girl,” Stan continued. “Shayla. Do you have anything planned?” 
Jess watched me with interest.
“Not sure I’m following you,” I said.
“You know, like kids, or a future,” Stan said, finally getting to the point. “You guys got any plans for that?”
I shrugged. “I don’t think so. We haven’t really talked about it, to be honest. I mean, we haven’t been together that long. I guess we’re just taking things one day at a time for now.”
Jess finally spoke up. “She’s one of the good ones. Make sure you take good care of her. Hard to find a woman like her in this world.”
“Exactly,” Stan said, nodding in agreement. “You see, take Jess here. Now, she’s decent looking, but she’s more likely to stab you than kiss you. And she’s just flawed within.”
“Is that so?” Jess said, crossing her arms beneath her substantial breasts. She gave Stan a level look. “And what else?”
“So incredibly problematic,” Stan said, shaking his head sadly. 
“It’s such a tragedy,” Kenny added in a somber voice. “She could have been something special, but she smells like old cheese.”
Jess’s eyes widened. “I do not smell like—”
“And the gas!” Kenny exclaimed. “Farts so much it sounds like a dog barking at you. A dog with really bad breath.”
“I do not have gas!” Jess shouted. She looked at me and held out her hand. “Mark, give me your pistol. Please make sure there are at least two bullets in it.”
Stan frowned at her. “You see? There’s that violent streak again.”
“Next time a Druid shoots you in the arm, I’m going to wait a full hour before healing you,” Jess said in a flat voice.
“Okay, okay,” Stan said, finally laughing. “I guess you don’t smell that bad.”
Jess slapped him on the arm.
“How long have you guys known each other?” I asked.
Stan looked at Jess and Kenny. “All our lives, really. We grew up together. Josh, too.” Josh grunted in agreement.
Shayla walked up and slipped her arm through mine. “Hey, honey,” she said, smiling up at me.
“Fortunately, Shayla smells great,” I said. Stan and Kenny snickered, while Jess’s mouth tightened.
“Okay, I apparently missed something,” Shayla said.
I waved it away. “Ah, we were just joking earlier. Everything okay back at the house?”
“Yes,” she replied. “We need to draw more water so I can wash dishes, but otherwise things are great. Oh, and we should do some laundry soon. Make sure we stay on top of that so we don’t wind up with a pile of dirty clothes.”
“That reminds me, I have a shirt for you,” Jess said. Her eyes went down to Shayla’s chest and she pursed her lips. “I think it’ll fit.”
“Awww, thanks,” Shayla said with a sweet smile. “We’ll have to go through more of the clothes and see if we can find the boys some new shirts.”
“We’d appreciate that,” Stan said, jerking a thumb over at Josh. “Kenny has to have his custom made, for obvious reasons.”
Kenny raised all three arms. “Hey, I can’t help it if I’m fifty percent more awesome than you normies.” He walked over and stood next to Jess. “Us mutants gotta stick together.”
“Mutants?” I asked. Shayla made a noise in her throat. She hated that word.
“I’m not a mutant,” Jess said, giving him a sharp look.
“Huh?” I asked. Did Jess have something I didn’t know about like a third eye hidden beneath her hair? I didn’t realize I had said that out loud until Kenny spoke up.
“No, she just has two vaginas,” Kenny said. He ducked as Jess swung a fist at him.
“I do not have two vaginas!” she shouted, swinging a fist at him again.
“Keep your gas away from me!” Kenny shouted, his voice going shrill. “Someone save me!” He turned and ran away, screaming like a child. It was so ridiculous we all laughed, even Jess.
“At least you guys aren’t boring,” she said to Stan.
“You’d go crazy with boring people,” Stan said. “No offense, Josh.”
Josh grunted.
“Well, boring or not, it’s getting late and I’d like to spend my time with one specific person,” Shayla said, smiling at me.
“Well, I’m right here,” Jacob said as he walked up. “Although Mark might fight me for you.”
I laughed as Jacob combed his fingers through his beard and fluttered his eyelashes. In his off hand he held a bottle of whiskey, and he raised it in front of him.
“Anyone want a swig of this? Or we can be like decent folk and sit around a table and drink it from glasses, all proper-like.”
Stan reached out and took the bottle from him. “Wouldn’t mind a touch of firewater myself,” he said as he unscrewed the lid. He took a sip from the bottle and nodded appreciatively. “Not bad, not bad.” He passed the bottle to Josh, who also drank a bit.
Kenny finally returned just in time for the bottle to be passed to him. “Don’t mind if I do,” he said and took a long pull.
“Careful there, we have to wake up early in the morning,” Jess said, grabbing the bottle. She tossed back a mouthful without even a wince.
“We should build a checkerboard there,” I said, pointing to Jacob’s front yard. “A watchtower, a place to house the power station, and a small area where we can relax and play checkers with a drink. Or maybe cards.”
Jacob nodded. “Not a bad idea at all.”
“Goodnight, everyone,” Shayla said. “I’m dragging my man back to our house. We’ll see you all in the morning.”
“Oh, Mark,” Stan said, taking a step closer to me. “I haven’t forgotten what you asked me about earlier. I’ll hop on the radio and talk to Leon in a few minutes and see what we can do.”
“Thanks,” I said. “That would be a big help.”
Shayla pulled me away and we walked across the street together, arm in arm. 
“What was that about?” she asked.
“I asked if they could send some more people,” I replied. “We all know the Druids will come back, and the simple truth is that there aren’t enough of us here to put up much of a fight. You and I got lucky when we shot those guys the other night. I have a feeling the Druids won’t make that mistake again. They’ll come in force, and soon.”
“Good thinking,” Shayla said.
We walked up the driveway together, then stopped for a moment in front of the door. Shayla smiled at our front yard and how much had been turned into a garden.
“This brings me so much happiness,” she said, leaning close to me. “I can’t wait until things start growing here.”
“Soon,” I said. Something suddenly occurred to me. “Oh hey, we should spend some time looking around at other houses. If we can get enough windows, we can make a basic greenhouse and cover the garden with it. That’ll give us the ability to grow some stuff during winter.”
“I like how you think,” Shayla said with a smile. “Come on, let’s go inside and relax.”
I followed her through the front door, and couldn’t resist the urge to reach out and slap her on the ass. That thing was just so round and perky.
Shayla gave a playful yelp and grinned at me over her shoulder. “Someone’s feeling extra spicy today.”
“I’m just glad to have you in my life, that’s all,” I replied as I closed the door behind us.
Shayla turned and hugged me tightly. “The feeling is mutual, babe.”
I kissed her forehead and held her for a while, letting my hands gently slide up and down her back. She sighed happily and leaned her head against my shoulder.
“Today was a good day,” I said. “We got a lot done, and I feel hopeful about our future.”
Shayla looked up at me. “Well, I can think of a great way to finish off a good day.” She gave me a slow smile, then turned and walked toward the hallway, giving her hips a bit of a shake in the process. Her tail raised, and lashed side to side as she walked.
My eyes went straight to that incredible bubble butt of hers, moving with every step. I wanted to reach out and grab it, but that would ultimately make it take longer to get to the bedroom. 
Shayla rushed through the door and leaped onto the bed with a giggle. I was only a second behind her, and I grabbed her and pulled her to me. Our lips met in a passionate kiss and our arms wrapped around each other.
I pulled on the bottom hem of Shayla’s shirt, and she raised her arms overhead so I could take it off. She did the same to me, then we both rolled around and worked on undoing our pants. It didn’t take us long to be fully naked in bed.
Shayla’s mouth was all over me, kissing my shoulder, my chest, anything she could. She pushed me onto my back and quickly took my erection into her mouth. Was it possible to bruise a dick from sucking so hard? She seemed to be trying, and I loved every second of it.
“I know we should play around some, but the truth is I just want you inside me,” Shayla said, grinning at me. 
I was already on my back, so Shayla threw a leg over my hips and straddled me. She spat on her fingers and wiped it on her pussy lips, then again on the head of my cock. She sank down on me with a look of utter bliss on her beautiful face.
“Oh, there’s the magic,” she said, fully impaled as she sat on my lap. “That’s what I’ve needed after a long day.”
My hands went to her waist and held on as she began moving her hips. Just slowly at first, up and down. My hands slid down to her ass and I gave it a squeeze, which brought a smile out of her.
“I love how you touch me,” she said, leaning forward.
I bent my knees to support her and she bent over to kiss me. I grabbed her breasts and squeezed them while our tongues explored each other’s mouths. Her hips continued working up and down, a bit faster now.
My fingers raked through her hair and I held her face against mine as I began thrusting faster. Shayla’s lips curved into a smile and she kissed me again. My hands went back to that magical ass of hers and I squeezed it tightly, using my grip to work her hips up and down.
“Oh, I love that,” she said, burying her face against my neck. “Fuck me good, Mark. Claim me. Take what’s yours.”
I kept my hands on her ass and thrust hard and fast while she moaned in my ear. Like most women, Shayla sometimes enjoyed tenderness, and sometimes she just wanted to get fucked good and hard. This was clearly one of the latter times.
“Yes!” she moaned into my ear. “Oh fuck, Mark!”
She straightened up just enough to put her breasts in my face. I took one of her nipples into my mouth and began sucking and nibbling on it while still giving her a solid pounding. Shayla’s eyes squeezed closed and her breathing began quickening. It wasn’t too long until I felt her body spasming on top of mine.
“Cum for me, baby,” Shayla said, moving her lips down to mine. We kissed while I continued fucking her good and hard. “I need your cum, Mark.”
I shouted my bliss to the ceiling as I finally came inside her. She was right; after a long day, that was exactly what I needed.
Shayla remained on top of me and buried her face against my neck. The way she felt in my arms, the way her hair smelled, everything about her was just right.
“I love you so much, Mark,” she said, wrapping her arms around me.
I held her tightly and smiled. “I love you too, honey.”
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Sometimes we wake up dreading existence, craving another hour or two of sleep before we slam half a pot of coffee or an energy drink just so we can face the day. And sometimes we wake up feeling like everything is great. Well, that next morning was definitely the latter. I woke up with a smile. 
In fact, that was quickly becoming normal, especially with Shayla. Waking up next to her put a smile on my face, it was as simple as that.
Especially since I woke up with her ass pressed against me. It was impossible to be unhappy with that thing on me.
I reached down and gave her butt a squeeze. Her tail swished a few times, and she rolled over, giving me a sleepy smile.
“How are you feeling, my love?” I asked her. 
“I’m still tired after losing all that blood,” she said. “But otherwise I’m happy.”
“Are you okay for our plans today? Going to the maintenance facility?”
“Of course,” she said, stretching her arms over her head. Of course I stared at her breasts while she did that. Her body was impossibly gorgeous, like a big-tittied gymnast, or a sprinter.
I leaned over and kissed her on the cheek, then swung my legs over the side of the bed and yawned. Something tickled my back and I flinched. I turned and saw her seated on the bed, but her tail was swishing around and occasionally touched me.
“Hey, watch that thing,” I said.
She gave me a look of mock surprise and gasped loudly. “You dare speak that way about my tail?” She clutched it in both hands and I laughed.
“Alright, I guess we should get our day started,” I said. “I imagine the rest of the folks are already moving about.”
We grabbed some clothes and shuffled over to the bathroom to brush our teeth. As we did that, I had thoughts of a gray water system; where we used the leftover water from brushing our teeth or washing our hands to power our toilets. Anything to save a drop, especially when we still hadn’t figured out plumbing. 
“What are you wearing today?” Shayla asked as her head popped out of a long sleeve t-shirt. On the chest was a dog sitting on its hind legs. Below that it read “Look at me, I’m a human. I’m sad, I pay taxes, I’m behind on chores.”
I laughed out loud at her shirt. “Oh, that’s a good one. Unfortunately I’m going to be sporting this boring single-color shirt. No fun logos or pictures for me.”
“We’ll find you something,” she said with a wink.
Shayla grabbed her knife and pushed it through the back of her jeans, then carefully threaded her tail through the hole as she pulled them on. They fit decently; a little loose but that just made them more comfortable.
Together we walked out of our house and saw the rest of our group already standing in that central location where we usually cooked. That pretty much solidified my idea that constructing a small community building there was the right idea.
“Good morning,” I said as I walked up to them. 
Ellie and Richard were there as well, both holding rifles. Richard sometimes glanced over at Jess, looking at her as if she were a goddess. He wasn’t a simpleton by any means; the torture and trauma he had gone through had simply changed him. He was a quiet man, even though he could talk now. From what I could tell, nearly his entire life had been with just his mother. Now he was finally getting a chance to make some friends.
“Hey guys!” Shayla said with a wave.
“Mornin’,” Jacob replied.
“You ready to go scavenge that old building?” Kenny asked as he stepped up to us. He had a wooden plate in his hands, on top of which looked something like bagels but without the hole. Each one had been buttered and then covered in jam. He offered the plate to us and we each took one.
“Thanks,” I said, taking a bite. Yep, they were basically bagels without the hole. “Oh these are great, thanks man.”
“We’re gonna head down there as soon as we’re finished,” Stan said. “Truck won’t hold us all, so some of y’all have to walk. But we’ll all meet up together.”
“Don’t forget your guns,” Kenny said.
I looked down at my waist. I was starting to get used to wearing my pistol all the time, so I’ll admit it did feel a little foreign to be without it. Funny how that worked.
“Yeah, we should go get them,” I said.
“I’ll get ‘em, honey,” Shayla said with a smile. She took one of the bagel things and hurried back to our house while munching on it.
“Someone’s in a good mood this morning,” Jess said to me. Her eyes followed Shayla.
I just shrugged. “What can I say? It’s nice waking up next to someone you love.”
She gave me a strange look. A bit contemplative, but otherwise flat.
Shayla came back a few minutes later, chewing the last of the bagel thing and wearing an arsenal. She transferred my pistol belt over to me and waited patiently while I fastened it around my waist. After that, she handed me my over under shotgun. She had her own pistol belted on, and carried the AR-15 on a sling.
“I guess this is just becoming my gun, eh?” I said, looking down at the shotgun. I mean, it was a nice shotgun.
“Don’t forget this,” Shayla said, handing me my sword.
“Woah, what’s this?” Kenny asked, stepping up to me.
“I traded for it back in Haven,” I said, raising the sword so he could see it. I pushed the small activation button and the last half of the blade burst into flames.
“Woah!” Kenny exclaimed. “Will you look at that? A fuckin’ flaming sword!”
“I’m not entirely sure why I have it,” I said. “I really hope I never have to use it. But it was just too cool to pass up.”
“No, I get it, I get it,” Kenny said. “Looks really well made, actually.”
I turned the fire off and slipped the sword into a heavy sheath that went on my back. The day I had to use that sword would be a bad day, indeed. But regardless, I just felt awesome having a flaming sword on my person.
“Alright, let’s load up and head out,” Stan said. “I’ll go with you folks so you don’t feel left out. Which one of you wants to ride in the truck?”
We looked at each other for a moment. Richard took a step closer to his mother. Jacob shrugged and stepped up.
Stan nodded. “That settles it. Let’s get to walking. They’ll catch up.”
Shayla, Stan, Richard, Ellie, and I set off down the street, walking toward the lake. It was a great day for a walk; the morning air felt clean and fresh in my lungs. I think we all felt that way; everyone wore a smile as we walked.
Stan reached up and grabbed a low-hanging branch and snapped it with one hand. “Yeah, once you guys get this place cleared out some more, it’s going to be something special.” He glanced over his shoulder at the house he was currently staying in. “Hell, I might even be persuaded to stay here. I like Loch Raven, but there’s a peace here that’s hard to beat. Plus, having my own house is great. Especially one this size, even though it doesn’t have electricity yet.”
“Power makes things much better,” Ellie said. “We strung together enough old car batteries that we can turn on some lights. Even just that little bit improved our lives quite a lot.”
“I’ll try to get on that in the next couple days,” I said. We turned onto Lakeside Drive and I pointed out into the small river, Jones Falls. “A waterwheel placed right there should be able to generate a decent amount of power. Hopefully enough for a few appliances.”
“Why stop at one?” Shayla asked. “If you have the stuff, build two or three. The more power sources we have, the better off we’ll be.”
I nodded. “Good point. Some windmills as well. Our solar panels don’t have much life left but they can help a bit. You’re right, though: the more power sources we can figure out, the safer our energy supply will be. We just need to figure out a way to store the power for times when we can’t generate much.”
“We can probably help with that,” Stan said. Behind us, the Toyota roared to life. “We gathered up a bunch of old electric cars and recycled the batteries. They aren’t lightweight, but one or two of those wired into your system can store a ton of power. Since you want to put a building in Jacob’s front yard, that might be a good place to store some batteries.”
“You have a way to recycle the batteries?” I asked. “Man, that’s exactly what we need. I feel like we’re surrounded by batteries but they’re all useless.”
“We could use that too,” Ellie said. “Most of our batteries barely work or hold a charge.”
Stan nodded. “Not many batteries can last eighty years. Fortunately, in that time we’ve learned how to reuse them. And those big batteries that would power a car for two or three hundred miles can power the basics in a house for a week. Sometimes longer.”
The loud exhaust of the Toyota grew louder as they pulled onto the street behind us. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Kenny standing in the turret. He gave me a friendly wave.
“You guys should really put a muffler on that thing,” I said. “Right now, it’s so loud people will know you’re coming from a mile away.”
“We used to have one, but it rusted off,” Stan said. “Josh will probably grab a muffler off one of the cars around here. It does get a bit noisy at times.”
The truck idled behind us as we continued down the street. Jones Falls bubbled happily next to us, but we couldn’t hear the river over the sound of the exhaust.
Shayla bumped her shoulder into mine. “You think we’ll find what you need there?” She had to shout over the loud truck.
“Oh, without a doubt,” I said. “It’s just a matter of getting to it. The place is as overgrown as our settlement was when we first found it. Maybe worse.”
“So, batteries and alternators?” Stan asked.
I nodded, and it dawned on me that I didn’t have any hand tools with me. “Ah, shit. I forgot to bring tools.” 
Ellie groaned.
“Ah, you’re fine,” Stan said. “We have a whole kit of tools in the truck. Trust me, we’re prepared for anything that might happen.”
“I guess a nuclear war will do that,” I said.
“As long as we get it done by lunch time,” Shayla said. “I’m kinda hungry today.” She suddenly frowned. “Ah shit. I know what that means.”
“What?” I asked.
She gave me a wary glance. “It’s, uh…. It’ll be my time, soon. When I can get pregnant.”
“Ah, okay,” I said. “You mean like going into h—”
“Don’t you fucking say it or I’ll shoot you in the dick,” Shayla replied. Her tail lashed angrily.
I raised both hands and backed off. Stan laughed.
“It just means I’m getting ready to ovulate,” Shayla said, still giving me a warning look. “But yeah, I’ll be craving you night and day. Fortunately it only lasts for about a week at most, then usually goes away for a few months. Sometimes longer. But I’m usually really hungry leading up to it.”
“Okay,” I said carefully. “So, what do you want me to do?”
Shayla groaned. “Lock me in the closet? I get pretty annoying, to be honest. I’ll have to wear like four pairs of panties when we sleep at night. And you’ll have to keep your hands off of me, unless you want to be a father.”
“Kids? Shayla, I don’t even know your middle name.”
“I should be able to control myself, but if you so much as touch my butt, I’ll jump your bones,” she said.
“Oh, you mean like this?” I asked, reaching over and smacking her on the butt.
She gave me a wry look. “I’m serious, Mark. I don’t want to have kids yet. Maybe in the future, but at a bare minimum we need a safe settlement and preferably a school.”
“I think that sounds great,” I said. “We can add that to our list of things to do. Maybe we can turn one of the larger houses into a school.”
“I like how you guys think,” Stan said. “Very goal-oriented. I think Hope is going to be a nice place once we finish.”
“You’re welcome to join us,” I said with a grin.
“Heh. Yeah, maybe,” he replied. “Like I said, I like what you guys got here. That reminds me, I spoke with Leon last night. They’re going to send one more team to help out for about a week. Should be here tomorrow morning.”
“Oh, great!” I said. “Well, looks like we’re here. It’s right around the corner. Let’s get busy, guys.”
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The guys in the truck went past us and stopped at the corner for a moment, then Kenny scanned every direction. He pointed his machine gun everywhere he looked, ready in case he saw anything suspicious. I got the feeling that while Kenny was a nice guy, he was definitely a shoot first, ask questions later kind of guy. 
Although in this world, who could blame him?
“Looks safe!” he shouted over the roar of the engine.
Jacob took his guns and said he was going to do a circuit of the area to ensure everything was good and safe. We walked around the corner and entered the parking lot of the maintenance facility. Richard and Ellie stayed close behind me, probably still slightly concerned after what had happened. Josh pulled the truck in and parked it, then finally shut it off.
“Holy shit, I can hear again,” I said, digging a finger in my ear.
Josh looked at me, then back at the truck. “I suppose I should weld a new muffler on soon.”
“Yeah, but first let’s raid this place,” Kenny said. He looked as excited as a kid in a candy store as he walked up to the front door.
The rest of us walked into the building behind him. As before, the front office was completely trashed. Nothing of value was in there, unless someone wanted to scrub eighty years of mold off of an office chair. We pushed open the door into the main facility.
“Will you look at that?” Stan said, crossing his arms and smiling. “Oh yeah. We’re gonna get plenty of good stuff from this place. Josh, help me grab the tools.”
Josh grunted in acknowledgement. The two men turned and left the building while the rest of us went further inside.
“Is this the battery?” Kenny asked, walking up to the battery on the pallet. He crossed his arms—a bit awkward with three arms, but he made it work—and stared at it for a moment. “Man, that is a big-ass battery,” he muttered.
I walked up to him. “Yep. And it’s going to help power our houses. This one doesn’t have the electrolyte solution in it, so it’s still good.”
“That so?”
I nodded. “They often ship batteries like this without the electrolyte in them. Makes them more stable, and able to be stored.”
“How the fuck do you know that?” Kenny asked.
I shrugged. “Eh, I used to watch all sorts of stuff on YouTube. I learned a lot of weird things.”
Two more car battery-sized batteries were on the pallet as well, so I went ahead and grabbed one. “I’ll go toss this on the truck.” 
Richard walked up and grabbed the other one. Together, we walked back out the building. I decided to try to get him to talk a bit.
“So, how’s it feel? Being able to talk again?”
He glanced at me and pursed his lips before talking. “Weird. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it. It feels like so many years were a nightmare. I thought I’d never wake from it.” He shrugged. “But here I am.”
“You guys think you might want to move up with us?” I asked. “Safety in numbers, after all. We can grab a few things from your old place and bring them back to Hope.”
He nodded. “Ma and I have been talking about that. We don’t want to leave our stuff behind but after that last attack, we need to be safe. We can stop by and grab all our food, then bring it to Hope.”
“Perfect,” I said, sliding one of the batteries into the bed of the truck. Richard placed his next to mine.
We turned and went back to the maintenance building. When we got there, Stan and Josh were already working on one of the forklifts, loosening every bolt they could. I wanted to help, but they were already using the tools I needed.
Jacob and Shayla were checking out a rack of weedeaters and chainsaws and Ellie and Richard were staring around in amazement. I decided to look around for some tools so I could be productive. 
Jess walked up to me. “You need some help?” she asked.
“I just need to find some tools so I can grab the alternator from one of those trucks,” I said as I walked over to the far wall.
Several large tool chests were stacked there, so I knew I had hit the jackpot. I pulled open the first drawer and found different sized pliers, neatly arranged. Jess opened the drawer next to me, which was filled with wrenches.
“There we go,” I said, moving next to her. Ugh, she smelled good. Like a woman. Focus, Mark, focus. I grabbed a sixteen millimeter wrench, then a few more common sizes. “These should be good, but let’s get some sockets just in case.”
“Do you need anything to get to the trucks?” she asked.
I suppose it had been warm on the truck, since she had undone the top two buttons of her shirt. Let me tell you, it was a strain not to look at her cleavage. I think I nearly started sweating, but I managed to keep my eyes on hers. They were beautiful and emerald green, which helped.
“Good point,” I said. “Vines cover everything out there, so we’ll have to remove those. Guess I should get the keys as well.”
We kept looking through the racks and drawers and shelves of tools until I found some pruning shears. I didn’t remember seeing anything huge out there, so they would be sufficient.
“Are you helping out?” I asked Jess, once again focusing solely on her face.
She shrugged. Dear god, that made her breasts bounce. I didn’t look but it was impossible to miss.
“I might as well,” she said.
I handed her the pruning shears and together we walked over to the side of the building. A rack was set against the wall, with a multitude of different keys hanging from hooks. Some were for riding lawnmowers, and some were for other equipment, but I grabbed the two that looked like truck keys and tossed them in my pocket.
A large bay door that probably hadn’t been opened in a lifetime was right next to us. I found the chain next to the door and pulled on it, using my full bodyweight. There was a horrid creak, the groaning of rusted metal, and then the door started raising. I continued pulling on the chain until the door was above our heads.
Two bucket trucks had been parked in front of us, along with some other machinery that had long since been covered in vines. One looked like one of those giant wood chippers, but I wasn’t entirely sure. Well, they’d all have to wait. Today I only wanted one thing, and that was an alternator.
“Help me with this, will you?” I said to Jess as I approached the front of one of the trucks. I grabbed a handful of vines and pulled, trying to clear some space. My efforts didn’t grant me much.
“Sure,” Jess said. 
She walked up and began snipping every vine she could while I grabbed them and threw them to the side. It took us a few minutes, but we finally cleared a rough path to the driver’s side door. Jess watched with interest as I tried both keys on the truck. The second one unlocked it, and I pulled the door open. 
“Damn hinge is stiff as hell,” I muttered, putting my entire bodyweight into pulling on the door. “It’s almost like it hasn’t been opened in eighty years or something.”
I shot a grin at Jess. She gave me a bland look in return. Okay, note to self; do a better job on my jokes with her.
Once the door was finally open, I stood there for a moment while the smell of mold and mildew dispersed. It looked like someone had left a bag of fast food on the passenger seat. That hadn’t fared too well. It had practically created its own ecosystem.
“Dear god, that smells horrible,” Jess said, fanning her hand in front of her face. 
I reached in and pulled the lever that released the hood. That was stiff as well, but I managed to pull it hard enough. After that, I walked around to the front of the truck and raised the hood. The hinges were stiff and creaked loudly enough to be heard a quarter mile away.
“Finally,” I said, pulling one of the wrenches from my pocket.
The front of the truck was pretty tall, so I stood on the front bumper to get better access to the engine. And what a mess it was.
Dust, mold, grime, oil, pretty much everything you could think of covered the engine. Rats had chewed through a few wires and built a home near the air filter. Fortunately most of the important parts all seemed to be there and relatively intact. I tore some grass free that had taken root beneath the vehicle and grown into the engine compartment, and tossed aside a few of the rat’s nests as well.
“And there we have it,” I said, staring at the alternator. Damn thing was big, too. “Can I have those pruning shears?” I asked Jess.
She handed them to me and I used them to cut the accessory belt. After that, I just had to loosen the alternator. I tried a few wrenches—it was the sixteen millimeter wrench that fit. Unfortunately, that bolt wasn’t moving.
“Hey, can you find a pipe for me?” I asked Jess. “Or even a hammer. Something to hit this wrench with so I can break the bolt loose.”
“Sure thing,” she said with a nod. 
She turned and walked back into the maintenance facility, and I watched her the entire way. That body of hers was simply incredible, and the way her ass filled out those pants was like a magnet for my eyes. Left cheek, right cheek, left cheek, right cheek. I tore my eyes away and took a few deep breaths to calm the sudden increase in blood flow to my crotch. The image of her ass was burned into my mind though, so it was hard. Literally.
“Think of unsexy things,” I said to myself as I waited for Jess to return. “Small engine repair, baseball, Roseanne Barr naked.” That did it.
“Will this work?” Jess asked as she handed me a small sledge. Looked like a two- or three-pound one.
“Perfect. Thanks,” I said to her and turned back to the truck.
I slipped the box end of the wrench over one of the bolts holding the alternator in place and gave it a whack with the hammer. There wasn’t a ton of room to swing it but on my third try the wrench finally moved. I gave it half a dozen more hits to make sure it was loose, then turned it the rest of the way with my hands. The second bolt got the same treatment.
“And here we are, my dear,” I said, hoisting the alternator out of the engine compartment and holding it up like a prize fish. “Power. This will provide electricity to the houses of Hope.” I also kept the two bolts that held it in place and slipped them in my pocket.
She placed her hands on her hips. “I’ll just take your word for it.” At least she smiled.
I tossed the alternator on the ground and walked to the other truck. Together, we cleared enough foliage to get to the driver’s side. The door was stuck on that one, so I was left with no choice but to break the window. I was careful with that, as I knew the broken glass was a hazard. But, I finally got the door open and pulled the hood release latch.
“Can you show me what you’re doing?” Jess asked. “I don’t like standing around. I’d rather at least pretend to help.”
I had noticed that she didn’t do quite as much as everyone else, and they often deferred to her. I figured it had something to do with her being a healer; that was probably a higher social position.
“Sure thing,” I said, pointing at the bumper. “Help me raise the hood and then stand there on the bumper next to me.”
Together we pushed the hood up. It kept trying to fall so I grabbed a nearby branch and used it as a prop rod.
“I have to cut the accessory belt first, since it’s in the way,” I said.
“Can I do it?” Jess asked.
“Sure.” 
I handed her the pruning shears and pointed at the belt. She bent over the radiator and reached down, snipping the old belt. 
“I’m assuming you don’t do much of this back in Loch Raven,” I said to her.
She chuckled. “Of course not. This kind of work is for other people. Although I’ll admit, I do get bored at times. My day is filled with different kinds of work, and little of it the fun kind. It’s mostly drudgery.”
I was going to ask for more details, but instead I decided to get the alternator out of the truck. Ultimately, that was much more important. 
I went through the same process as before, putting the wrench on the bolt and then hitting it with the mini sledge to break it free. This time it took a dozen whacks to get the bolt to move. I tried the same thing on the second bolt and it sheared off, dropping the alternator to the ground.
“Shit,” I said, getting on my knees and reaching beneath the truck. The grass was incredibly thick there but I managed to push it aside and retrieve both the alternator and the wrench.
I handed one of the alternators to Jess, then grabbed the other one from the ground.
“Alright, let’s see if they’ve made any progress,” I said.
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We walked back through the bay door and I’ll admit I felt a bit triumphant. Getting those two alternators was a big deal, especially since I knew they were powerful ones. 
Ellie and Richard had their arms full of small bottles of oil and were carrying them away, probably toward the truck. Kenny was kneeling in front of one of the big forklift batteries, so I walked up to him.
“Hey, look what we got,” I said, holding up my alternator.
Kenny glanced at us. “Fuck yeah,” he said. “You can do a lot with a good alternator. We probably have a hundred of ‘em up at Loch Raven, in windmills, waterwheels, you name it.” He looked over at Jess. “Getting your hands a little dirty, I see.”
Jess smiled and shrugged.
Kenny pointed down at one of the batteries. “Hey, check this out. These batteries aren’t one huge junk. They’re like three dozen small ones linked together. I’ve been removing the cables so we can lift these pieces individually.”
I whistled. “That’s a big help. Wait, does that mean we can change the voltage of the battery as well?”
Kenny nodded. “Depending on if we put everything in series or parallel, yeah. So we can get two of these and wire them up to your power station and make sure everything is good.”
“Man, that’s great,” I said. “Well, we have these alternators. Want us to put them on the truck?”
“Yeah, just put them in the back, and then we’ll start getting these battery cells. They’re still heavy as hell but much better than trying to lift the entire thing.”
Jess and I walked out to the truck. The sides of the bed had bench seats built in, and beneath the seats were storage compartments. I knew we had to leave room for chainsaws and whatnot, so I let Jess direct me. She had us put the alternators in the compartment on the left.
When we walked back in there, Ellie and Richard were taking battery cells from Kenny. They both strained under the weight. Jess went with them to show them where to put them on the truck. I went to Kenny and grabbed a cell as well.
“Holy shit,” I said. “These things must be a hundred pounds each.”
“Easily,” Kenny said, grabbing one as well. 
We walked out to the truck, where Richard was helping Ellie lift her battery cell into the back of the truck. Jess was directing them to spread the weight out and to push it to the front of the bed.
Kenny and I slid our cells on the bed and pushed them to the front, to keep the weight more central. He expressed concerns about the weight of the battery overloading the truck. I couldn’t blame him.
“We’ll have to make a second trip to get the other battery,” he said. “Honestly, we might want to do it in three trips. Josh wouldn’t be too happy if we broke his favorite truck.”
We each grabbed two more cells, then went back inside to check on the forklifts. Josh and Stan were making good progress, unbolting everything possible. While everything else was kind of strewn about, I noticed the big forklift tines were set neatly aside.
“Plan on doing something with this?” I asked, pointing to the heavy blades of metal.
“That’s good steel,” Stan said while loosening a bolt. “Kenny can check it to see if it’s high carbon or medium. But either way, we can use that for something.”
Kenny grunted. “I’ll need electricity to test it, so we’ll have to do it when we get back to Hope. And it’ll take three of us to move those things to the truck.”
“Guess we’re making several trips here today, eh?” Stan said. Josh just grunted in agreement.
Jacob walked in a moment later with a rifle leaned over his shoulder. “Everything looks good out there. Can’t find any sign of anyone at all.”
“That’s good to know,” I said, walking up to the forklift. “How can I help?”
Stan pointed toward the front of the heavy vehicle. “Unbolt anything you can up there and throw it aside. We just need to get to the motor.”
I pulled the wrenches from my pocket and started searching for any bolts they would fit. The part I was working on didn’t matter, as long as I got it done. After all, we weren’t fixing this thing; we were just stripping it down. Jacob walked over to Ellie and Richard and helped them.
“Should we set up a smithy in Hope?” I asked, glancing over at one of the forklift forks. Uh, tines? Whatever they were called.
“If you’re smart, yes,” Stan said. “You can make a lot of stuff with a good smithy. More importantly, you can repair stuff. Once you get electricity going you’ll be able to use some power tools, but a good smithy is still a solid idea. In fact, those forks over there can be used to make a solid anvil. Not the hardest steel, but tough as hell.”
I nodded slowly, taking it all in. Of course, my first thought was making knives and swords, but tons of things could be made at a smithy. Tools, parts for my waterwheel project. And, uh, knives and swords.
I set myself to removing every bolt I could get my wrenches on. Many of them were quite large and required Stan, who had a half-inch breaker bar. He was a big guy and even he strained on many of them.
I glanced to the side and saw Shayla talking with Jess. They seemed to be getting along quite well, which was always a plus. Shayla caught me looking at her and gave me a sweet smile. A moment later Jess looked over and we locked eyes. After a few seconds, she gave me a warm smile as well. 
Well, that certainly put me in a good mood.
With a smile of my own, I went back to the forklift. We had removed a ton of stuff, and Stan finally stood up and grabbed onto the front.
“Help me out here, guys,” he said, grabbing onto a thick metal plate. 
We all grabbed and heaved, and it slammed onto the ground, exposing many components in the front of the forklift.
“Now we’re talking,” Stan said. He practically attacked the forklift with his socket wrench.
Josh and I joined in, unbolting everything possible and throwing it behind us. We were deep in the forklift’s guts now, to the point where it actually felt a bit exciting.
“That’s the motor right there,” Josh said, reaching in and tapping on it. “Not sure if we can get to it today, but we’re close. There’s just a lot of shit in the way.”
“And it’s all heavy,” Stan said as he tossed a thick bracket to the side. A thin sheen of sweat covered him, even in the cool weather.
“Can we use these wheels?” I asked.
“Not sure, but we’ll bring them anyway,” Stan said. “Those are solid rubber, so you never have to worry about flats. We use wheels like that up at Loch Raven to make small cars for people. Makes it easy to get around the settlement.”
“Hold on, you make your own cars?” I asked.
“Of course,” Stan replied as if it were obvious. “I mean, getting all these old cars to run isn’t exactly easy, and in most cases they’re just far too complicated. Plus we don’t have enough gas for them. When we’re able to, we make small electric cars to zip around Loch Raven. They don’t have much range, but people usually don’t leave the settlement. Things still aren’t really safe enough.”
“Man, you’re giving me some ideas,” I said, looking around. Did anything else around here have an electric motor in it?
Stan nodded. “Yeah, if you find anything with an electric motor, take it. We’ve stripped the motors out of everything we could find, from old electric cars to golf carts. Strange sport, by the way. Golf. Never understood why it got so popular. I guess things were different, eighty years ago.”
“You fellas planning on spending all day here?” Jess asked.
I turned and saw her standing there with Shayla next to her. Shayla smiled at me, then stared at the forklift. She seemed a bit fascinated by the piece of heavy machinery.
“If you have something better in mind, we can come back tomorrow,” Stan said.
“Yeah, we’re about loaded up with batteries right now,” Kenny added.
Jess nodded and crossed her arms beneath her heavy breasts. “We need to go to Ellie and Richard’s place to get some of their supplies. They have food, water, clothes, and all sorts of things they’ll need if they’re getting a new start up in Hope.”
“Good thing we have plenty of houses,” I said. “I think the one next to us is still in good shape. At least, I didn’t remember seeing any broken windows.”
I straightened up and knuckled my lower back. A moment later, the other guys did the same. We had a pile of parts that had been removed from the forklift; too much to haul in the truck, to be honest. But a lot of it was usable, even just as scrap metal.
We gathered up our guns and knives and moved back toward the truck. I still had my sword sheathed on my back. I mean hey, it was a flaming sword, of course I wore it even though I had no real use for it.
“Man, you guys are really loading up my truck,” Josh said as we walked up to the old Toyota. The bed was sitting noticeably lower than before, due to all the batteries in there. I offered Jess a hand and after a moment she took it and hoisted herself into the bed of the truck.
“What a gentleman!” Kenny said, grabbing my hand and climbing into the truck. Once inside he fanned himself with all three hands. “Oh, he’s got manners. I can’t contain myself!”
I laughed and walked around the truck to where Shayla was standing. She smiled at me and I reached out, taking her hand in mine. Stan, Ellie, and Richard walked up behind us.
“I know space is limited, but it’ll be nice to get some of our stuff,” Ellie said. “I was afraid we’d have to leave it all behind. Lord knows I need more clothes, though.” She looked down at the frumpy dress she wore—Jacob had found it in one of his closets and quickly washed it for her. Richard wore jeans and a shirt from one of the houses.
“Food first,” I said. “With this truck here, we can make daily trips so you can pick up all the important stuff. Although there will be stuff in your new house as well.”
“New house,” Ellie said. She slapped her son on the arm. “You hear that, Richard? We got ourselves a new house! I imagine it’ll be a lot nicer than our old one.”
Richard just smiled. Even though he could talk now, he still often chose to remain silent.
“You have a lot of food over there?” Stan asked.
Ellie nodded. “Yep. We worked hard to build up our little farm. We focus on things that can be stored for a long time, so we got ourselves beans, rice, some wheat and barley, all the good stuff. Got grapes, too, but those will be harder to move.”
“Worth the effort, though,” I said. “Making our own wine would be great. And you have barley, so we can make beer as well.”
Stan clapped me on the shoulder. “Eager to get drunk, I see.”
I laughed. “Nah. Just thinking about how the brewing process sterilizes water, which is important when our source of drinking water comes from a lake. It can also be a method of getting extra nutrition.”
“Good thinking,” Stan said. “Eventually, we can probably help you build a simple purifier. We have them all over Loch Raven. Run off the sun and they’re as simple as can be.”
Shayla shouldered into me, then pulled me a few feet away from the others. “I’ve been speaking with Jess,” she began.
“I noticed,” I said. “How’s that going?”
She shrugged. “I like her. She’s very reserved around you guys, but she’s nice. I’m probably going to stay with her over the next week or so, since I’ll be ovulating.”
I blinked. “Uh, okay. I wasn’t expecting that.” Shayla glanced at me and I quickly raised my hands. “Hey, I’m not mad or anything. I just wasn’t expecting that since we’ve been talking about batteries and food. It’s fine. Do what you feel is best.”
“You just have to understand, if I’m around you while I’m ovulating, I won’t be able to control myself,” Shayla said quietly. “I’ll wind up pregnant on day one.”
“Is it that bad?” I asked.
She gave me a wry look. “If you use the ‘h’ word, I’ll shoot you. But I’m assuming you’ve seen that before.”
“A cat?” I asked. “Yeah, of course.”
She nodded. “It’s that bad. So, if I’m around you, I’ll be fucking you.”
I chuckled. “Oh, the horror.”
She shouldered into me again. “I’m serious. I like you, Mark, but I don’t want to get pregnant yet.”
“Can you really not control yourself?” I asked.
“It’s tough. Really tough. My hormones go absolutely crazy and I’m like a different person. It’s kind of embarrassing, really. Back in Haven I would lock myself in my room for a week and some of the older ladies would bring me food and water. I don’t like people seeing me like that. I’m hoping that as I get older I’ll be better able to control myself. If nothing else, we have so much going on in Hope that my mind will stay busy and I won’t think about sex all the time.”
I frowned. A week without sex would be tough, especially since my girlfriend was so damn hot.
“So I won’t see you at all?” I asked.
“You’ll see me all the time,” she replied. “Just not at night. I’ll jump your bones the moment we get inside our house.”
I nodded. “Okay, honey. Whatever you need. I’ll help out however I can.”
Shayla tapped her lips with a finger. “I definitely won’t like being away from you. We’ll have to figure something out. Oh, I know! Let’s try anal!”
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We took a left onto Falls Road and started walking south. On our left was an old ice cream shop, followed by a pizza joint. I was tempted to grab some round pans from there so we could make our own pizza but I knew we had more important things to worry about. Across the street on our right stood the remains of a small strip mall, with a sign that read ‘Lake Falls Village.’ 
“Lake Falls Village,” I said. “That would have been a great name for a settlement.”
“Oh come on, we can’t change it now!” Shayla exclaimed. “Besides, I like Hope. It’s a good name and has meaning. It gives me hope.” She winked.
“Hard to argue with that,” Ellie said, looking at the shopping mall as well. “We already scavenged a bunch of stuff from there. Used to be a restaurant up in there, and a clothing shop as well. Those helped us a lot. Plus there’s a ton of cars, so we strung enough of their batteries together to get some power.”
We came to the next intersection and I peered to the left. It looked like the road led to a nice neighborhood, or at least what used to be a nice neighborhood.
Ellie saw me looking and nodded. “Lots of nice houses back there, and most of ‘em intact. Honestly, if you want to bring people into Hope, there’s plenty of houses there for them. We only searched a few, and in those we found enough stuff to hold us over for a good long time. Traded with the folks at Loch Raven and a few other travelers for the rest. Food’s the most important and we grew most of ours.”
“It’s good to see we have room to grow,” I said. “Hey Ellie, have you met any of these guys from Loch Raven before? Have they come down to trade?”
She shook her head. “Nah, not them. I met other ones, and they’re much the same. Hard men, but polite. Always ready to help someone else survive. That helpful spirit they got is probably why they’re doing better than everyone else.”
“How many people are up there?” I wondered aloud, not really expecting an answer.
“I don’t know any numbers, but I think it’s more than a thousand,” Ellie said. “Maybe two or three. Biggest settlement for miles and miles in any direction. I haven’t heard of any place bigger on the entire east coast.”
“We plan on visiting sometime,” Shayla said. “If nothing else, we could probably learn a ton from them.”
“Your place is right up here,” I said, pointing to our left. 
The old Royal Farms convenience store came into view and we veered across the road and entered the parking lot. As we got closer, I saw definite signs of the earlier conflict. Most notably, one of the Druids was dead in the middle of the parking lot. It looked like he had been shot several times, including in the head. He had been stripped of his armor and most of his clothing, leaving him partially naked on the pavement.
“I suppose he won’t be causing anymore trouble,” Shayla said, kicking the corpse’s leg as we walked by. “I’ll keep an eye on him, though.”
The front door was broken and hung at an angle. I grabbed it and pulled, trying to be careful so it didn’t fall and hit someone. The bottom edge of the door scraped against the sidewalk, and I leaned it against the wall once it was fully open.
Inside the convenience store was an absolute mess. It was immediately clear the place had been ransacked. Ellie and Richard walked inside, distressed from their first steps.
“Those fucking assholes,” Ellie said, practically falling into the nearest chair. “Looks like some of ‘em came back and took everything we had. Richard, can you check our food stores?”
Richard moved across the room and walked behind the counter while Shayla and I looked around. Previously, the shelves had been filled with all sorts of items and parts scavenged from the nearby area. Everything from pots and pans to clothes to car batteries. Some of that had been taken, and much of it was now strewn across the floor. Some of the shelves had been knocked over as well. It looked like anything the Druids didn’t think they could use, they had simply broken or thrown on the floor.
I couldn’t help but notice the blood stains on the floor. There were several of them, and a splatter on one wall. Honestly, the place looked like the scene of a horror movie. Shayla squeezed my hand tightly.
“I’m glad you two made it out alive,” she said to Ellie.
Ellie sagged in her chair. “I swear, those bastards are going to pay for this. We worked for years to make this place our home. We helped out travelers all the time, too, trading with them and giving them food, just like we did with you folks. And it’s all gone.”
I found myself staring at a dark patch on the back wall. After a moment I realized that was where one of them had gotten shot and the blood had dried black on the wall. A shiver went up my spine.
Richard came out from a back room and shook his head. 
Ellie threw up her hands. “They took it all?”
“Damn near,” Richard said. “We got a few things, but they took most of it.”
“Son of a bitch!” Ellie said.
Kenny, Josh, and Jacob walked in. Jess entered the room a moment later and stopped in the doorway, staring wide-eyed at the carnage. Jacob walked over to Ellie and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.
“You two are alright, and that’s all that really matters,” Jacob said. “You can rebuild a house, but you can’t rebuild a person.”
Ellie patted his hand. “I know, hon, I know. It still chaps my ass to see what them Druids did, though. I swear, I’m gonna burn their whole fucking place down one day.”
Stan and Josh went into the back with Richard to gather what they could. I looked around with Shayla, picking through the rubble and debris. Miraculously, the radio I had first heard Loch Raven on was still there, so I made sure to grab that. I took it out to the truck while the others searched through the room.
“Took our bullets and guns, too,” Richard said as I entered the building again. He returned to the back room after that.
“Yeah, I expected that much,” Ellie said. “Seems like they sent another group of assholes up here to raid this place after you folks killed the first one.”
The unspoken words hung in the air, and I knew exactly what it meant. The Druids would be back. We all knew it, we were all planning on it. Stan said more people from Loch Raven would come down soon. That would help.
“Well, if they come back we’ll handle them again,” I said, resting my hand on my holstered revolver. “Safety in numbers, and you guys are joining Hope. So, uh, I guess you can feel some hope.”
“Wow,” Shayla said. “That one was smooth. Did you just think of that all by yourself?”
I shrugged. “Eh. It was funnier in my head. Sometimes my execution isn’t on point.”
Shayla patted my shoulder. “Ten points for effort. Maybe you’ll get it right next time.”
I reached over and slapped her on the ass and she yelped, then laughed.
Richard emerged a moment later with a small, partially filled canvas sack in his hands. “This is all they left. Some wheat.”
“Bastards are probably too lazy to grind it into flour,” Jacob grumbled.
Ellie walked over to the back of the main room and pushed the door open. After peering outside for a moment, she closed the door. She let out an audible sigh, then turned to us.
“They trashed our garden. Looks like they took the easy stuff and ruined the rest. And someone took a shit on one of my tomato plants! Who the fuck shits on a tomato plant?”
“Druids, apparently,” I muttered, then raised my voice. “Well, let’s grab what we can and make a note of what we need to come back to get. I think we should head back to Hope and start sorting through this stuff and working on our power supply.”
Ellie waved a hand. “Eh, you’re right. Lemme grab some clothes, although lord knows I don’t have much that’s nice here. Made half of it myself. The stuff we’ve found in the closets up in Hope is better, to be honest.”
Jess walked up and stood next to me. “Do you have a plan? You speak like a man with a plan rolling around in his head.”
“I always have a plan,” I replied. “Sometimes I even have good ones. I’m just focusing on the basics, for now. Food, water, electricity. We’ll finish clearing out everything we can so we can see anyone that tries to sneak up on us.”
“I mean a plan to deal with the Druids,” Jess said once I finished. “It’s clear they’re going to be a problem here. They’re coming back; that much is obvious. Are you going to keep defending yourself from them, or take the fight to them?”
I frowned. “That’s a big mission for a small settlement, especially when half of our population belongs to another place. I don’t think we can realistically fight back until we have, I dunno, a hundred people at least. A hundred fighters.”
Jess nodded slowly. “That makes sense. Well, you have a good place. I’m sure you’ll draw some more people to Hope in no time at all.”
“Having a healer would help,” Shayla said, giving an exaggerated wink.
Jess laughed, a delightful sound. “Oh, you do keep tempting me with that. But remember, I have a life up in Loch Raven. I have duties, things that are expected of me. I can’t just up and leave.”
“Are you the only healer up there?” I asked.
“Not at all,” Jess replied. “We have four, and are training a fifth.”
Shayla walked in front of me and stood in front of Jess, openly looking her up and down. She took a step to Jess’s other side, then looped her arm through the redhead’s. “Then it’s settled. They don’t need you up there, so you’re staying here to help us build our settlement. Besides, I need somewhere to stay for the next week or so.”
Jess gave her a smile. “I do appreciate your offer, but it’s just not that simple.”
“Are you not allowed to leave?” I asked.
“It’s just more complicated than that,” she replied. 
Stan walked up to us, hands on his hips.
“What do you do up there?” Shayla asked. “Are you just a healer?”
Jess shook her head. “No, I do administrative work as well.”
“Oh come on, Jess,” Stan said, rolling his eyes.
“What?” she replied. “It’s true! I do administrative work every day. I get out when I can, I heal people weekly, and I handle a lot of the administrative work. Running a settlement as large as ours takes a lot of effort, you know.”
“What am I missing here?” I asked.
Stan crossed his arms. “She’s the mayor’s daughter. She just doesn’t like to tell people because she thinks they’ll treat her differently.”
“Oh, so you’re like royalty!” Shayla said with a grin.
Jess flipped him off. “Remind me to treat you differently next time I have a knife. No, wait. Mark, can I borrow that sword of yours?”
Stan laughed and walked over to help Kenny sort through the wreckage. I looked over right as Shayla squeezed Jess’s arm.
“I don’t care what you are, I just think you should stay here.” Shayla leaned forward and looked across Jess at me. “Mark thinks that as well.”
Jess blinked and looked at me. “Is that so?”
I shrugged. “Sure. I mean, you’re—”
I immediately stopped, as I remembered Jess didn’t like compliments on her physical form. Think, Mark, think.
“You’d be a valued member of our society,” I said calmly. “We would all be stronger, safer, and our future would be more secure with you here.”
She held my gaze for a moment, then gave me a slight smile. But it was a genuine one. Shayla leaned over and winked at me again.
Score.
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There wasn’t a lot of usable stuff left in Ellie’s place. The Druids had taken most everything with value and trashed the rest. I thought she was going to break down into tears at one point, but she just took a deep breath and let it out. Richard stayed quiet and just stared at the room with sad eyes. 
“Alright, let’s get going,” Jess said when it was clear no more progress was being made. “We need to get a house for you two back in Hope, and keep preparing things there.”
Ellie nodded and remained silent, just like her son. They walked out of the convenience store with the rest of us right behind them.
After loading up the truck—which definitely sagged in the rear now—Josh turned it on and idled while the rest of us got a head start.
“Sometimes it’s hard not to let this world bring me down,” I said to Shayla as we crossed the parking lot.
She kicked the corpse as she passed it. “Yeah, I know what you mean. But, being sad doesn’t feed anyone. We only have two options: keep pushing, or die.”
“At least they have seeds,” I said. “So we may not have any extra food now, but our future looks even brighter. And we can’t even fit all those seeds in our garden; we’ll have to start another one.”
“Which is a good idea in general,” Shayla added. “The last thing you want to do is base your future on one garden. We should have several, and groves of fruit trees as well. Maybe we can designate a certain area to be our primary farm.”
“Honestly, the space behind Jess’s new house would be good,” I said. “We’d have to clear it, of course, but with more people showing up that shouldn’t be too hard. But it’s a large area, close to the lake and the river so water wouldn’t be a problem, and accessible from multiple sides. Again, once we clear it.”
“That does sound good,” Shayla said.
“If I may offer some advice,” Stan said as he walked up to my other side. “Once you have enough people, you need to keep eyes on that road. Uh, the one next to the river.”
“Lakeside Drive?” I asked.
He shrugged. “I guess. I don’t know the name, but it sounds like you know the one I’m talking about. That one and Falls Road, those are easy entrances to Hope. Probably the most likely ways Druids or anyone else will come pay you a visit.”
“So, build a guard post?” I asked.
“Exactly,” Stan said. “And once you have things working better, a guard post with a radio, so they can communicate with the rest of you. Put two or three people there with sufficient guns and ammo. Make the post a secure position that can protect them from gunfire.”
“Man, it feels like we’re building a military base,” I said.
“It’s all about staying safe,” Stan replied. “There is safety in numbers, yes. But that’s not enough. We learned that the hard way in Loch Raven, when raiders came through years ago.”
“Jess told me about that,” I said. “They got her sister.”
“They got a lot of us,” Stan said. “It was a bad time, and we learned a hard lesson. Now the entire settlement is surrounded by a wall, and we have regular patrols. Something to keep in mind.”
“Thanks,” I said. “Sounds like the work will never stop.”
Stan clapped me on the shoulder. “Sounds like you’re getting the idea.”
“And hey, just to say it again, thanks for helping us out so much,” I said. “You guys are really doing a lot of work here, practically building this place. We really appreciate it.”
Stan just gave me a good-natured smile. “We’re raised to help people, Mark. That’s how we all are up in Loch Raven. Unless you’re a raider or a Druid, then we kill you on sight. But how I see it, if you guys survive, we all get a bit stronger. We’ll have another settlement to trade with. At some point, you guys can help us out. And since you’re familiar with this place and how things used to be, investing in you is simply a good idea.”
“Well, all of those are good points,” I said.
“Plus if the Druids want to attack us, they’ll have to come through you guys first,” Stan continued with a shrug. “So we’re also looking out for ourselves in helping you.”
I laughed. “Okay, I get it. So you’re doing a ton to help us, but in the end we’re making you guys safer.”
Stan winked and gave me finger guns. “Exactly.”
“Didn’t you say more people are coming?” Shayla asked him.
“Yeah, tomorrow,” Stan replied. “Should be here tomorrow morning.”
“Good, that’ll go a long way toward getting all this done,” I said. I reached over and took Shayla’s hand in mine. “And I have to figure out how to pass time, since you’ll be largely gone for a week.”
“Ugh, don’t remind me,” Shayla said. She waited to say more until Stan backed off and went over to speak with Ellie and Richard. Then, she lowered her voice. “I don’t think I’ll be able to stay away from you that much. And like I said, we’ll spend a lot of the day together. I’ve talked with Jess about it; she’ll be spending a lot of time with us. Once she sees me getting all hot and bothered, she knows to pull me away.”
“So Jess will be our referee?” I asked with a chuckle. “She’s going to keep you from fucking me?”
“Exactly,” Shayla said. “Although as I said earlier, I still want you to fuck my ass. I can’t get pregnant that way, last I checked, so I should be able to spend at least one night with you as long as we keep it to that.”
“You make it sound dangerous.”
She smirked. “I don’t think you understand how insatiable I’m going to be.”
“Well, at least I’ll have Jess to keep me company, right?” I meant it as a joke.
Shayla tapped her lip thoughtfully. “That might be a good opportunity to win her over, you know. You can show her the kind of man you are, and how you won’t take advantage of me when I’m ovulating.”
“You still think she’ll want to stay here?”
Shayla smiled. “Mark, we both want her, that much is as obvious as the sun in the sky. I’m just being more open about it. It’s okay if you want her; she’s gorgeous, fun to be around, and she’s a healer. Honestly, if you didn’t want her I would think something was wrong with you.”
I nodded. “Okay, so let’s say I manage to win her over and something happens. Something, uhh….”
“Oh, like you fuck her?” Shayla said, a bit of excitement in her voice. “If that happens, I’d like you to tell me about it. Oh, I’d want to join in, as well.”
I raised an eyebrow. Shayla was comfortable with her sexuality, but she seemed a bit more…graphic than usual.
“I just want to feel those huge tits of hers in my face. And I want to slip my finger in—” She cut off and glanced at me. “Heh. Yeah, I’m ovulating. I guess it began today.”
“Farewell, my dear girlfriend,” I said, kissing her on the cheek. “I’ll see you in a week. I’m going to shack up with a hot redhead in the meantime.”
Shayla groaned. “Ugh, please tell me what her pussy tastes like. I’ll bet it’s like heaven.” She glanced over at me again. “Sorry, kind of hard to control myself when I get like this.”
I released her hand and patted her on the butt a few times. Yeah, on purpose. Her tail raised up and she arched her back slightly.
“It’s okay, honey,” I said, slapping her butt again. “I’m here for you, no matter what.” Aaaand one more pat on the butt.
“Ugh, you keep doing that and I’m going to drag you into the woods and make you fuck me,” she said. 
I raised a finger. “But! Remember, I can only cum in your ass.”
She took a deep breath. “God, just hearing you say that…. I’m as wet as that fucking lake right now.”
“Makes me want to go for a swim,” I said.
“Mark, you’re not helping!”
I laughed. “Sorry, my dear. You’re just so damn pretty. It’s hard to resist sometimes.”
“I understand,” she said, but her face was flushed. “Okay, when we get back to Hope, I’m gonna have you fuck my ass and then I’ll spend time with Jess, or at least in her house. Oh wow, it’s really hitting me now. I feel like I’m in a daze.”
Now, I’d been with plenty of women in my life, enough that I knew they often got a bit restless when they ovulated. But nothing like this.
And she continued as we walked back to Hope, muttering little things under her breath. She seemed to get hornier with every step. It was oddly fascinating to see, but in the end she did kind of remind me of a cat. When they went into heat, they were almost annoyingly horny.
“We might jump back here later today to get more of those battery cells,” Stan called out as we walked by the maintenance facility.
“Good thinking,” I said back to him.
Shayla squeezed my hand firmly and looked up at me. I smiled and leaned over, kissing her temple. Her resulting smile warmed my heart, but I noticed her tail lashing around.
I released her hand and put my arm around her shoulder. She slipped her arm around my waist and we walked down the road like two young idiots in love. Which, to be fair, we were.
I could feel Shayla’s anticipation as we turned right and entered our neighborhood. Everyone seemed to be in a good mood as we walked among the houses. 
We went straight for Jacob’s yard, which was turning into our de facto meeting point. I helped the guys unload the heavy battery cells right next to our power station, which now displayed only seven percent.
Kenny looked up at the sky. “We need to get a roof on this. I think that should be our top priority today. Weather won’t be like this forever, you know.”
“Good point,” I said, looking around. A pile of sizable logs was stacked near my house, roughly eight or ten feet long. Those would do well, and a memory floated back to me of Stan saying those logs were to build something.
“Hey Mark, can you help me with something?” Shayla asked, tugging on my arm. “Back at the house. I just need help for a few minutes, then we can come back and build stuff with these guys.”
“Sure, honey,” I said. 
“Yeah go on, go on, we’ve got it,” Stan said with a good-natured smile. “You guys take care of stuff in your house. We’re gonna start on this.”
Shayla took me by the hand and hurried away, practically dragging me toward the house. I couldn’t help but smile, knowing what was coming.
“What do you need help with?” I asked, just trying to gently tease her a bit.
“My pussy,” Shayla replied. “Or, I suppose my pussy and my ass. Ah, you know what I’m talking about.”
She threw the front door open and didn’t even bother closing it. We ran through the living room and turned down the hallway. Shayla’s shirt was already off by the time we got to the bedroom, and I was only a few seconds behind. I almost broke the window kicking my boots off. Whoops.
Shayla rolled over onto her back and spread her thighs for me. As soon as I was fully naked, I crawled between those muscular legs of hers, intending to give her an orgasm or two. She reached down and pulled me toward her.
“No, I just need you inside me,” she said. 
Hey, no complaints here. I licked my fingers and wiped them on the head of my cock, then rubbed it against her lips. Holy hell, she was soaking wet. I pushed in with ease, entering pure heaven.
“Oh, fuck me good, Mark,” Shayla said, tossing her head back and smiling. 
Her eyes closed and she almost seemed in a trance as I began thrusting. She reached around and grabbed onto my ass, making me thrust even harder inside her.
“Fuck, I want your baby,” she said, finally opening her eyes and looking at me. 
She started to say something else about that, so I leaned down and kissed her. Shayla wrapped her arms around me and tried to choke me with her tongue. I focused on slamming my hips forward, fucking her just as hard and fast as she wanted.
“Put your baby inside me,” she said against my lips. “Fuck, I want it so badly.”
Hearing her crave me in such a way scratched an itch I didn’t even know was there. I kept pounding her good and hard while she moaned loudly. As much as I wanted to erupt inside her, I didn’t want to get her pregnant yet. And more importantly, she didn’t want that either.
I straightened up and pulled out of her. “Here, turn around and bend over,” I said.
“Ahhh, get back inside me,” Shayla said. 
She scrambled around and kissed the head of my cock, then let out a small moan and took the whole thing into her mouth. She sucked harder than ever before, and I probably could have finished that way, but after a few seconds she turned around and presented her ass to me. Her tail moved to the side.
“Hurry, Mark,” she said. “Please, my pussy needs you.”
I shook my head and kept my cock not quite touching her. “Nope. We’re finishing a different way, remember?”
“Fuck, I don’t care, just get inside me,” she moaned, shaking her hips side to side.
I spat on my thumb, then began gently massaging her little pink asshole. Shayla moaned loudly and I pushed my cock inside her pussy again, keeping it good and wet. The way she moaned and breathed while rocking her hips back against me was simply incredible. I spat on my thumb again and kept rubbing her ass while I pulled out.
“No, get back inside me,” she said, looking over her shoulder. A faint sheen of sweat was on her brow, and her face was flushed.
I gently rubbed the head of my cock against her asshole and spat on it, then began pushing. I knew I needed to take it slowly, as she wasn’t used to that, so once I got the head inside I kept in there for a moment, letting her relax. Shayla moaned loudly and tossed her hair around. I pushed in a little bit further, then pulled out halfway. She was doing well, so I—
Shayla pushed back against me, taking me all the way to my balls. Before I could even react, she started moving back and forth, pushing her ass against me and practically yelling my name.
“Fuck, Mark! Fill my ass with your cum! Please, I need it!”
I grabbed onto the base of her tail and held it tightly, then began moving with her, fucking her bubble butt with deep strokes. I barely lasted thirty seconds until I was also yelling. I came so hard I thought I pulled a muscle. Shayla moaned with me, pressing those perfect ass cheeks of hers against my hips, making sure I was as deep as possible inside her.
“Oh, that was amazing,” she said between breaths. 
She kept moving, just slightly, and I felt her clench her asshole around the base of my cock. I spasmed from the strong sensation, and she did it again.
“Holy shit,” I said, wiping sweat from my forehead. “That was incredible.”
“Oh my god, I am so happy right now,” Shayla said. “We’re doing that every chance we get. I’m gonna make you fuck my ass three times a day.”
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After holding each other for a few minutes, we crawled out of bed and went to the bathroom to wash up. We had a five gallon jug of water in there, which lasted a surprisingly long time as long as we were careful. 
Shayla placed her hands on the sink, bending over a bit and shaking her butt at me. She smiled at me in the mirror. “I meant what I said, by the way. We’re doing that as much as possible.”
“You won’t hear me say no,” I replied. “Do you feel better now?”
“Oh, much,” she said, but she pushed her ass back and pressed it against me. “Now that I’ve got your cum inside me, I can think again. I might need to go again in a few hours, though, so you’ll be fucking my ass again tonight.”
I laughed. “I thought you said you were better and could think clearly again.”
“I am,” Shayla protested. “And I’m choosing to think about your cock in my ass.”
I slapped her on the butt. “Atta girl.”
“To be safe, I’m going to spend the night at Jess’s house, though,” she said. “If I sleep next to you, I’ll wake up in the middle of the night and make you fuck my pussy. And as absolutely delicious as that sounds right now, I can’t get pregnant. At least not yet.” She winked at me.
“Whatever you say, my love,” I said, giving her a gentle pat on the butt. 
It was kind of an automatic gesture, but I looked down and did it again. Her butt was muscular, with a nice layer of softness over it. It didn’t jiggle much, but had an impressive bounce. She saw me staring and wiggled her hips at me.
“God, you’re beautiful,” I said, leaning forward and kissing her on the cheek.
“Thanks, I try,” she replied with a sweet smile.
We finished cleaning up and grabbed our clothes. The guys would be waiting for us, and I didn’t want to miss all the work.
“Finally, you can start on that project you’ve been mentioning,” Shayla said. “That whatever-building in Jacob’s front yard. Guard tower, or whatever.”
“Hell yeah,” I said, pulling my shirt over my head. 
We hugged each other again, then left our house and went outside. I couldn’t help but smile as I saw the neat rows of our garden. Especially since not even a week earlier it had looked more like a rainforest.
I wasn’t sure how long it had taken us to complete our little romp, but I knew it wasn’t long. That being said, I knew not to expect much progress in that short amount of time. Instead, what I saw was Stan and Kenny carrying a log over to Jacob’s front yard. Once there, they dropped it on a small pile of similar logs. Josh had the weedeater out and was decimating the grass in the area.
After setting the log down, Kenny saw us coming and waved. “Hey Mark, I grabbed your machete. Hope you don’t mind.”
“Yeah, no problem,” I replied.
“I figure it’s better than using your sword,” Kenny said with a laugh. He bent down and used the machete to strip bark from the log. Definitely not a job for my sword.
“I should teach you how to use that thing one day,” Shayla said from beside me.
“My sword?”
She nodded. “Yeah. If you’re going to carry something like that, you should know how to use it. I’ll bet Jacob could help as well.”
So, my Beastkin girlfriend was going to teach me how to use a sword. Life just got more and more strange.
After dragging one more log onto the pile, Stan wiped sweat from his brow and put his hands on his hips. “We can’t start yet, but we’re preparing. Stacking materials. When the guys show up tomorrow, they’ll bring more stuff. I called them and asked them for a few things while you guys were working in your house. Did everything go okay?”
“Oh yeah, just fine,” Shayla said. “It was a tight situation but Mark just put himself right in there and got the job done.”
“Good to hear,” Stan said with a nod. He went back to helping Kenny with the log.
I looked over at Shayla and saw her grinning up at me. “You’re just delicious, you know that?” I said, and bent over and kissed her.
“What’s got you two lovebirds smiling so much?” Jess asked, walking up to us. She took one look at Shayla and chuckled. “Ah. Nevermind. I can read the room. Good job, Mark.”
I wasn’t quite sure how to reply to that; I was afraid I’d say something awkward or start talking about Jess’s backdoor again. So, I decided to change the topic.
“What are we building? I think we all agreed about building something here, but does anyone have a specific plan?”
Jess put her hands on her hips. “Aren’t you the leader of Hope? You’re the guy with all the ideas, after all.”
I shrugged. That was something that had never occurred to me. “Nah. I’m just a guy trying to build a better life in this crazy world.” I looked over at Shayla and squeezed her. “And take care of those I love.”
“Awww, you love me?” she asked, hugging me back.
“I’d be an idiot not to,” I replied.
“You two are cute,” Jess said, then turned to the other guys. “Hey, how much more are we doing today?”
“As much as we can!” Stan replied in a cheery voice. He turned and walked back to the other folks, who were all working together.
Shayla released me and shrugged. “More hands means less work.” She walked over there as well.
Jess looked at me. I shrugged.
Together, we all went over there and joined in. They had a good number of logs from clearing the yards, so we dragged them all to Jacob’s front yard and stacked them somewhat neatly. Jess walked over and spoke with Kenny. He gestured with his hands—all three of them, it was quite interesting to watch—and I got the idea they were planning the design on the spot.
Shayla and I carried another log and tossed it onto the pile, then I broke off from the crowd and went to talk with Kenny and Jess.
“...and if we angle it that way, it’ll provide maximum visibility,” Kenny said while Jess nodded. “Hey, Mark. What’s your plan for this?”
I had actually been tossing around a basic idea in my head the past few minutes, so I wasn’t caught off guard by that question. These guys were the real builders, so I was a bit surprised to hear them ask me for my thoughts, but I had picked up on a bit of that lately; they were starting to defer to me as a leader.
“Well, a watchtower is my first thought,” I began. “And we’ve all agreed that we need a storage space for the power supply and whatever else we want to cram in there.”
“Did we agree to that?” Kenny asked, turning to Jess. “I’m not sure I remember agreeing to anything. Did we put it to a vote?”
Jess rolled her eyes. “Maybe we can build it atop Kenny’s grave.”
Kenny thought for a moment. He crossed two arms and used his third to rub his bearded chin. “Well, that just doesn’t make sense, Jessica. Especially since we all agreed I was going to be buried in your front yard.”
Jess rolled her eyes again. “Keep it up and I’ll get that stupid sword of Mark’s and cut off one of your arms.”
“Good thing I have spares!” Kenny said, waving all three. “Also, his sword is amazing. Definitely not stupid.”
“But like I was saying,” I cut in. “A watchtower, as tall as we can safely build it. On the ground floor, a small storage room for all the important shit. Next to that, a larger room where maybe a dozen or so people can relax and have a meal.”
“Oh, I like that,” Kenny said. “Keeping people together, a real sense of community. That’s something we’ve lost up at Loch Raven. It’s too big for that neighborly feel.”
Jess opened her mouth to disagree, then frowned. “Yeah. That’s a good point.”
“Should we start mapping it out?” I asked, walking over to Jacob’s front yard. 
I stood there for a moment with my hands on my hips, looking around. After a few seconds, I jammed my heel into the ground and used that to dig a small hole. From there I counted ten paces and did it again, then turned ninety degrees and repeated the process until I had the four corners of the watchtower marked.
“If we make the storage room the same size, the social room can be twice as wide. The entire thing will be one big square, at least the footprint. That should help save some building materials.”
I stood there for a moment and tried to envision it. A simple design, but efficient.
“Solid idea,” Kenny said, taking a step toward me.
He looked around, clearly trying to envision my basic design. He marked a few places with his heel as well. Jess gave me a small, approving smile.
“I’m gonna get us something for dinner while the rest of you work,” Jacob said. I noticed he had my shotgun over his shoulder. “Got some birdshot in it,” he said, seeing my look. “Hoping I can get something out by the lake. Also got two slugs in my pocket in case I see a deer.”
“Get somethin’ good!” Ellie called out.
Jacob replied with a toothy grin that made him look a little more than half-crazed.
“Who’s got a shovel?” Stan asked.
“I’ll grab one,” I said. 
I almost grabbed one from my house, but then I decided to go to the house with my Porsche instead. That place was going to get torn down and salvaged, so I figured I may as well pull tools from it now. 
When I got to the garage I smiled at my car. I was eager to get it done, although I knew it would take a long time to get ready. Still, being able to drive in this world was going to be a real game-changer.
I found a shovel hanging on the wall and grabbed it, as well as a steel rake. I took those back to the guys in front of Jacob’s house.
“Perfect,” Stan said, taking the shovel.
Kenny grabbed the rake and handed me my machete. I set myself to removing the bark from some of the logs while Shayla held them for me. It was hard, tedious work, but at least it helped pass time quickly. Kenny raked all the cut grass and foliage out of the way while Stan began digging a square trench that would ultimately be the foundation for the building. 
We worked quickly. Stan’s energy seemed infinite, and Ellie and Richard helped in every way they could. Shayla took a moment to talk with Jess, and I caught them both sending smiles in my direction on several occasions. 
After about thirty minutes, I grabbed my wheelbarrow and brought it to the building site. That was a big help with hauling all the cut grass out of the way. We decided to lay it out on the street, just as we did in front of Jess’s house. Richard manned the weedeater, cutting even more.
Time flew by, and suddenly the sun was turning shades of orange and pink. Jacob returned with a small deer over his shoulders, which brought cheers out of everyone. He began skinning and butchering it while we finished up our building site. 
“We’re gonna need a lot of wire,” I said, looking around. Getting even a little bit of electricity from our power station to multiple houses would take hundreds of feet of wire.
“Power lines,” Kenny said. “The big ones are aluminum. A lot of the smaller wires, like the ones that go directly to a house, are copper. We can use those.”
I knelt in front of the power station. It was at six percent. Well, we would be fixing that soon. Everything was going to be okay.
We had a simple dinner that evening of grilled venison, with beans and rice. Everyone talked and laughed, and the mood was high. Shayla sat next to me, our knees touching, and Jess sat on her other side. I noticed their knees also touched.
“I do rather enjoy the feel of this place,” Jess said after a bite of venison. “The sense of accomplishment. The open space. Everyone is happy. It’s nice.”
“And you have your own house,” Shayla said. “Although you’re going to have a roommate for the next week.”
Jess smiled at her. “Yes, and I’m looking forward to that. You can help me go through the closets and tidy a few things up.”
“Putting me to work so soon?” Shayla asked, giving a mock frown. “Man, I haven’t even moved in and you’re already wearing me out.”
Jess gave a delighted laugh and laid her hand on Shayla’s knee. With everyone’s mood so high, I felt emboldened, so I spoke up.
“I’d love for you to stay, Jessica. I like you—Shayla and I both like you—and you’d be a valuable member. Having a healer would help keep us safe, too. If you agree to stay, even just for a few extra weeks, we’ll help you clean up your house.”
“Aren’t you all going to help me clean that place anyway?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Well, yeah. But our energy is split among all these places. We’ll dedicate more time to your place so you can relax on your back porch.”
She stared at me for a moment, then smiled. “Are you going to start talking about coming in my back door again?”
“Boy, I would,” Shayla said under her breath, loudly enough to be clearly heard.
I just smiled back at Jess. “Hope would be a better place with you here.”
Jess looked at me, then Shayla, then back at me. After a moment, she nodded, just slightly. “I’ll give you an extra two weeks, to see how I like things here. Will that work?”
In reply, Shayla set her plate down, then threw her arms around Jess and hugged her. Jess laughed and hugged her back.
“I think it sounds great,” I said.
We finished the evening talking about everything under the sun. Shayla and I hugged and kissed, and finally she walked off to go to Jess’s house. We decided against her spending even a little bit of time in bed with me, since she said she couldn’t trust herself. 
I watched Jess and Shayla walk away. Shayla slipped her arm around Jess’s shoulders, and Jess held Shayla by the waist. Even in the failing light, the view of those two walking away was damn near magical. It was enough to fill my dreams that night.






  
  20


Avoice woke me early the next morning. Actually, several voices. 
“Hello?”
My eyes snapped open. It was very faint, barely making it into my room. In fact, the only reason I heard it at all was due to the fact I had left my window slightly open to let some cool night air in.
“Hello?”
It was a woman’s voice, and she sounded scared. If it was a woman, then it probably wasn’t one of the Druids. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and stuffed my feet into a pair of padded slippers I had found, then grabbed my shotgun. It had two shells already in it, so I tossed another two into my front pocket and carefully left the room.
I moved down the hallway and across the living room, then opened the front door as quietly as possible. It was still early in the morning and the sun had only partially risen, so everything cast long shadows across the ground. 
I didn’t hear the woman’s voice again, so I stayed low and moved across my front yard, being careful to avoid the garden. Trees were still everywhere, so after twenty feet I was next to a dense forest.
“Hello? Are you—Mark, is this where you—”
She cut off with a yelp.
“No, please!” a man’s voice said. “We mean no harm! We’re here to help!”
I moved to the edge of the treeline and looked down the street. Shapes moved down the broken asphalt with their hands raised over their head. I distinctly recognized the bearded form of Jacob with a rifle aimed right at someone’s head.
“Jacob, is that you?” the woman’s voice said.
“Jenna?” he replied, lowering his rifle. “Well, I’ll be damned. Get over here, woman!”
She ran to him and threw her arms around him. It was an oddly tender moment, considering how coarse Jacob often was. As I walked toward them, shotgun in hand, I could hear her sobbing. More people joined in until it was one big sobbing group hug.
“There there, you’re safe now,” Jacob said. “Everything’s gonna be alright.”
I walked up to them, silently counting people. The dim light made it tough, but it looked like four people in total. 
The group hug finally broke up, although I still heard a few sobs come from people. They noticed me and I was their next target. 
Jenna, the old healer from Haven, practically crashed into me, sobbing against my shoulder. I kept my shotgun down and returned her hug with my left arm, holding her tightly against me. The rest of them walked up to me, one man with a bald head joining in the hug. Another man and woman stood there, teary-eyed, smiling at me with clear relief on their faces. Both of them had dark hair.
“Did you really walk all the way here?” I asked Jenna.
She sniffed and released me. “My god it’s good to see you,” she said, wiping her eyes. She took a deep, settling breath, then glanced at the other people with her. “Yeah. We all did, although….” Another sigh. “A full dozen of us left Haven. Only us four made it.”
I opened my mouth to invite them inside, but Jacob beat me to it. “Come on, y’all. Let’s get you some fresh clothes and something to eat. We have a bit of leftovers for you.”
I looked over and saw Stan and Kenny standing on their front porch, guns in hand, watching us. I gave them a thumbs up and they waved in acknowledgement.
“I’ll grab some clothes as well,” I said, looking over the people. 
The men all looked to be around my size, and all of them slender. I turned and went back to my house, resting my shotgun over my shoulder. At least I wouldn’t need that thing anymore.
I found myself shocked that they had walked the distance from Haven to Hope. Sure, I had done the same thing, but I knew this city and we had Jacob with us. Their journey would have been much more difficult, and their loss of people was testament to that.
Once inside I went to the bedroom and leaned my shotgun in a corner. I decided to belt on my revolver, just to build a safe habit, and then pulled on some socks and fresh boots. Then, I went to the closet and picked out some clean clothes for the men. Jenna was a bit larger than the woman that had previously lived in my house, so she’d have to get clothes from someone else. Maybe the guys would have something.
I walked back outside and crossed the street to Jacob’s place. Faint candlelight gave a warm glow to his living room window. Kenny and Stan were also walking over there with some clothes in their hands. Good, they had the same thought. Well, Ellie had once mentioned they were a helpful sort.
I walked into Jacob’s house with the clothing in my hands. The new folks were still emotional, and the other woman with them was seated on the sofa, crying into her hands while a man gently rubbed her back. They were the dark-haired couple I had seen earlier. 
“I was so afraid,” she said between sobs. “And now we’ve lost everything.” He gently shushed her and held her tightly.
I set my armful of clothes on the coffee table. Ellie walked into the living room, wearing an oversized t-shirt and holding a shotgun. When she saw what was going on, she leaned the gun against a wall and walked over to the couch to help comfort the woman.
Jenna and the other man were seated at the dining room table. Jacob brought them each a mug—probably filled with whiskey, if I knew him—and sat down with a mug for himself as well.
“Alright, from the beginning,” Jacob said.
Jenna took a deep breath and wiped her eyes. She sipped on her whiskey and made a face, then set it in front of her and began.
“Well, after you folks left, we got together and voted for a new mayor. Wound up choosing Sam.”
“Sam? Farmer Sam?” Jacob asked. “He was always a level-headed one.”
Jenna nodded. “Yes, and that’s why we chose him. He was a good man.”
“‘Was’ a good man,” I pointed out.
Jenna frowned. “Yeah. He lasted a single day.”
Jacob shook his head. “Who did it?”
“That bastard Jason,” Jenna said. “Him and Mitchell and Clayton. They executed Sam right in front of everyone and took over the place. They aren’t the worst of rulers, but their word is law and they won’t budge on anything. Claim they’re going to make the settlement better than it’s ever been, and they’re doing it by kicking out the people they don’t like.”
Jacob looked like he wanted to spit, but remembered spitting on his own floor was no good. He swallowed it instead. “Well, at least you’re free from them. You can all start a new life here.”
Jenna stared down at her hands. “We left the next night after they had gone to sleep. We brought food and weapons, but not enough of either. Mark had told me once where he was going, so we started moving north, trying to find Lake Roland.”
“Holy shit,” I said. “I never thought you would actually come here.”
“Never thought we’d have a reason,” one of the men muttered.
Jenna kept staring at her hands. “Snipers got one of us not too far from Haven. Right where that highway starts.”
“Eighty-three?” I asked.
Jenna nodded. “We moved as quickly as possible but ran into problems. The deadly kind.”
“Druids?” Ellie asked over her shoulder.
Jenna nodded again. “Yeah.” She took a deep breath. “Between all of us, we knew enough of the city to take that highway north and take the Falls Road exit. We figured that much out. And we planned our journey so we moved at night, but they still found us.”
Everyone was silent for a moment, as well all knew what that meant. Kenny walked in the door a few seconds later, a stack of clothing in his hands.
“What took you so long?” I asked.
“We decided to wake the others,” Kenny replied. He saw where I had placed the clothes and set his stack next to them. “This should be enough for everyone. Our healer will be here in a few minutes in case you folks need any help.”
I pointed at Jenna. “She’s a healer, so they’re good in that aspect. They lost a lot of people to the Druids, though.”
Kenny’s face paled. “Did they get any women?”
The woman on the couch burst into tears again. 
Jenna shook her head. “No. We made sure of that.” She sighed and her voice hardened. “They managed to grab Sheila and started pulling her away. Will over there shot her in the head so she wouldn’t have to suffer. He managed to kill one of the Druids as well.”
I looked over and saw the man seated on the couch next to the sobbing woman. Will, apparently. He had a blank stare on his face, like he had seen too much and would never recover. 
“I just remind myself of what I saved her from,” Will said. His voice sounded hollow. Empty.
“I’m really sorry,” I said. “I can’t imagine how hard that must have been.”
Will looked up at me with haunted eyes. “Sheila was my daughter. She had just turned fifteen.” The woman next to him began wailing and he held her tightly and wept with her. Ellie rubbed the woman’s back.
I felt sick to my stomach. Words couldn’t describe what they must have been feeling.
“I just remind myself that I saved her from a life of torture. Everyone knows what the Druids do to women,” Will said once he had found his voice. The woman in his arms still wept profusely. I assumed she was Sheila’s mother.
“The Druids killed the rest,” Jenna continued. “We fought back as best as we could, but they overwhelmed us. Doc and James held them off so the rest of us could run away. I just hope they died quickly. After we ran away we heard them screaming. I don’t think I’ll ever stop hearing that sound.”
Jacob looked over at me, and I recognized the fierceness in his eyes. And I agreed with the unspoken thought.
“You’re safe now,” I said. “We’re a small settlement, but we’ve already fought off a team sent by the Druids. If they come back, we’ll be ready. We have guns enough for everyone.”
Stan walked in the front door, followed by Jessica and Shayla. Jess immediately went to the sobbing couple on the couch and knelt in front of them. Shayla came straight to me, but I saw the immediate recognition in her eyes.
“We’ll help you all start over,” Shayla said. “You’ll get your own houses here, and a peaceful life.”
“What do you call this place?” Jenna asked.
“Hope,” I replied. “It seemed fitting.”
She nodded. “I like it.”
“Do you need any healing?” Jess asked, walking up to the dining room table.
“No, honey,” Jenna said. “I took care of that already.”
Jess blinked. “You’re a healer?”
Jenna nodded. “Since I was a little girl, yes. But I can’t heal death.”
I spoke up. “I know you’re all tired, in more ways than one. Let’s get you all to some beds so you can rest. When you wake up, we’ll help you all start over.”
Will finally raised his head. “Thank you. I saw you a few times in Haven—I think everyone saw how you left. I’m Will, and this is my wife, Tiffany.”
“Some of you know me,” Jenna said, then gestured to a bald man seated next to her. “And this is Arnold.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Arnold said in a low, tired voice. He sounded completely defeated.
Ellie stood up and looked around at everyone. “Let’s get them to bed. Once they wake, I’ll make sure they eat, and then we can take care of everything. Come on, you. Yes, dear, I know you’re heartbroken. Trust me, I understand it. Right now you need sleep more than anything else. You can have my bed for now.”
She herded everyone into the hallway, gently pushing them toward the bedrooms. Even Jenna. It only took Ellie a few moments to have everyone on a bed. They passed out almost immediately.
I walked over to the dining room table and sat where Jenna had been. I took a sip of her whiskey since she hadn’t really touched it. Shayla sat next to me, where Arnold had been, and sipped on his.
“I think we all know what this means,” Jacob said quietly, so the others wouldn’t hear. “The Druids know more people are coming here. They’re going to pay us a second visit, and I’ll wager soon.”
I nodded and took another sip of my whiskey. It wasn’t a great drink or even a good one, but somehow the burning fit the mood that morning. “We’ll make sure we’re ready. Maybe their grief can lend them strength so we can prepare.”
“We should cut a line through the trees to that road by the river,” Shayla said, gently swirling her mug. “From what I can tell there are two roads into Hope. That road—”
“Lakeside Drive,” I said.
Shayla nodded. “And the one right outside.” She looked over at me.
“Lake Manor Drive,” I said. “And that turns off West Lake Avenue. And you’re right, now that we have enough people, we should keep a pair on each road with food and guns.”
“No women,” Shayla said. “Not until we have more. If by chance the Druids show up, we can’t risk them getting our women.”
“Agreed,” Jacob said. 
Kenny walked up and sat down next to Jacob. “I couldn’t help but overhear you folks, even though you’re being quiet. If the Druids are involved, keep the women out. We’ll be using Josh’s truck over the next day or two to get things out of that maintenance facility. Some for here, some to take back to Loch Raven, as was agreed. That truck is armed and armored, so it’ll stop a squad of Druids with ease.”
“Are we still mounting machine guns on the front of the Porsche?” I asked, meaning it as a joke.
“Yeah,” Kenny replied. He reached over and took Shayla’s mug, then downed half of the whiskey in a single gulp. “I think there’s enough things in that maintenance facility to trade for at least one automatic rifle and some ammo. We’ll have to figure out what to mount on the other side. Maybe a semiautomatic shotgun so you can do some real damage. I’d prefer a grenade launcher but that’s too costly.”
Well, I wasn’t going to argue with that. Machine guns on a vintage Porsche? I mean really, who in their right mind would say no to that?
“Something big,” Jacob said. “We still need to finish looking through all the rifles we found in here. Been so busy we haven’t finished. There’s always a chance we can find something in another house, too.”
“I’m sure I can rig something up,” Kenny said, staring into the mug of whiskey. “Sorry I stole your drink, Shayla. It’s a whiskey kind of morning.”
“No apology needed,” she replied with a sad smile.
“More of us are set to arrive today,” Kenny said. “We’ll have them start on clearing things right away, and you and Josh can get to work on the Porsche. The women can work on the houses. Knowing the Druids are a real threat, it don’t feel right having the women even a bit vulnerable.”
“I’ll make sure we’re all armed,” Shayla said. She sighed and reached out for the mug. Kenny passed it to her and she tossed it back. “Sounds like today’s going to be a busy day.”
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Iwas tempted to go back home and get another hour of sleep, but I knew my mind was too busy to let me rest any further. Still, I went back and washed my face and hands and brushed my teeth. After grabbing a fresh shirt, I went back outside. 
I made it just in time to see Jess yawn and stretch her arms over her head. That morning she wore a plain t-shirt, and the way her large breasts strained the fabric mid-stretch made my mouth water. Her hair was a bit messy and she looked tired, but she was no less beautiful than usual. In fact, bedhead was a good look for her.
“Good morning, Jessica,” I said.
She hesitated for a moment, then smiled. That often happened when I used her full name.
“Hey Mark,” she replied. “Looks like you have another healer, and one more experienced than me. I did promise you a week here, but I’ll be going back after that since you won’t need me.”
“Boooooo,” I said, stepping up to her. “Look, you’re more than just your healing ability. Please don’t go.”
She raised an eyebrow. I knew she was testing me by saying that.
“You’re valuable to this settlement for many reasons,” I continued. “It wouldn’t be the same without you. I think you’d have a nice future here, with your own home and some space. Plus, I have all that old pre-war knowledge, so I can help create a lot of neat stuff here. Maybe you can help me write it all down so we can teach it to our kids one day.”
Her eyebrow raised further at that. It dawned on me that I had said “our kids” just a second ago; I had meant our kids in general, like the children of Hope. But it came out sounding like I was talking about Jess and me having kids. I was going to clarify, but decided to just roll with it.
The truth was, I wanted Jess in many ways. She was an intelligent, incredibly beautiful woman, and tough as nails. She had leadership experience and would be a valuable connection to Loch Raven. As much as I wanted her for myself, she would help the settlement survive. Plus, Shayla liked her as well. Her staying was just a great idea, all around.
“What if I don’t want kids?” she asked, placing her hands on her ample hips.
I spread my hands. “You have that freedom. I’ve heard how things are in this world. No one is going to push you into being a baby factory. You can be whatever you want, here.”
“Is that so?” she asked. 
“Yeah,” I said. “And you’d be close to Loch Raven, so you can visit whenever you’d like. I’ll have the Porsche done soon, so we can take drives up there.”
“Are you trying to tell me something?” she asked quietly.
It was time to roll the dice. “I want you to stay here,” I said, calmly and confidently. “I like you, Jessica. And honestly, Shayla likes you as well. Stay with us, help us become a happy little family. Help our settlement grow.”
She paused before answering. “And what do I get out of this?”
“Love, support, compassion. We’ll take good care of you.”
“I’m not a child. I don’t need someone to take care of me.” Her expression was as flat as her voice.
I thought for a moment. Beneath her calm exterior, she was a tough woman with big dreams. Of course she didn’t want a caretaker. “Then fight by my side. Help us eradicate the Druids and make this world a safer place. Start a life with Shayla and me.”
Her eyes widened and she opened her mouth to reply but nothing came out. She cleared her throat and finally spoke.
“Well, I wasn’t quite expecting that,” she said quietly. “Are you saying you like me?”
“Absolutely,” I said. “And I want you to stay here.”
“Rumors of me being a lesbian didn’t scare you off, I see,” she said, crossing her arms.
I laughed. “Because you’re more than just your sexual preferences. I think you’re an incredible woman, and Hope would be better with you here.”
She pursed her lips and stared at me for a moment, her eyes like emeralds. “I’ll give it some thought. Just remember, I’ve got your girlfriend for the next week.” She gave me a crooked grin and turned around, then walked up the driveway. Her hips moved much more than usual, and I certainly got an eyeful.
Jess and Shayla together? Now, that was the stuff of dreams.
I walked inside right behind Jess, almost running into the door jamb because I was checking her out so much. I covered it pretty smoothly, though, and I didn’t think anyone noticed. Well, except for Kenny, who was struggling not to laugh at me.
Shayla was still seated at the dining room table, so I walked over and kissed her on top of her head, then sat next to her.
“Hey, gorgeous,” I said. 
Shayla leaned over and rested her head on my shoulder for a moment. “Hey, yourself. Where are we even starting today?”
“I think we need to split up,” I replied. “We just have too much going on. Fortunately, we have some more guys from Loch Raven showing up today, which will be a big help. I’m hoping we can get a group of people to continue clearing the area while a few more go to the maintenance facility and get stuff we need.”
“What about you?” Shayla asked.
“I’m going to work on the Porsche,” I said. “It’s becoming clear that some transportation is going to be extremely important for us. The sooner that thing is running, the better.”
“I’ll help you with the car,” Kenny said, leaning back in his chair. “I been thinking about it, and as long as we keep it simple, we should have enough stuff to make it all work.” He set his chair back down and stood up, stretching for a moment. “Suppose I should go check our tools.”
“I’ll stay around here,” Jacob said. “Those new folks will need to see a familiar face. I’ll help get them situated and select a house for them to start on. Probably next to the one we gave to Jess.”
I looked over and saw Jess talking with Stan and Josh. She saw me looking and gave me the faintest of smiles, then went back to her conversation.
“How’s that going?” Shayla asked with a grin.
“Pretty good, I think,” I said. 
“You know I’m gonna steal her away from you, right?” Shayla asked, still grinning. Jacob laughed.
I just leaned over and kissed her on the temple. Her tail swished around, as it often did when she felt mischievous. 
“I suppose we should get some breakfast in our bellies so we can get started,” Jacob said, pushing himself up. 
“I’ll help,” Ellie said, and crossed the room toward him.
They began working on breakfast while Shayla and I remained at the table. I reached over and placed my hand on hers and gave it a squeeze.
“I wasn’t expecting anyone from Haven to come up here,” Shayla said quietly. “I’m grateful for the addition to Hope, though. And I know them; they’re all good people.”
“Good. Right now, the more people, the merrier.” I rubbed my chin for a moment. “I hope they brought guns. I didn’t see much on them. I think that one guy, Arnold, had a backpack.”
“They probably lost most of their stuff running from the Druids,” Shayla replied. “Well, at least we have plenty of guns, right? And the folks from Loch Raven seem to bring their own.”
“I don’t know if the next team coming is like this one, though. These guys are builders and fighters. I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”
“I’m just grateful for them all,” Shayla said. “I don’t think we’d make it without all this help. Or, maybe we would, but it would be so much harder. We owe them. I hope they don’t feel the same way.”
I thought on her words for a moment. “I don’t think so. They don’t seem like the kind to help us only so they can get something out of it. Besides, they’re scavenging some houses and the maintenance facility as payment.”
Shayla nodded and looked down at her hands. “I guess I’m just not always so trusting. I get the feeling your world was better than this one.”
I shrugged. “Not necessarily. I mean, crime was everywhere, especially here in Baltimore. We had crooked politicians to worry about. Think of that mayor, Cameron, and that bastard of a constable. Uhh, Michael. Now, imagine those guys in charge of an entire state, or a country.”
Her face paled a bit. “That sounds terrible.”
“Yep. And it happened more often than I’d care to admit, and all over the world. Thankfully, humanity generally trends toward goodness. It’s good to see that much survived, even if assholes like the Druids want to ruin everything.”
Shayla frowned. “Technically they don’t want to ruin everything. They just want to control everything.”
I took a deep breath and let it out. It was increasingly obvious that we had to do something about the Druids one day. Hell, all of those gangs deserved to die, but the Druids were by far the worst. Plus, they were the closest.
“Breakfast,” Ellie said, sliding two plates in front of us. 
Venison and potatoes had been sauteed together, it looked like. A simple breakfast, but absolutely delicious. Ellie handed us some forks and we dug in.
“You’re getting good at this whole cooking thing,” I said to Jacob.
He grinned and gave his pan a shake. “Yeah, it’s not so bad. I like making stuff that tastes this good.” He glanced over his shoulder, toward the living room. “It’s nice making food for our people, too.”
“You’re a fine man, Jacob,” Ellie said, standing next to him with her fists on her hips. “A fine man, indeed.”
“Ah,” Jacob said, waving it away. “Remind me to tell you how I got my nickname.”
“Don’t none of that matter,” Ellie replied. “I see how you treat people, and that’s what’s important.” 
He turned and looked at her and for a moment I thought something passed between them. Jacob just grinned and went back to cooking, and Ellie turned and brought two more plates of food out. Her face was flushed, though. Shayla saw it, too. She glanced at me and grinned.
“God damn, this is good,” Kenny said around a mouthful of breakfast. He sat on the couch next to Stan. “Jacob, you’re going to make someone a fine wife one day.”
“You say such sweet words!” Jacob yelled back. 
I looked over and caught Jess’s eye again. We gave each other another smile, and she smiled at Shayla as well. 
It was good to see that, among all the chaos in this world, flirting with the hot redhead was going well.
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After breakfast, Shayla and I helped Jacob and Ellie clean up a bit. We were running low on water, so I made a mental note to take some of those five gallon jugs out to the lake to refill them. 
Which once again reminded me that I needed to figure out a way to pump water into our settlement. Electricity, too. One task at a time, I told myself.
“Do you need any help with the car?” Shayla asked, bumping her shoulder into mine.
“Nah,” I replied. “Kenny and I will take care of it. It’s a small car and there isn’t a ton of space to work on it. Clearing this place out is probably more important.”
Shayla nodded, then went onto her toes and kissed me. “I still expect you to fuck me good and hard tonight,” she whispered. With a wink, she turned and walked away, smacking herself on the butt in the process. She smiled at me over her shoulder.
“Man, how did I get so lucky?” I asked myself.
“Well, you did take a bullet in the stomach for her,” Jacob said, suddenly standing beside me.
“Oh yeah,” I said.
“I think that went a long way toward showing her you cared,” Jacob added, clapping me on the shoulder. “I’d say you earned it. Her, that is.”
I tried not to remember the feeling of getting shot. It was like remembering some horrible nightmare.
“You ready?” Kenny asked. One of his hands rested on his hip, and he clapped the other two and rubbed them together. “Let’s get this done.”
“Yeah, the sooner the better,” I said. Kenny and I started across the room.
“Hey, our buddies should get here in about an hour,” Stan said. “I told them to just meet us at the maintenance facility so they can help us carry some shit back here.”
“Good thinking,” I said.
“They’re also bringing a few things to help us build that watchtower,” Stan continued. “I pulled some strings for you so we can do it right.”
I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but I thanked him anyway. Then, Kenny and I left and walked through the overgrown yard to the house next door.
“It’s a mess, but we can get plenty of good stuff from here,” Kenny said, slapping the side of the house as we approached. “Copper pipes, good wiring, honestly even some of those roof shingles still look usable. It’s not a total loss, it just looks like it.”
“And I imagine there’s a few things in the kitchen that can be saved,” I said.
“Exactly,” Kenny added as we approached the garage. 
We both stood there for a moment and admired the car. It really was a piece of art, with its bulging fender flares and sleek profile. Of course, the ass end was sitting about four inches too high since we had removed the engine and transaxle, but that could be fixed pretty easily.
“We’re getting pretty close to having a usable shell,” Kenny said as he approached the rear end of the car. He poked around and tapped a large metal tank. “Do you know what this is?”
“It’s an oil tank, at least I think,” I replied. “These cars were oil- and air-cooled, so they held something like fourteen quarts of oil.”
Kenny whistled. “Well, we can definitely use the oil. Refine it, clean it up, and put it in Josh’s truck or something similar.” He looked around for a moment, then grabbed a few wrenches and went to work.
I decided to do the same. I had a million questions for Kenny, but ultimately I knew I needed to get this damn car done. Once we had transportation, things would change, and for the better.
Most of the interior was done. At least, I thought so initially. I was interested in keeping it somewhat nice looking so I had avoided removing the dashboard and the door panels. Well, they didn’t weigh much so ultimately I figured that was the right decision. 
The roar of Josh’s unmuffled truck echoed through the neighborhood, and a moment later they drove off. That inspired me to work faster, and I moved around to the front of the car. I enjoyed keeping the stock look, but the reality was that I simply didn’t need most of the stuff. The headlights could stay. Blinkers, fog lights, those were now worthless. Fortunately, they came out pretty easily.
Kenny dropped an armload of stuff from the engine compartment onto the floor of the garage, right next to the engine and transaxle. 
“Let’s see, we need the brakes but we won’t have power brakes anymore,” I said to myself, staring beneath the hood. Or, frunk, I think it was technically called. Front-trunk. Whatever. Most of the work up there was done.
I walked back around to the open door and peered inside. The car had manual window cranks, which would be good to keep as well. Honestly, the interior was pretty much ready. We just had some mechanical things to remove and it would be time to start building it up.
Kenny tossed another handful of brackets and bolts onto the floor, then peered around the engine lid at me. 
“Hey, I think we’re getting close to being done gutting this thing,” he said, brushing his hands together. “What were your ideas for the batteries and motor?”
“I figure the batteries can go where the back seat was,” I said. “It should be pretty easy to make something to hold them all in place, and that’ll put them in a good central location. Good for the center of gravity and handling, as if that matters.” I barked a laugh. “But that also means we need less wiring.”
Kenny nodded. “Good thinking. What about the motor?”
“Direct drive,” I said. “I don’t think it’ll be too hard to make a bracket, or an adapter, to connect the splined output of the electric motor to one of the rear axles. I figured we can do one first, just powering a single rear wheel. Keep it simple and make sure it works.”
“And then once it works, add the second motor?”
“Yeah,” I replied. “Twice the power, too. I know that’ll affect the range, but let’s be honest: this thing won’t have a ton of range in any configuration.”
Kenny frowned and stroked his beard. “If you’re careful with it and drive slowly, you’d be surprised at how many miles you can get out of it. The direct drive might present an issue, though. I mean, if your rear wheel is spinning at the same speed as that motor, it’ll try to go two hundred miles an hour. Obviously we can’t do that.”
“Hmm, good point. I hadn’t thought of that.”
“If we can do a basic gear reduction system, that’ll help a ton. We can probably rig something up, something simple involving a couple gears and a chain, but I wonder…” He looked over at the engine and transaxle and his eyes narrowed. “If we can figure out a way to use that transmission, that might be the answer. It would certainly be stronger and more reliable.”
I tried to picture what he was talking about. “You mean, mount the electric motor to the transaxle and just kinda leave it in first gear?”
“Basically. I don’t think it would be that hard, especially if we remove all the other shit we don’t need.”
We both stood there and stared at the transaxle for a moment, trying to envision it. I wasn’t a mechanical genius or anything, but it seemed simple enough.
“We don’t need the clutch or anything,” Kenny said, stepping up to the engine and transaxle. “I’ll need to do some math to figure it all out, but my best guess is that first gear will work great. Second gear would be best but I don’t know if the forklift motor has enough power for that.”
“I think it’s about thirty or forty horsepower, if that helps,” I said.
Kenny let out a chuckle. “Honestly, we’d be better tearing the electric motor out of that Prius and using that. But hey, we work with what we’ve got. I still think this is a solid plan.”
“It’s a lightweight car,” I said, turning to look at the Porsche over my shoulder. “Let’s go for second gear.”
Kenny nodded. “Let’s do it.” 
He turned and went back to the tool cabinet and dug around, eventually retrieving a large ratchet and a handful of sockets. With those in hand he went to the motor and started breaking some bolts loose to separate the engine from the transaxle. I helped him, and we had it done in no time. Once we were done, we dragged the engine out from beneath the car. The mechanic’s creeper it was on was barely in one piece, but it miraculously held together.
“Now what?” I asked, looking at the transaxle.
Kenny laughed. “You’re supposed to have all the good ideas, Mark!”
“Okay, okay. So, let’s remove all the shit we don’t need and figure out how to attach an electric motor to second gear.”
“Now you’re talking,” Kenny said.
Well, it wasn’t easy, that was for certain. We spent the better part of an hour taking the transaxle apart and figuring out what was what and what we could safely remove. Honestly, without Kenny I wouldn’t have been able to do it. There wasn’t a ton we could do, but we managed to remove fifth gear. Just that was enough to save a few pounds, so we decided to stop before we broke something.
“Damn thing is heavy,” Kenny grumbled. The two of us hefted it into the air and set it on a spare piece of wood to protect it from the concrete floor. From there, we slid it back beneath the car.
“Alright, who wants to lift and who wants to tighten bolts,” I asked.
Kenny waved his arms, all three of them. 
“Ah, right,” I said. “You do the tightening. We’ll both lift.”
We pushed the transaxle generally into place and crawled beneath the car from opposing sides, then both heaved it into the air. Between the two of us it wasn’t too hard to lift into place, and fortunately Kenny could hold it with one hand, hold the bolt in place with another, and tighten said bolt with his third arm. Damn thing came in handy.
“Now we just need to reconnect the axles,” Kenny said.
“I left the bolts over there,” I said, pointing to a handful of bolts in a neat pile on the garage floor.
We each took half and lined the axles up, then slid the bolts in. Tightening them didn’t take long at all. In fact, with someone like Kenny helping me, I was amazed at how quickly we got the work done. Of course, we didn’t have to worry about things like connecting the clutch, which helped.
We crawled out from beneath the car and walked around to the back. The weight of the gearbox helped lower the car a tad, but it was still far too high in the rear. We could fix that the next day. We both stared at the end of the transaxle, where it would mount to the engine. 
“So, we just need to connect that to the electric motor,” I said, pointing at the input shaft.
“Yep,” Kenny said. “Not that hard, to be honest. We can make something out of aluminum or steel, and use the motor itself to help center everything.”
I held out a hand to Kenny. “Thanks, buddy. I couldn’t have done this without you.”
Kenny shook my hand and grinned. With his other hand, he clapped me on the shoulder, while his third hand stayed on his hip. It was almost comical.
“I know!” he replied. “But we’re not done yet. We still need a bit of fabrication, and then we have to mount the batteries and wire them in place. I don’t think any of it will be very hard, to be honest.”
I nodded while staring at the back of the car. It felt pretty surreal, to be honest; building an electric Porsche 911 in a post-apocalyptic world. Oh, and we were still planning on adding guns to it.
What else would we do?
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Kenny took a step next to me and together we stared at the car. 
“What are your plans for it?” he asked. “I mean, how are you going to use it?”
I frowned at the empty engine compartment as I thought. “I dunno. I guess I’ll go see other settlements. Loch Raven, of course. I can take it up there and trade for stuff, maybe do the same with some other settlements, assuming I can contact them.”
He nodded slowly. “Good, good. Is that all? Going for any fun rides?”
I shrugged. “Probably. I mean, it’s a Porsche 911, it would be a crime if I didn’t try to enjoy it.”
“Good point,” Kenny replied. He stroked his beard for a moment. “Biggest issue is the capacity of those batteries. Even with that little motor, you aren’t going to have much range. Adding more batteries would help, but then you wind up with a heavy car, and a heavy car needs more power and more batteries.”
“How much do you think we’ll get out of this?” I asked.
Kenny shrugged. “I’d be happy with twenty miles between charges. I think I can rig up one of those gauges to show you how much power’s left in the batteries. You know, if we could get a solar panel on the roof, that might help. It wouldn’t charge very quickly, but it could add a few miles, and give you an option of charging when you’re away from a power source.”
“Would being able to change gears help with range?” I asked.
“Technically, you can,” Kenny said. “We’re leaving it in second gear, but if you wanted to you could cram it into third gear and maybe get a bit more speed out of it. Without a clutch though, you might wind up grinding the gears a bit, and the last thing you want is to have a broken transmission when you’re ten miles away from home.”
“Let’s do the solar panel,” I said. “Although that’ll cover the sunroof, so Shayla won’t be able to stand up and shoot people.”
“I know, it’s a shame,” Kenny said. “But she can still lean out the window. That works for us, sometimes. And I still want to mount some guns on those fenders. I’m dead-set on that.”
Well. I had intended my comment as a joke, but Kenny meant business. I just decided to roll with it.
“Shame we can’t put a turret on the roof,” I said.
“Nah, no room for anyone to stand. The car is too small. Plus, I think it would be best to put a solar panel up there.”
“Best to keep it simple,” I said. “Man, we really got a lot done today. Hard to believe we did all that in a couple hours.”
Kenny leaned out the garage door and glanced at the sky. “A couple hours? It’s past lunchtime.”
My stomach grumbled as if to confirm what he had said. “Well, shit.”
Kenny laughed. “Yeah, things like that happen when you’re having fun, am I right? Tomorrow we’ll mount the batteries and work on getting that motor attached to the transmission, assuming the boys bring it today.”
“So, clean up time?”
Kenny nodded. “Yeah, let’s keep things tidy.”
Of course, that mostly meant we just shoved everything over to the other side of the garage. 
The 911 was rapidly approaching completion. We had largely removed everything we didn’t need, although I still noticed a few tidbits we could take out to save a few more pounds. Other than some finishing details, we just needed to mount the motor and batteries and we’d have a funmobile. 
“I want to work on that power station today,” Kenny said, taking one last appreciative look at the car. “I think that’s going to be our top priority. Of course, we’ll have to charge those new batteries some before we use them. We can use the old ones to do that.”
Just then, we heard the roar of Josh’s truck starting in the distance. It appeared they were done with their work at the maintenance facility for the day.
Kenny and I finished up and left the garage. As we walked down the broken driveway, Josh’s truck came into view. The rear end sagged a bit, implying it was filled with heavy parts. That was a good sign, and I hoped the electric motor was in there.
A second vehicle rolled in behind them, much quieter than the truck. I blinked in confusion when I saw it. They had mentioned the cars before, but seeing it in person was a different thing altogether.
A shiny red Toyota Prius drove in behind the truck. It had been lifted a few inches, with off-road tires installed on the stock wheels. The wheel openings had been enlarged to allow for more clearance, even though the wheels had been pushed out a few inches, probably for the sake of stability. The rest of the exterior was mostly stock other than a rather heavy duty front bumper guard, but it was hard to miss the armored turret on the roof. 
“What the hell?” I said as the Prius pulled to a stop behind the truck. 
“Ah yeah, they’re great cars,” Kenny said with a grin. “Really great. Can’t kill ‘em. Not the biggest or fastest, but they’ll certainly get the job done.”
After another look I realized it didn’t quite have a turret on the roof; it was more of an armored circle surrounding a hole in the roof. A man stood on a small platform inside the car and held a rifle. Those armor plates kept him safe in case of a firefight. 
“Now I’ve seen it all,” I said as we walked to the end of the driveway. In the distance, the weedeater and at least one chainsaw still roared.
The man standing in the turret dunked his head back inside the car, and a moment later one of the rear doors opened. Two men got out, plus the driver. They all looked rather similar, same as Kenny and Stan; tall, bearded, rough. Apparently, the exact kind of guy Jess wasn’t into.
Stan exited the truck with a big grin on his face. “Hey, I brought some friends!” he shouted as we walked up to the Prius.
“Hey, guys,” I said to the new men.
“This here is Alex,” Stan said, pointing to a tall blonde man with a long matching beard. He could have been Stan’s little brother. “Guys, this is Mark, the leader of this new settlement.”
I reached out and shook his hand. “Good to meet you,” I said.
“Hey hey!” came Alex’s reply.
“And that’s Mike and Matt,” Stan said, pointing at the other two men. 
They both had dark hair, although only Mike had a beard. He seemed similar to Alex and the rest of the guys; tall and bearded. Matt was on the short side and mostly clean-shaven, with bushy eyebrows and a lantern jaw. 
“Good to meet you,” Matt said, stepping up to me and shaking my hand. His voice was gruff and he spoke in quick, clipped tones. A man that meant business.
“You too,” I said, trying not to wince from the force of his handshake. “Good to see I’m not the only one around here that doesn’t wear a beard.”
Matt reached up and rubbed his chin. “Can’t stand ‘em. Makes me feel like a wild animal.”
Stan waved us over. “Alright, enough pleasantries. Let’s get this shit unloaded.”
Matt gave a quick nod. “Right.”
I helped the guys in the Prius and Kenny went to the truck. The lot of us began carrying things over to where we wanted to build our watchtower. I carried several hammers, an antique hand-crank drill, and a box of big nails that looked like a blacksmith had made them.
Next, I helped them carry a handful of head-sized stones from the back of the Prius. The small car couldn’t hold a ton of them, but they brought a solid dozen. It looked like the truck had been packed full of them as well. 
After that, I helped Mike carry a five-gallon Home Depot bucket. Damn thing was heavy as hell, definitely a two-man carry.
“What’s in this thing, concrete?” I asked.
“Yeah, man,” he replied. “For the foundation of your building. Aren’t you guys building a watchtower or something?”
“Yeah, exactly that,” I replied. Wow, these guys had concrete?
We carried a second bucket of concrete over to the building site and set it down. I needed a slight break after that.
“Where did you guys get concrete?” I asked.
“Remember, we’ve been raiding and scavenging for decades, dude,” Mike said. “And we got cars, so we can get this stuff from further away.” He reached down and slapped the side of the Home Depot bucket, right on the logo. “We found two of these stores and took everything we could. Probably built half of Loch Raven that way over the years. Concrete is hard to come by, but we’ve got a decent stash of it.”
“Can’t tell you how much I appreciate it,” I said, looking at all the supplies we were laying out.
Stan dropped a heavy stone onto the ground and gave me a good-natured smile. “There’s more coming. Remember, if you guys make it, that’ll ultimately help us survive. We’re stronger when we work together.”
I nodded. “Good point. What’s next?”
Kenny walked up after having set a battery cell by our power station. “I’m going to get to work on that thing. The battery is down to four percent, so we don’t have much left. We have all the cells to one of those batteries now, which should be enough to start.”
Stan nodded. “We’re going to have Mike and Matt take their car back to the lake and dig up more stones. We’ll need plenty of them for the foundation of this thing.”
Mike waved as he walked back to the Prius. “We got it, man. Let’s go, Matt.”
“Right,” Matt said. 
He followed Matt back to the Prius and they both climbed into the front seats. They turned it on, executed a three-point turn, and drove back toward the lake.
“Once we get enough stones for the foundation, we’ll start on this,” Stan said. “Gotta make sure we do things the right way. We’ll keep bringing stones to do the lower wall as well. They’ll probably bring some more concrete later, too. It takes a decent bit to do all this, although we have to use it sparingly.”
“Can’t tell you how much I appreciate this,” I said.
Stan just gave me another grin and went back to the truck. I followed him, so I could help unload stuff. He placed something heavy and metal in my hands.
“There you go! We finally got it unbolted. There’s a pile of wiring in the truck as well.”
I looked down at the electric motor in my hands. “Damn. Thanks, Stan. This is exactly what we needed for the Porsche.”
He winked. “I know.” He grabbed another stone and carried it over to the rest.
I took the motor and cradled it in my arms, then walked it over to the garage. It felt like it was around fifty pounds, so pretty solid but not so much that it would weigh the car down. It also felt like solid gold in my hands—not in weight, but in value. That motor was going to completely change things in Hope.
And then I remembered the second forklift motor. What would we do with that? Having two cars would be a blessing, if we could get them working. I didn’t think any of the cars we had seen so far were candidates, though. Well, we did have a Prius, but I think the Loch Raven guys had already claimed that one. There were still plenty of houses, garages, and thus cars to search, though. We’d find something for sure.
I set the electric motor next to the Porsche, then walked back to the cars. The roar of the weedeater and chainsaws had ceased, and a group of people walked up to us. Jacob, Shayla and Jess, and Richard and Ellie. The new folks from Haven didn’t seem to be awake yet, but I couldn’t blame them.
“Hey, honey,” Shayla said, stepping up to me. 
She went on her toes and kissed me, then slipped an arm around my waist. Jess was right there, looking a bit awkward. I reached out and put my arm around her shoulders, gently squeezing her to me, then let go. She gave me a smile and stayed there.
“How’d all the clearing go?” I asked.
“It’s going really well,” Shayla said. “With this many people working, we have Jess’s front yard almost fully cleared out, and we’ve started on the side and back.”
I opened my mouth to say something but Jess cut me off.
“Don’t you dare talk about my backdoor,” she warned.
“I wouldn’t dare!” I replied, then turned to Shayla. “So, how bushy was Jess’s front door?”
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Stan and Kenny did a good job of directing people once the Prius returned. The Mad Max-ified car was loaded to the limit with stones, and we got it unloaded in a matter of minutes. After that, the guys returned to the lake to get more. 
“It’ll probably take three or four trips to get enough, but we’re almost there,” Stan said. “At least for the foundation.”
Kenny dropped a stone in place and pointed to a spot for Jacob to set one. “Gotta have a strong foundation,” he said. “And that’s what we’re doing now. If we can build these lower walls from stone as well, that’ll go a long way toward making this thing last a hundred years.”
With that many people working, things went very quickly. Mike and Matt made a total of six more trips to the lake to retrieve stones, which we placed in the ground. They had dug out a two-foot-deep trench in a square which we had marked earlier. It felt almost unnecessarily beefy for a relatively small building, but they were insistent it was the way to go.
“Stones are free,” Stan said, giving Ellie a friendly smile as she walked by. “Logs are free. Clay is free. Just takes a bit of sweat to use it, so we’d be best to do it right.”
I watched Ellie walk up to Jacob. The two spoke for a moment, Jacob nodded, then they went into the house. They returned a moment later, Ellie carrying Jacob’s camping stove and Jacob carrying a small table. After two more trips, they had a nice little outdoor kitchen setup, complete with a cutting board and some knives.
“Who’s hungry?” Jacob called out. Several people raised their hands and shouted back. Jacob barked a laugh. “Then I suggest you find something to eat!” 
Ellie smacked him on the arm. “Oh, you be nice.”
Jacob laughed a bit more. “Ah, don’t worry, fellas. We’re gonna take care of your grumbling bellies.”
The next time Matt and Mike drove up, Jacob spoke with them. After unloading some stones, the three of them left together for the lake.
“Looks like dinner will be taken care of,” Shayla said, watching the guys drive away.
“I know what I want to eat,” I said, kissing her on the cheek and grabbing her butt.
Shayla giggled. Her eyes went to one side and I noticed her smiling at Jess. Ah, there was definitely something there. And you know what? Good. Jess was a catch, and not an easy one. Having a smoking hot girlfriend as my wingman definitely gave me an advantage.
I grabbed Shayla’s hand and walked up to Jess, who was standing about ten feet away from the rest of the people. “So, have you decided to stay yet?”
She looked at both of us, and I thought I detected a hint of a smile. “Maybe,” was all she said.
“Oh come on, Jess,” Shayla said, almost whining. “You know you want to. You like Mark, and you know we’ll be good to you. Just say yes already!”
Color stained Jess’s cheeks but she kept her expression level. “It’s not an easy decision to make, Shayla. You’re asking me to decide on my entire future after only a few days here.”
“A few awesome days,” Shayla corrected.
Jess opened her mouth, then closed it. She looked like she was confused, perhaps internally conflicted, but hiding it.
“Oh, enough,” Shayla said, releasing me. 
She walked up to Jess, took her face in her hands, and kissed her. And man, she really laid it on her. Tongue in mouth, hand on ass, the whole nine yards.
“I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to try,” Jess said once they had finished kissing. Her eyes flicked over to me and she gave me a slight smile.
Now, had I been just a bit more of a risk-taker, I would have walked over there and kissed Jess as well. But something about it still felt wrong; it wasn’t the right time yet. Shayla had opened the door though, and that was the important bit.
Ellie walked into Jacob’s house and returned a few minutes later with the people from Haven behind her. They still looked tired, but they wore fresh clothes and looked cautiously ready to start their new lives.
“Hey, guys,” I called out, waving to them.
“Hey, Mark,” Jenna said, walking up to me. She hesitated for a moment, then leaned forward and gave me a slightly awkward hug. “I just wanted to say thanks for having us here. For giving us a new start.”
“Of course!” I replied, patting her on the back.
Shayla gave Jenna a tight hug and a big smile. “We’re grateful you guys are here, although we’re terribly sorry about the hardships you had to endure.”
Jenna nodded slowly. “Yes, indeed.” She turned to watch Tiffany and Will walk down the driveway, arm-in-arm. “I think it will take them a long time to heal from what they had to do. Truth be told, they may not ever recover from it. Be gentle with them.”
“Can’t think of any other way to treat them,” I said. “Do we have a house for them yet?”
“We certainly don’t have a shortage of houses around here,” Shayla said. “I was thinking we could give them the house next to ours. On the opposite side from the one the guys took.”
“Sounds good to me,” I said. 
Shayla slipped away from me and grabbed my machete, then walked over to Tiffany and Will. They still kept themselves slightly apart from the rest of the people, which I understood. I couldn’t even imagine having to shoot my own daughter to prevent her from being tortured. Like, holy shit, was it even possible for anything to be darker than that?
Shayla beckoned them to follow. Tiffany wiped her eyes and they followed my girlfriend across the street.
“Such a sad story,” Jess said.
“I was thinking the same thing,” I replied. “I wish there was something we could do to help them. Obviously we can’t bring a person back from the dead but I wonder if there’s anything we can do to fill that void.”
Jess frowned. “There are plenty of children that need parents. Accidents happen, sometimes people get killed by raiders or Druids or mutated animals. Do you think they’d want to raise an orphaned child?”
“I think that’s a solid idea,” I replied. “Cleaning up the house will hopefully help them heal a bit, or at the least distract them from what they just went through. Giving them a child to raise is probably the best thing to fill that emptiness they must be feeling. Plus, an orphaned kid gets a family.”
Jess watched me for a moment, then smiled. “So, how do you feel about children?”
I shrugged. “I like ‘em. It would be nice to have some, one day. Not right now, but in the future when we have more stability and facilities. Clean water, electricity, maybe a school.”
Her smile remained. “Son? Daughter? Any thoughts on that?”
I shrugged again. “I don’t think the gender of the kids really matters, although I think every man wants a son. I just want healthy, happy kids. That’s what’s most important to me.”
She kept smiling, so I met her eyes and held her gaze for a moment. God damn, but she was beautiful. I decided to take a small risk and leaned forward, kissing her on the cheek. Not quite the cheek; right at the corner of her lips. Her smile deepened and she blushed slightly, so I just winked and walked away. Leave her wanting more.
I went over to where the men were working and joined in. It looked like they were almost done with the foundation, and were stacking piles of rocks for the lower wall. Richard brought out a five gallon jug of water and they began mixing some of the concrete. I watched as they poured it onto the stones, then we all added another layer of large stones on top, creating one hell of a solid foundation.
A gunshot rang out in the distance. A few people jumped, but judging from the direction it was just Jacob getting our dinner. A moment later a second gunshot echoed through the trees.
“Sounds like we’ll eat well tonight,” I said, dropping a stone where Stan pointed.
“The new guys brought some potatoes as well,” Stan said, wiping sweat from his brow with a forearm. “I think we’re almost to the point of having enough food to last until the gardens here begin producing.”
“Fuck yeah,” I said.
By the time the Prius returned, the foundation had been laid and the lowest section of the stone wall started. It was the weight of the stones that made progress slow, but with enough strong hands we were doing well. 
Jacob approached with two ducks in hand, neither one with a head. He nodded appreciatively at our progress, then he and Ellie began plucking and butchering the animals.
“Gotta make sure we get them gardens going so we don’t thin the local wildlife too much,” Ellie said as she worked. “Especially as Hope gets bigger. Lord, we might have enough people to start keeping chickens and the like. Now, that would be something.”
Jess was nearby and overheard. “We can probably get you a few chickens from Loch Raven. Enough to breed and raise so you can have eggs.”
“Man, we owe you guys so much,” I said to Jess.
She looked at me. “Just remember that if anyone ever attacks us.” She sighed. “Or I guess I should say if anyone attacks them, since I might be staying here.”
“I’m sorry if we’re pushing you into a tough decision,” I said. “I want you here and so does Shayla. Hell, I think everyone does. But I don’t want to stress you out.”
“You have to understand, you are asking me to root up my entire life to move here. Everything I’ve ever done has been in Loch Raven. My family, my friends, everything is there.”
I nodded. “I understand. At least it’s close. And once we get the car running—which will be soon, I think—you’ll be able to visit whenever you want.”
She frowned. “Good point. That does make it easier. The thought of walking there makes it feel incredibly far away.”
I thought for a moment. “Taking 83 and 695, it’s probably about ten miles. Definitely a long walk, but twenty minutes by car, so not bad at all.”
“That does put me at ease a bit,” she said, watching the men work. I stole a quick glance down the front of her shirt, which was unbuttoned. Good lord, those things were incredible.
“Plus, you get your own house here,” I reminded her.
“But don’t you and Shayla want me?” she asked with a raised eyebrow. “What kind of relationship is that, with you two having your own house and me across the settlement?”
“Good point,” I said. “So, Jessica, are you ready to move in with us yet? We’ll cook you breakfast each morning.”
She laughed. “Mark, you are a delight sometimes. Look, I’ll be honest with you: I like you. I think that much is obvious. I like how you’re different from the other men. You’re educated and seem to have a different sort of respect for women beyond just the physical and our ability to make babies. I just need you to take things slowly so we can even see if we get along.”
“I think that sounds quite fair,” I said. 
I leaned over and kissed her on the cheek again, then on a whim reached out and took her hand in mine. It was a small step, but felt like a major accomplishment with her. I gave her hand a squeeze, then kissed her knuckles, which brought a smile out of her. God, I wanted to kiss her right there, but I decided to rein in my horniness and be respectful. I gave her hand another squeeze, then released it and went back to helping the guys.
They were placing one of the biggest logs upright at the corner of the building. The base was held in by stones and concrete. Kenny and Josh held the log in place while Mike and Mark did the same on the other side of the building. Stan carved a notch out of another log with the chainsaw while they worked.
Alex walked up with a ladder in hand—one that I recognized from my garage. I was glad to see that thing finally getting some use. He set it next to one of the upright logs and climbed it, then set a hammer and some of those huge nails on the top step. Stan handed him a smaller log, only about as thick as my arm, and helped him hold it in place. The tips of that one had also been carved away so that they’d fit on the larger log.
“Nice,” I said, watching them work.
“Kenny, trade me spots,” Alex said after a moment.
“On it,” Kenny said. He hurried up to the ladder, taking the log from Alex. 
With log in hand, Kenny climbed up the ladder. I immediately saw the benefit of him having three arms. Using one, he held the smaller log in place. With his other two hands, he held a large nail against the log, then began hammering it in place. Once it got started, he switched to two hands on the log, while the other hammered.
“You’re practically built for that,” Stan called up to him.
“Don’t be jealous,” Kenny replied, giving the nail a few final whacks.
After that, Kenny descended the ladder and moved it to the other upright log, where he nailed things together. They repeated the process until four thick logs stuck up from the stone foundation, all tied together in a neat square at the top with smaller logs. Honestly, it was a great start to the building. And they way they had cut the ends of the logs, so they fit together snugly even before the nails, ensured it was nice and sturdy.
“We’re going to try to go three times this height,” Stan said to me. “I’d like to go taller, but not with these building materials. Still, this should get us a pretty good view of the greater area, especially after we clear out more of this forest. At the very least, this will help protect our immediate surroundings; these houses we’re all living in.”
“I love it,” I said, watching them work. “I’ll help however I can.”
“You still got that radio? The one we took from Ellie’s place?”
I nodded. 
“We’re going to install it up there, along with some lights from the Jeep. If you want to work on removing those lights, that’ll be the biggest help.”
“But first, we’re all gonna have some dinner,” Jacob said with a toothy grin.
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It had been a long time since I’d had pan-seared duck breast. In fact, I could only remember having it once before, at a fancy French restaurant when I took a chick on a date there. Jacob certainly wasn’t a Michelin-star chef, but he understood the basics, like getting a good sear, using salt and pepper, and cooking things until they were appropriately done. And sometimes that was enough. 
“Jacob, this is incredible,” I said after swallowing a bite of duck breast. “This is the best thing you’ve made yet.”
“Can’t disagree,” Stan said, chewing on a duck drumstick.
The diced potatoes were equally simple; just salt and pepper and cooked in duck fat. But man, they really hit the spot. Everyone was quite satisfied with dinner.
“Shame we only have water to wash this down with,” Mike said. “Not complaining, just wishful thinking.”
“I’ll get started on that, once we have the stuff,” Ellie said. “We can make wine once we have some grapes. Yeah, that would make this meal complete, wouldn’t it?” She leaned over and smiled at Jacob, who grinned back at her.
“Yeah, I’m getting the hang of this,” Jacob said, looking at the food on his fork. “It’s nice, doing something other than killin’. Nice to make something, especially something that tastes so good.”
“And you’ve got how many deer hides now?” I asked.
“Two!” Jacob exclaimed. “Spent my whole life destroying, and now I’m building. It’s a strange feeling, but good.”
Ellie leaned over and placed her hand on his shoulder in a surprisingly intimate manner. “And we’re gonna continue that, Jacob, until you’re fully housebroken. Those guns won’t take you into old age, but being able to cook and clean will.”
Jacob gave her a strange smile, and it took me a moment to realize he was blushing. Jacob! Jacob the Wicked, the toughest man for a hundred miles, blushing! It finally dawned on me that he and Ellie were sweet on each other. And you know what? Good for them. In this harsh world, a bit of love made things easier.
The way Ellie smiled at him confirmed my suspicions. There was genuine affection in her smile, the kind that lit her entire face up and made her twice as attractive. Not that she was a hideous woman or anything; she wasn’t ugly at all, but living fifty years in this wasteland was hard on a person. Still, she was a tough woman with a curvy body. Good for Jacob.
“What’re our plans for tomorrow?” Shayla asked me. 
She sat on my right, devouring her own plate of food. Jess sat on my left, though not quite as close, and ate delicately. I grinned to myself; Jess was this world’s approximation of a lady, while Shayla was more of the country girlfriend that would crack open a cold one with you and probably chug it twice as fast.
“Just finishing what we started today,” I said. Half of the crowd turned to pay attention to what I was saying, so I elaborated a bit. “We made excellent progress on the watchtower, so continuing the frame would be a top priority. Kenny and I are getting the Porsche done pretty quickly, too. We might even be able to get it moving by tomorrow if all goes well. Will and Tiffany need to work on their house. The rest can continue clearing things to help keep us safe.”
“Sounds like you have it all sorted out,” Stan said. “You got a vision for this place yet?”
That was something I had noticed; everyone had started turning to me for daily plans, or for the direction I wanted to take Hope. They saw me as the leader of this settlement, and it wasn’t something I could get away from. I was just a regular guy that liked working on my house, having a beer with friends, and getting laid when I could. I had never before seen myself as a leader, but it seemed I couldn’t run from it anymore.
“Safety,” I said after a moment. “I think above all other things, safety must be our top priority. Nothing else matters if we aren’t safe. Once we get this watchtower finished, or at least operational, I like the thought of building a second security checkpoint down the road, and giving each place a radio.” 
Several people nodded as I spoke. Jess gave me a peculiar look, as if she were enjoying watching me fumble through this new leadership role.
“We need to check the houses for a second car as well,” I said, continuing my thoughts. “I’m assuming we need the simplest vehicle possible, or the one that’s easiest to get running again.”
“We got that Toyota in our garage,” Stan said.
“The Prius?” I asked, and he nodded. “Sounds good, although I imagine you’ll have to drag it back to Loch Raven to work on it and get it moving.” He nodded again. “Well, we can plan for that while checking the others. Maybe we’ll luck out and find another simple old car hiding away.”
“Or better yet, a truck,” Kenny said. “You think there’s any chance of us finding an old truck around here?”
“No,” I said without hesitation. “Not in this neighborhood, unless it’s a classic they restored, like the Porsche. This was a wealthy neighborhood so I’d expect plenty of luxury cars, like that BMW in our garage.”
“I still love those seats,” Josh said quietly.
“We might luck out and find a basic SUV, but even that is a stretch,” I said. “And then it would probably be a huge one that got bad gas mileage, which wouldn’t really be a good idea.” I frowned and turned to look over at Stan, Kenny, and Josh’s house. “As strange as it feels to say it, that Prius is probably our best option.”
“We can always make something,” Kenny said, stuffing some potatoes into his mouth. “We make cars up in Loch Raven out of scrap. Just simple and small, enough to get around the settlement in.”
That made perfect sense. We needed something to quickly move around our settlement; we didn’t need something big and heavy. Honestly, a glorified golf cart would be almost perfect. There was a golf course a mile or so away, so that was something we would have to explore once we were able to.
“How’s the new house?” I asked, turning to Will and Tiffany. 
The two of them still watched everyone with haunted eyes. I knew they would never be the same, but I wanted to try to help them as much as I could. Tiffany stared for a moment, unable to speak, but Will answered.
“It’s good. Thanks,” he said, then cleared his throat roughly and continued. “It’s big. The closet has more clothes than I’ve ever seen in one place. I don’t think we know what to do with all the space. It feels…empty.”
I hurried up and changed the subject so things didn’t turn dark. “Well, I’m just glad you’ve got a safe place now, and you’re surrounded by people that care. And every day we’re working to make things safer and better.”
“There’s something nice about all this work,” Stan said, finishing the last of his potatoes. “We don’t build much in Loch Raven. Everything’s already done. Our days are filled with more routine stuff, you know? Patrols, maintenance, things of that nature. Down here, stuff needs to be built from scratch. Everything we do feels like a big step forward. I like how it feels.”
“So, we’re talking about our feelings now?” Kenny asked, gently teasing his friend. “Ah, I know what you mean, and you’re right. It’s nice to build something new.”
That seemed to be the general sentiment among the people. Everyone liked that we were creating something new, and trying to learn from previous mistakes so we could do it the right way. Hope was truly special, and I intended to keep it that way.
Which was why my next thought changed everything.
I needed to create laws. The very thing I was trying to avoid suddenly became the reality. I was going to have to create a set of rules and laws to keep Hope a good settlement, otherwise some asshole would ruin everything one day.
I tried not to let that thought ruin my mood as I helped clean up. Everyone pitched in, and we were done in a matter of minutes. Shayla and Jess spoke with Tiffany, hugging her tightly and giving her plenty of affection and support. It was clear that her emotions were still ragged and would be for quite some time, but being in a place like Hope was helping out.
Everyone shook hands and hugged each other as the sun began going down. I walked with Shayla about twenty feet toward Jess’s house, holding her hand. 
As soon as we got near some trees, Shayla pulled me against the treeline and practically shoved her tongue down my throat. I did my best to return the favor while squeezing her ass like I’d never get the chance again. Her hand went to the front of my jeans, rubbing me so hard I thought she was going to get me off while fully clothed.
“I hate that we don’t have time tonight,” Shayla said against my lips, then kissed me again. “I want you so fucking badly. Tomorrow we’ll have to find some time to spend with each other.”
“Try not to smother Jess too much tonight,” I said with a slight chuckle as I pulled away.
Shayla rolled her eyes. “Oh, she had better watch it. I just hope she doesn’t sleep naked again. I might not be able to contain myself.” 
We both laughed at that, and of course Jess approached at that moment, smiling at us.
“What’s got the two of you giggling like school children in love?” she asked.
“Come here, you sexy woman,” Shayla said, walking up and hugging Jess tightly. They laughed and rocked side to side for a moment.
“Good night, lovelies,” I said to them.
“Love you, honey,” Shayla said to me.
“Love you too,” I said back.
I stuffed my hands in my pocket and began walking back to my house. It felt empty without Shayla there, but at least I’d get some decent rest. Although after making out with her, I would definitely prefer a more restless night.
I pulled my door open and hopped inside, then kicked my shoes off. The place was really starting to feel like home. As I walked by the bookshelf, I stopped and perused for a moment. The temptation to read a bit was strong, but I ultimately decided against it. Sleep was more important, especially with how busy things were.
I went to the bathroom and brushed my teeth, then washed my hands. It was just going to be a nice, calm night filled with sleep. Honestly, I was looking forward to it, even though I missed my girlfriend.
Once in my bedroom I stripped down to my boxers and climbed into bed. I laid there for a few minutes with my hands behind my head, just smiling at my ceiling. Today had been a good day. I closed my eyes and let myself drift off to sleep.
A somewhat frantic knocking at my door woke me. I didn’t know how long I had been asleep, but it couldn’t have been more than a minute or two. The knocking came again, even faster.
“Hold on!” I yelled. “I’m coming.”
I didn’t bother grabbing shoes or my revolver or anything; I just hopped out of bed and hurried down the hallway. Someone knocked again right as I reached the front door. I turned the knob and pulled the door open and saw Shayla and Jess standing there.
Both of them wore oversized nightshirts, although Jess’s large breasts strained the front of hers. Jess looked nervous, but I immediately recognized the look on Shayla’s face. 
Before I could even open my mouth to ask what was going on, Shayla was on me. Her lips were on mine, her hands were all over my body. She pushed me inside the house while tearing at my boxers. Jess was right behind us and closed the door behind us.
“What’s going on?” I asked, slightly confused.
“Bedroom, now,” Shayla said.
Well, I didn’t need her to ask twice. I turned and hurried down the hallway, pulling Shayla behind me. Jess ran behind us.
I opened my mouth to ask again what was going on, but Shayla beat me to it. 
“I need you inside me, right now,” Shayla said, pushing me back onto the bed. She grabbed her shirt and pulled it off over her head, revealing her muscular yet smooth body. “And quite frankly, I was ready to fuck Jess’s brains out, but I wasn’t going to do it without you.”
“I mean, I would have been okay with you two doing something,” I said as Shayla straddled me.
Jess shook her head. “It didn’t feel right to either one of us,” she said as she fiddled with her nightshirt. She took a deep breath and pulled it off, revealing her body.
I just laid there and stared.
She was all pale curves and beautiful womanly goodness. Her breasts were indeed massive, and each topped with a soft pink nipple. Her hips were wide, her ass larger and softer than Shayla’s, with just a faint wisp of red hair between her beautifully thick thighs. She climbed onto the bed, her heavy breasts swaying and hypnotizing me.
“I wanted her so badly, but she said the only way I could have her was if you were there,” Jess said, shuffling up next to me. “And I respect that. So, here we are.” She sat back on her ankles, chewing her bottom lip and looking at my body.
“I feel like I should thank you,” I said to Shayla with a grin.
She positioned herself right over my erection and gripped it in her hand. After rubbing it against her wet pussy a few times, she started to sink down on it, then immediately stopped.
“No,” Shayla said, shaking her head. “Once I start, I won’t be able to stop, and you know where you’re finishing tonight, Mark. Jess, you ride him.”
Jess looked as surprised as I did, but I saw the lust in her eyes as she looked at both me, then Shayla. Still chewing her bottom lip, she crawled across the bed, pausing for a moment to kiss my Beastkin girlfriend. Her hand went to Shayla’s cheek and for a moment I thought Shayla was going to tackle her. Instead, Shayla guided her over to me and helped her straddle me.
I was able to detect a lack of experience as Jess moved on me. Her skin was as soft as silk; a pleasant surprise in this overly harsh world. She fumbled for a moment, then grabbed my cock the way she had seen Shayla do it.
“Wait,” Shayla suddenly interrupted, grabbing Jess. “Stand up real quick.”
“Okay,” Jess said nervously.
She stood up in place, with a foot on either side of me. It felt like having an absolute goddess straddle me. My eyes were glued to her thick thighs and wide hips. 
Shayla moved right in, straddling my chest. It was difficult to notice anything else with her perky round butt directly in front of my face, but I watched as her tongue went straight between Jess’s thighs and she began pleasing the redhead. Jess’s fingers tangled in Shayla’s hair and she moaned softly. Her fingers even rubbed Shayla’s ears, something I took note of.
My hands went to Shayla’s butt and I gave it a good squeeze. With her excitement, her tail lashed around, hitting me in the face several times. Once I touched her, her tail pulled to one side and her lower back arched, giving me full access to her pussy. I bent my head down, straining to reach her honey hole, but I simply wasn’t flexible enough.
“Now try it,” Shayla said, straightening up. 
Jess once again lowered herself, right as Shayla gripped my cock in her hand. She licked her fingers and wiped it on the head of my dick, then lined it up with Jess. The beautiful redhead sank down on my lap, making several small up-and-down motions until she was fully impaled.
Holy shit. My mind was about to explode with the amount of hotness right in front of me.
Shayla leaned forward and kissed her, their tongues writhing in each other’s mouths. Her hands went to Jess’s massive breasts, squeezing and pinching her nipples. Jess moaned softly and began moving her hips in small circles.
I bent my knees, then began thrusting up into her. It felt like pure heaven. 
Shayla finally noticed my face just out of reach and laughed. She raised herself up, just out of reach, then moved back.
“Can’t let you forget about me,” she said with a big smile, right as she lowered her pussy onto my mouth.
She was absolutely soaking wet, which I loved. I pushed my tongue inside her, drawing several moans, then moved around until I found her clitoris. It took me a moment since she was essentially upside down compared to how we usually did it, but I finally got it and latched onto her love button like a lamprey. I rubbed it with my tongue and her moans quickly crescendoed.
All the while Jess continued riding me. I was grateful for the distraction of Shayla on my face, otherwise I would have cum far too quickly. I couldn’t see anything except for Shayla’s ass, but I heard plenty of moans and them sucking on each other’s lips. 
“God, that is incredible,” Shayla said, raising herself up off my face. 
She leaned forward and kissed Jess again, then bent down and sucked on each nipple in turn. After that she turned around and straddled my face again, this time in a position I was more used to. I went to town on her clit, rubbing it with my tongue and bringing two more orgasms out of her. Shayla practically collapsed on her side, quivering with pleasure.
I brought my legs up, causing Jess to fall forward against me. I wrapped my arms around her and our mouths found each other. Our kiss was born of heat and passion and I never wanted it to stop.
“Oh, you are amazing, Mark,” she whispered against my mouth. 
My hands went to that big ass of hers and I squeezed it good and hard, trying not to grin like a schoolboy in a candy store. She straightened up just slightly, placing one of those massive breasts in line with my face. I leaned forward and sucked on one, giving it occasional nibbles while Jess moaned. After a moment I switched to her other breast, until Shayla finally got back up.
“My turn,” she said, gently pushing Jess aside. The beautiful redhead pouted slightly, but raised herself off me.
Shayla wasted no time and practically jumped onto my cock. She slid me inside her, riding me hard and fast. There was no way I’d last long like that, but fortunately Shayla was ready. She rode me for less than a minute, then rose up off me and took my cock in her hand. She pushed it back a tiny bit, lining it up with her ass, then took a deep breath and lowered herself on it.
Sometimes my mind was still blown by what I was doing. Before I could process any further thoughts about how ridiculously hot it was though, Jess got over her initial shyness and straddled my face.
I plunged my tongue into Jess’s pussy, then worked it on her clit, the same way I had with Shayla. In no time Jess’s thick thighs tightened on either side of my head as she orgasmed. At that same moment, my fingers dug into Shayla’s plump cheeks as I fired my load deep into her ass. I would have shouted from the incredible sensation, but Jess seemed determined to drown me with her pussy. And just to be clear, I wasn’t complaining.
Shayla kept riding me until I was completely soft, and Jess didn’t move off my face until I had given her two more orgasms. After that, both women collapsed onto the bed, breathing hard. The three of us eventually crawled closer and just stayed in a pile, then fell asleep.
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Remember that thing about waking up feeling great? That was becoming a regular occurrence for me. 
The next morning I woke with Jess’s head resting on my right shoulder, and Shayla curled up on my left side with her butt pressed against me. Of course I woke with morning wood, which was completely understandable given the situation. I kissed Jess softly, then excused myself and went to the bathroom.
After a morning pee, I grabbed a washrag and some soap and cleaned myself off. Not that I was dirty, but being hygienic was always important. Especially since my next step was to go right back to the bedroom.
As the sun was filtering through the blinds, giving gentle illumination to the bedroom, I pulled the sheets off the beautiful women. With a smile I climbed onto the bed, moving between Jess’s beautifully thick thighs. She woke and stared at me for a moment as she remembered everything that had happened and where she was. 
With a wink, I kissed her softly, then let my lips trail down her neck. Any hesitations vanished and she spread her beautiful thighs for me. I kissed my way to her massive breasts, enjoying each nipple for a moment, then kissed my way down to her stomach, and finally to her sweet pussy.
Jess moaned as my tongue went up and down her labia, then finally settled on the magic spot. Her moans suddenly took on a muffled tone and I looked up as Shayla straddled the redhead’s face. I almost laughed at the ridiculousness of it, but Jess’s hands immediately grabbed onto Shayla’s butt and squeezed, holding her in place.
We remained in that position for several minutes, until both women shook from orgasms. Shayla finally climbed off Jess’s face and flopped onto her back, breathing hard. Jess was also out of breath, but I climbed up and positioned myself between her legs. She smiled at me as I gently pushed myself inside her.
“Oh, I needed this,” Jess said, her eyes closed. “Fuck, now that I’ve had you, I never want it to end.”
I pushed myself all the way inside and held it there for a moment, savoring her tight wetness. My hands went to her breasts, squeezing them as I began thrusting. Jess reached up and slid her hands into my hair behind my head, pulling me down for a deep kiss.
Our tongues intertwined as I continued moving on top of her. She moaned her pleasure into my mouth, saying my name and squeezing me as she climaxed again.
“Mark, you’re amazing,” she breathed, leaning her head back.
I kept thrusting inside her, mesmerized at the sight of her breasts bouncing to the rhythm of our lovemaking. Shayla moved right next to her and spread her legs for me. I pulled out of the beautiful redhead and immediately slid into my girlfriend, although at that moment I realized they both might be considered my girlfriends.
“Fuck me good, Mark,” Shayla said, smiling up at me. She linked her fingers together behind my neck and held me close. “Fuck me like you own me. Take what’s yours.”
I thrust myself into her hard and fast while we kissed. Jess rubbed her hand up and down my back, softly encouraging us. I felt myself getting close and I told Shayla, expecting her to switch to her ass.
“I want to swallow your cum this morning,” she said.
“Let me do it,” Jess insisted.
Before I knew what was happening they had rolled me over onto my back. Shayla straddled me and slipped me inside her pussy again while Jess threw a leg over my face. I did my best to eat her sweet pussy, but it was hard to concentrate with how hard Jess was riding me.
The moment I got close again Shayla lifted herself off and Jess bent over, taking me into her mouth. My vision was filled by those big, round ass cheeks of hers. It was the most glorious thing I think I’d ever seen.
My entire body tensed and shook as I blew my load into her mouth. Shayla was there as well, running her tongue up my shaft and helping to suck every last drop of cum out of me. The two beauties kissed each other, almost fighting over my cum.
“That’s a good girl,” Shayla said against Jess’s lips. “Once you find a good man like this, you do whatever it takes to keep him.”
“I get it,” Jess said, wiggling her bottom, which was still on my face. “I really do.”
She finally moved off of my face, much to my chagrin. She could have stayed there for an hour and I would have enjoyed every second.
I remained on the bed, breathing hard from such a hard orgasm. Jess curled up beside me, suddenly very affectionate. She kissed my cheek as Shayla climbed on top of me, practically smothering me with her body. They took turns kissing me and holding me.
“I love you so much,” Shayla whispered into my ear. 
I wrapped my arms around both of them and just enjoyed the moment. If it was a dream, I hoped I’d never wake from it.
But, incredibly enough, it wasn’t a dream. I really did have a threesome with a smoking hot redhead and a perky catgirl. 
After another few minutes of cuddling, we finally got out of bed. Our moods were definitely high, but there was still a bit of awkwardness with Jess. To be fair, we didn’t know her super well yet. Things had just worked out where Shayla convinced her to bang the both of us.
The three of us cleaned up in the bathroom, although Shayla giggled the entire time and spent as much time kissing the two of us as she did washing her face. Not that I complained.
“May I ask a personal question?” Jess asked me.
“Go ahead,” I said. Shayla’s ears perked up with interest.
“I feel it’s obvious from how you did things in the bedroom, but…have you been with a lot of women?”
I decided that honesty was the best policy, no matter the topic. I wanted this relationship to last—with both women—so I had to do things right.
“Yeah,” I said. “I never took advantage of anyone or anything, just so we’re clear. Everything was consensual, and I treated them all very well.”
Jess gave me a contemplative look for a moment. “How many children did you have back in your time?”
I laughed. “Thankfully, none. Sometimes I forget about everyday items we had that are probably completely foreign in this time. We had birth control, in several forms. A pill, patch, different ways. Basically made it so a woman couldn’t get pregnant for a certain period of time.”
Shayla’s eyes widened but Jess just nodded. “I’ve read about that, and I must say, I’m rather intrigued. That would certainly change things. As is, an intimate relationship with a man is difficult. We have to resort to…other methods if we want to have sex without having children. And while they can be quite fun at times,” she said with a smile at Shayla. “It’s just not the same.”
“At least with me, I can only get pregnant at certain times,” Shayla said. “With you it’s every month, right?”
Jess nodded. “It’s one of the reasons I’ve gravitated toward women in my adult life. Sex is wonderful, but I want to enjoy it without getting with child.” She chuckled and looked at Shayla. “Otherwise, I’d be like you, taking it in the ass every night.” She clapped her hand over her mouth and turned nearly as red as her hair after saying that.
“I would never force you to do anything you didn’t feel safe doing,” I said. “But as I understand it, you can time your monthly cycle to reduce your chances of getting pregnant as well.”
Jess nodded, although her face was still red. “Yes, I’ve read about that as well.”
She was probably still embarrassed after saying that, so I saved the day by pulling them back into the bedroom. Not for more sex, but so we could all get dressed. Shayla managed to find a slightly larger shirt in her closet that mostly fit Jess, and a tank top with some built-in support to wear beneath it. I just wore jeans and a t-shirt again.
I clapped my hands and rubbed them together. “Alright, ladies. Time to get this day started.”
I kissed Shayla, then reached out and took Jess by the hand. She was stiff for a few seconds, but smiled and quickly relaxed.
“Yeah, let’s do it,” she said.
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We went outside to that central area in front of Jacob’s house. Most everyone else was already there, eating breakfast. Fortunately they made extra for us, so we were able to join in. While we didn’t say anything about our nocturnal activities, some of the smiles people shot at us suggested they knew exactly why we were late that morning. 
“Alright, I’m ready to get this car going,” Kenny said, approaching where I sat on the grass.
I shoveled the last of the potatoes in my mouth. “Yeah, let’s do it. Think we can get it moving today?”
“I damn sure hope so,” he said.
“We’re going to work on clearing around Jess’s house,” Shayla said, bending down and kissing me. “I love you,” she said, her blue eyes twinkling with a smile.
“I love you too,” I said. 
Jess was right there, so I stood up and reached out for her. After a moment she took my hand and allowed me to pull her to me. I kissed her, then hugged her tightly.
“Thank you,” I said in her ear.
“For what?” she asked.
“Everything,” I said. “Last night, this morning…. Just for being here and in my life. Thank you.”
She squeezed me back and kissed my cheek. I watched both of the women walk away, Jess’s hips swaying, Shayla’s tail swishing. They looked quite different, but both were about as beautiful as women could be. I had taken a bullet to prove my desire for Shayla. I hoped I didn’t have to do the same for Jess, although looking at her big, round butt undulating with each step I suddenly felt it would be worth it.
Kenny walked up to me and offered me a hand. I took it and he pulled me to my feet. I dusted myself off and we started walking toward the ruined house where the Porsche waited.
“We’ll have to scavenge everything we can out of that house soon,” I said. “It’s just a liability sitting there. Probably some new form of plague growing on the walls.”
“Yeah, not gonna lie, it’s pretty gross,” Kenny said. “The garage is the only thing worth saving. But, we’ll use some of those roof shingles on the watchtower, and we can use the wiring and plumbing in the walls. That’ll take a while, but we’ll get it done.”
“But first, the car,” I said.
“But first, the car,” Kenny agreed. “I think I’ll leave you to connect the motor to the transmission while I work on the electrical system. Oh, did you get any of those lights from the Jeep?”
“Nah, forgot,” I said. “I’ll grab two of them later.”
He nodded. “Those LEDs will use a lot less power than the old-ass light bulbs you’re currently running. We might be able to mount a third on a swivel, so you have a spotlight.”
If I let Kenny have his way, he’d have armor plating and tank tracks on my Porsche. Which, to be fair, was kinda awesome. But I wanted to keep it simple and still feel like a sports car. 
We got to the garage and immediately went to the car. Our progress was more complete than I realized; while there were some bits and bobs that still needed to be removed or figured out, really it just needed the motor and batteries attached and wired into place.
“I’m hoping this will help,” Kenny said, handing me a round block of aluminum. 
“What am I supposed to do with this?” I asked.
“Build an adapter,” he said with a grin. He pulled two metal files from his back pocket and slapped them in my other hand. “Have fun.”
“How the hell am I supposed to do this?” I asked. “Don’t I need a drill?”
“You do,” Kenny said as he walked around the car. “A drill press would be even better. There’s one in Jacob’s garage, you know.”
“How am I supposed to power that thing?” I asked. “Our power station is just about dead.”
Kenny nodded. “I guess you were focusing on Jess’s tits too much to pay attention to other things. And let me say, I can’t blame you. Don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman as gorgeous as her, and kudos to you for actually winning her over. But I rigged our new battery up to the power station, so it works now.”
“Holy shit, really? That’s amazing!” 
He nodded again. “Remember, everything I do is amazing! Time will tell how that battery behaves in that role, but so far it’s doing fine. We can either connect that second battery to it to double the capacity, or I can try to build a second power station somewhere else to offer more people some electricity.”
I frowned. “And I’m still trying to build a water wheel.”
“I have some good ideas on that as well,” he said. “I think you can use the gears from a bicycle to spin the alternator up to speed. See, the river won’t spin that waterwheel very fast, but it should have a reasonable amount of power. Gear it right, and it’ll turn an alternator enough to power some light bulbs. Probably not much more than that, to be honest, but just having light is a game changer.”
I pictured what he described in my head. It all made perfect sense. I looked down at the chunk of aluminum in my hand. 
“I’m gonna go drill this thing,” I said. 
Kenny nodded. “Sounds like the right idea. You might want to measure first.”
I laughed. “Yeah, good point.”
There was no way a marker had survived that long, so I found a straight edge and started taking measurements. It really didn’t seem like a complicated thing that needed to be made: a splined shaft connected to a different splined shaft. I just had to make sure I drilled the correct diameter, then carved out the splines by hand. That was probably why Kenny had given me the files.
I held the block of aluminum up to the spline and did my best to scratch a few marks in it with the corner of the file. It was imperfect, but as long as I was careful it would work. Really, I just had to ensure everything was centered. The adapter being offset would ruin everything.
With that in mind, I checked the output shaft of the electric motor. It was slightly smaller than the input shaft on the transaxle, so I decided to start there.
My mind raced as I jogged out of the garage. I didn’t even stop to yank out a handful of grass or a stray bush as I walked by, like I usually did. The Porsche was all I thought about.
Jacob was standing in the driveway, speaking with Mike and Matt. He gave me a friendly wave as I approached.
“I just need some tools from your garage,” I said.
“Have at it,” Jacob said, waving me inside.
I went through his living room and pushed open the door to the garage. Since it was dark in there, I raised the garage door to let in some light. That done, I searched the garage for what I needed.
Hidden beneath a rotting tarp was a heavy drill press that looked like it had been built in the nineteen-sixties. Damn thing probably weighed three hundred pounds, judging by the size of the base. I found an extension cord and ran it out to the power supply. Sure enough, the digital readout said eighty-six percent in green letters. That Kenny was a genius.
I scored a few lines across the face of the piece of aluminum, watching for where they crossed. That would be the center, or at least as close as I could get without a lathe. 
It took me a few minutes to find where the previous owner had stored the drill bits, but five minutes later I had what I hoped was the right size installed in the drill press and ready to go. I carefully lowered the drill bit until it touched the aluminum, trying to ensure it was the right spot. After a deep breath, I turned it on and started drilling. 
One thing became immediately apparent to me: aluminum conducted heat really, really well. Damn thing was burning hot in a matter of seconds. I wound up drilling a few seconds at a time so as not to overheat the metal. I fiddled with the drill press some more and realized it had a built-in clamp on the drilling platform, which made a lot more sense than me holding it with my bare hand like an idiot.
Excitement made time draw out, but after an agonizing five or ten minutes, I had a hole drilled the entire way through the four-inch piece of aluminum. That done, I switched to a slightly larger bit, aiming for the size of the input shaft on the transaxle. Another few minutes widened the hole halfway through. I crossed my fingers that it would be enough.
I felt an enormous sense of accomplishment as I unplugged the drill press and hurried back to the Porsche. There was still plenty of work to do, but this was one of the most important pieces.
“How’d it go?” Kenny asked as I entered the garage.
I held up the piece of aluminum, now with a stepped hole drilled all the way through. “Great. Just gotta file it so the splines fit, now.”
“I don’t envy you for that,” Kenny said, holding out a hand. 
I placed the piece of aluminum in his hand and he examined it. After a nod of appreciation, he grabbed a hammer and walked over to the car. After lining the piece of metal up with the input shaft on the transaxle, he struck it with the hammer a few times, then pulled it off. He put the other end on the electric motor and did the same.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
Kenny handed the adapter back to me. “Now you’ve got marks to follow.”
I looked down at it and saw where the hardened steel shafts had imprinted marks on the aluminum. The splines had made clear marks for me to follow with a file.
I looked around and found something to sit on, then began running my file along one of the marks. It was a painfully slow process, that much was certain.
“I don’t envy you in that,” Kenny said with a chuckle. “Maybe we can take turns in a few minutes.” He had the electric motor in hand and was walking up to the back of the car.
I watched Kenny work as I continued filing the aluminum. He definitely worked faster than I did, fixing several pieces of scrap metal to the engine compartment. After a moment I realized he was making mounts for the electric motor. At one point he grabbed onto a piece of steel with a large pair of pliers and used all three arms to bend it.
“Wish I had a welder,” he muttered, lifting the electric motor. “I won’t be able to fully mount this until you finish your part, but it’s close. Fortunately, this motor isn’t overly strong.” He squinted and examined the motor for a moment. “Says forty kilowatts.”
“So about fifty horsepower,” I said. “Yeah, we’re not going to be breaking any speed records, but with a lightweight car it should be enough to get us moving decently enough.”
Kenny nodded. “You don’t need much with these motors. Max power as soon as you hit it, so they’ll surprise you. Of course you don’t want to use max power all the time or you’ll drain your battery.” He stroked his beard for a moment. “I have some ideas to make a basic throttle, if you will. Not with the gas pedal or anything, just with a few switches. But it’ll be better than just an on-off switch.”
“I’ll take it,” I said, still filing at that stupid piece of metal. It was going to take longer than I realized.
Instead of focusing on one spline, I ran the corner of my file on each mark, so each spline at least had a beginning. It felt a bit more productive that way. After a few minutes I took it over to the electric motor and pressed it against the output shaft. Sure enough, it seemed to line up, but there was still a ton of work to do. I gave the aluminum adapter a few taps with a hammer, to help force it onto the splines just slightly and help my progress.
“Not too hard or you’ll damage the bearings,” Kenny warned. 
I nodded and went back to work.
Kenny walked over to the pile of wiring they had pulled from the forklift and began sorting through it. I just kept working on the piece of aluminum while he worked.
“I’m gonna start with just four,” Kenny said, loading the small batteries into the back. “Actually, three, so the voltage matches the motor. If things work well, I’ll double it to increase the range.”
Once three batteries were in the back seat area, he began linking them together with battery cables. Fortunately there were enough tools in the garage for him to work with the thick wires and do what he needed.
I’ll admit I winced when he took a manual hand drill and began drilling holes in the rear firewall. But hey, we had to get power to the electric motor somehow.
I just focused on moving the file in and out, slowly carving grooves into the aluminum adapter. 
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It was a boring morning; there was no other way to describe it. I kept filing on the piece of aluminum in my hands and every once in a while checked it against the electric motor. I was making painfully slow progress, but I reminded myself that even baby steps still moved me forward. 
I decided to turn the piece of metal around and start on the other side, that would eventually mate up with the transaxle. 
“There’s gotta be a better way to cut these grooves into this thing,” I muttered as I kept filing.
Kenny answered from the back seat of the car. “Not really. Maybe if you find a hacksaw you can use that. Or if you’re really lucky, you can find one of those Dremel tools that’ll still work.”
Before he even finished the sentence I was on my feet, searching the garage. Of course, everyone had one of those little things. And at the speed they turned, they’d chew threw the aluminum with ease.
The previous owner did, in fact, have a Dremel, for which I was eternally grateful. I stacked two of those little metal cutting wheels to get a better thickness, then took it all out to the power station to plug it in.
They were making excellent progress on the watchtower. The second level of logs seemed to be going up smoothly, especially since these guys were masters of mortise and tenon construction. I watched as they used a rope to pull logs up to the top of the first floor, or layer, or whatever it was called, and wedge them into place. 
“Looks great, guys,” I said. 
“It had better, this is a lot of fucking work!” Stan called down. 
His shirt was off, and the guy was positively huge. Some people were just genetic freaks, and Stan looked to be one. His arms were the size of my legs and he looked like he could tear a man in half with his bare hands. Some of those larger logs had to weigh a hundred pounds, but he lifted them with ease.
I noticed the CB radio had been removed from the Jeep, as well as all the round LEDs. Well, at least they had done that much for me. 
“I’m gonna grind on this for a moment,” I called out to them. “It might be a little loud. Just giving a friendly warning.”
Matt and Mike waved in acknowledgement and they went back to work.
I turned the Dremel on, wincing at the squealing sound the bearings made. Okay, so it sounded like it didn’t have much life left. I carefully used the edges of the cutting wheel to cut grooves into the aluminum. Progress was delightfully fast, but I quickly realized I couldn’t cut very deep into the adapter, due to the round blades. Well, at least I got a good start on them. A damn good start, in fact. 
I flipped the adapter over and did the same to the other side. The Dremel was hot to the touch; the bearings were clearly toast, and it spun more and more slowly. Well, at least I got some use out of the thing.
The sound of a tree crashing caught my attention. I looked up just in time to see Shayla fell a tree as thick as my torso. She cheered as it slammed onto the street. The sight of her wielding a chainsaw was oddly adorable, but she and Jess were making excellent progress. Everyone was, in fact.
Amidst all these things that brought me joy, my mind began drifting toward darker things. We still had to prepare for the attack we knew was coming. The new guys didn’t have guns yet, at least not all of them. We didn’t have any sort of plan. We were dreadfully unprepared. I felt a sudden sense of panic at the very thought.
“Hey man, you alright?” Mike called out. He stood on the ground, helping lift one of the large logs.
“We need to develop a plan,” I said back to him. “We need to make sure everyone has a gun, at least one, and knows what to do in case we get attacked.”
“Just now figuring that out?” Matt said in his gruff voice. I felt scolded like a child.
“You guys have guns, right?” I asked.
Matt gave me one of those ‘are you serious?’ looks, but Mike answered. “Yeah, man. Two each, with plenty of ammo. Not as much as Stan and his team, but we’re good.”
“Let’s revisit this when we eat lunch,” I said, standing up. 
The Dremel was basically trash at that point, but I brought it with me as I walked back to the garage. My mind raced the entire time. How was I supposed to create a plan for defending my settlement? Think, think, think. I had to think.
“You look like you just kissed a horse, and she wasn’t as into it as you were,” Kenny said as I entered the garage.
I paused. “Huh? What does that even mean?”
He laughed. “How did the Dremel work?”
I looked down at the metal in my hand. “Pretty good, actually. The bearings are dead, but it got things started. Hey, we need a proper defense plan in case someone attacks.”
Kenny nodded. “Yep, you do. We know what to do in case of an emergency, but the whole settlement needs to be smart on this stuff.”
“I’ve never really thought of anything like that before,” I admitted.
Kenny stood there, two hands on his hips while his third rubbed his beard. “Well, start with the basics. Where would an attack come from?”
I immediately saw the angle he was coming from. “Good point. If it’s the Druids, there’s really only two ways they’d come into our settlement, unless they felt like walking through dense forest.”
Kenny nodded. “Mmhmm. So, you make sure everyone has a gun, then you check those two entrances and ensure they can be covered. If a dozen armed men walked up one of those roads, what would we do?”
I thought for a minute. “Stand out in the open and get shot, probably. Yeah, I see your point. We need cover.” Kenny smiled as he saw me developing my plan on the spot. I continued. “We should take some of those rocks you guys brought in and stack them, make berms or something. Cover for our people to use.”
“Now that’s an excellent idea,” Kenny said.
I looked down at the chunk of aluminum in my hands. It suddenly felt less important than keeping us safe.
“I’m gonna run back down there and start on one. This feels too important to put off.”
Kenny gave me a grin. “Good thinking. I’ll be in here, working on this car.”
I set the aluminum adapter on a nearby workbench, then hurried down the driveway. Designs flashed through my mind, but ultimately I knew I just needed something simple. Something that would provide some cover and stop a bullet or three.
I walked past where Stan and the guys were building the watchtower and went straight to my house. The garage door was open, so I went in and grabbed my wheelbarrow. There was no way I was going to carry that many stones by hand. I took it back over to the building site.
“Hey, you guys mind if I grab some of these rocks?” I asked, pointing at the stones that remained.
Stan looked at Matt and Mike, who both shrugged. “Should be fine,” he said. “I think we’re mostly done with them, although if we need more they’re close by. What do you need them for?”
“Building a defensive position over there,” I said, pointing to the far side of the house we had given Will and Tiffany. “We know the Druids will be back at some point, so I want to increase our chances of survival.”
“Good thinking,” Stan said, wiping sweat from his brow.
Matt held up his hand and stuck his thumb out, forming a letter L. “Make it kinda like that, with a place to rest a rifle but a wall next to it for cover. If you’re gonna do it, do it right. And don’t make it just a flat wall; give it corners, to protect on both sides. Or, as much as you can with the stones we have.”
“Thanks for the tip,” I said, grabbing a stone. 
Stones are heavy. Everyone knows that. I was strong enough to lug them around, but loading a dozen head-sized stones into a wheelbarrow was damn tiring. Pushing said wheelbarrow a hundred feet and unloading it added to my tiredness. By my fourth trip, I was sweating and breathing hard. It was cool outside, but I removed my shirt and used it to wipe sweat from my eyes.
After one more load of stones, I stood there for a moment, trying to envision what I was going to do. Something L-shaped, to provide cover from multiple angles, with a lower shelf to rest a rifle on and a taller wall next to it to stand behind. 
I grabbed the handles of the wheelbarrow and lifted, emptying the stones onto my nearby pile. After that, I stood there again, trying to think of how to start. I was about to grab one when Matt and Mike suddenly appeared next to me.
“Hey man,” Mike said, holding a shovel. “We’re here to help.”
“You have a good idea, but it’s clear you’ve never done this before,” Matt said. “We’ll work together and get it done in no time.” Everything he said sounded almost like an order, due to the gruff manner in which he spoke.
Mike attacked the ground with the shovel, digging a shallow trench and determining the rough shape. While he did that, Matt and I took the wheelbarrow back to where the other guys were building the watchtower. They were taking a short break, so he loaded a five-gallon bucket full of cement into the wheelbarrow and we hauled it back.
“Biggest stones first,” Matt said, pointing at the ground. 
We sorted through the pile and selected the largest ones, then stacked them in a loose ‘L’, with the short side facing the road and the long side facing the direction where an attacker would likely come from. On top of those went a layer of cement, then more stones. I took the wheelbarrow back to the building site and grabbed another load of stones, then brought it back to our defensive position.
With the three of us working, progress was fast. Matt and Mike had clearly done this many times, and expertly stacked the stones so that the natural contours fit together. Cement had to be rationed, so it was used sparingly. Just enough to ensure everything fit together and stayed there.
“Right here,” Matt said, leaning his elbow on a flat stone that was about waist-high. “Yeah, this is pretty close. I think one more layer will have it at a better height. Then we’ll build it up another foot or two next to it, right here at the corner, so you have a safe place to take cover.”
“There’s beauty in the simplicity of it all,” I said.
“There’s beauty in staying alive, man,” Mike said with a chuckle. He handed Matt a stone and we kept working.
Lunch time came and went, but it didn’t take us very long for it to be complete. My hands hurt, both from the weight of the stones and from being scraped by the rough surfaces. I felt a bit of pride in my chest as we stood back and looked at it, though. It was about as simple as a thing could be, but it was beautiful. It represented safety in my new home.
Matt slapped one of the stones. “It’ll take about a day for this to harden, so try to leave it alone until tomorrow. It’ll be fully cured a few days after.”
“And then we can test it out,” Mike said with a grin. “Maybe I can throw rocks at you or something.”
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Time seemed to race by on that day. One moment I was worried about lunch, the next Jacob was calling out for people to get ready for dinner. 
Ellie was there, helping him as usual. As much as they smiled at each other, I was surprised I hadn’t seen them kissing yet.
Ellie’s son Richard seemed to be doing well. He had been clearing the forest with Jess and Shayla. He was still a quiet man and probably always would be, but he looked to be making friends beyond just his mother. After such a hard life, I was glad to see him slowly opening up.
Will and Tiffany seemed to be doing better as well. They looked less ragged; focusing on cleaning up their new house looked to be enough of a distraction to help them move on with their lives. At some point I wanted to talk to them about adopting a child, but I’d wait until the time was right.
And then there was Shayla and Jess. They both wore shorts, I assume from Jess’s closet. Shayla’s perky breasts made tents in her t-shirt, and she had tied the bottom edge to help with the heat. 
Jess also wore shorts, although her ass was doing its best job to bust out of them. Her t-shirt was much the same, and I laughed when I noticed she wore the ‘Ask me about my cats’ shirt. Shayla probably loved that. Jess’s massive breasts stretched the lettering quite a bit and I struggled not to stare. Fortunately, everyone was polite so no one creeped on them.
“Hello, my loves,” I said, kissing Jess and then Shayla. Well, I tried to just kiss Shayla. She threw her arms around me and hugged me so hard that I thought she was going to squeeze a fart out of me.
“Oh, I missed you,” Shayla said when she finally released me. She held my hands and beamed a smile at me. “Looks like you guys got a lot done here.”
“Yeah we did, actually,” I said, looking over my shoulder. “They got the second floor of the watchtower pretty much done, or at least framed out.” I pointed to our new defensive position. “We built that, so we can protect Hope whenever someone tests us. And Kenny and I made great progress on the Porsche.”
“Sounds like you had a busy day,” Jess said, giving me a smile.
I stepped forward and hugged her tightly. Her body felt amazing next to mine, and not just because of her massive tits.
“What’s that for?” Jess asked.
“Just making sure I show some love to both of my girlfriends,” I said. Shayla hugged us both a few seconds later. It was heaven, even though it felt a bit silly.
I kissed Jess on the cheek, then took her hand in mine. She looked down at our intertwined fingers and smiled, then reached out and held Shayla’s hand with her other one. The three of us walked down to the building site, where the guys were cleaning up. Some of them grinned at us, but fortunately no one teased us or anything like that.
“Doing stew for dinner today,” Ellie said as she set a cutting board on a small table. 
She turned and walked back inside, presumably to fetch some ingredients. Jacob brought out his small camping stove, although I recognized the way he looked at the small fuel canister. Those would eventually run out. We had to think of an alternative.
“We have a few more logs we can use for this building,” Jess said to Stan. “We made sure to fell a few of the big trees, so we have some twenty-footers waiting for you.”
“Perfect!” Stan said, pulling his shirt back on. “Logs that big will last a hundred years if you take care of ‘em. Between that and the stone, I feel like we’ve got something permanent in the making.” He reached out and slapped his hand on one of the thick upright logs in the base of the watchtower.
Ellie came out with a large stockpot. Some water splashed over the edge as she walked. She set it on the burner and Jacob turned it on. After a moment they poured out some of the water. Ellie then went back inside to fetch ingredients.
“You guys work fast,” I said, appreciating their work on the building.
Not only had they made excellent progress on the watchtower, but they had started on the adjacent building as well. It was just a square room, but they had set the stone foundation and built the walls up a foot, then covered the floor area with gravel and small stones from the lake and nearby area. 
“We’re gonna head back to Loch Raven tomorrow and get some more cement,” Matt said. “Fortunately they’re usually glad to let us use the stuff when we’re building something like this. I think a few more loads of flat stones for the floor will be enough, then we’ll start on the walls.”
“How’s the new house?” I asked Tiffany.
She looked up at me with red-rimmed eyes for a moment before answering. “It’s good,” she said in a quiet voice. “Thank you so kindly for giving it to us. We spent all day cleaning. We don’t know what half of the things are inside that house, but it’s still incredible. I’ve never had so much before.”
“I can help with that, tomorrow,” I said. “I’ll show you what everything is, and if it’ll still work in this day and age. Shouldn’t take too long.”
“You about ready to take that car for a joyride?” Stan asked Kenny.
Kenny gave a good-natured chuckle. “Oh, you betcha. I got the wiring just about done. All we really have left to do is mount the electric motor and get that adapter piece finished, although I don’t envy Mark at all for that. Looks tedious as hell.”
“Yeah, it’s no fun,” I said. “I’m hoping I can get it done tomorrow.”
I put my arm around Shayla and kissed the side of her head, then did the same to Jess. They both smiled at me. I felt like the richest man in the world.
In fact, things were oddly perfect. Hope was the beginning of an incredible settlement. It was a promise that even in this post-apocalyptic wasteland, life was still good. I had two of the most gorgeous girlfriends imaginable, and a group of friends I felt I could trust. 
A tiny root of fear and doubt writhed in my gut, taking hold and growing into something more substantial. It threatened to ruin my mood; to take all of this impossible happiness and make it feel exactly that way; impossible. And with that tendril of fear, one thought pushed its way to the front of my mind.
The Druids were coming.
I knew it. Everyone knew it. Things were still peaceful here, so we were focusing on building our settlement. I suddenly felt a bit of panic at the thought of someone taking all of that away.
“Hey, are you alright?” Shayla asked, looking up at me. “You’re tense as a board.”
“Yeah, sorry,” I said, removing my arms from the ladies. “Just thinking about a lot of things. I want to make sure I’m keeping everyone safe here.”
Jess smiled. “It’s good that you’re concerned with our safety, but let’s focus on the here and now. I’m pretty sure everyone here has guns. It would be hard for us to be safer.”
But my brain wouldn’t stop. The thought was like some asshole toddler just asking “why?” over and over again. It was relentless. 
I walked up to Jacob, who was adding a handful of chopped potatoes into the stewpot. “Hey, can I ask you a few things?”
“Sure,” he replied.
“Uh. Over there,” I said, jerking my head toward the driveway.
Jacob gave me a confused look. “Huh? Oh, oh, okay.” He finally understood and walked about ten feet away with me beside him. We stopped near the end of his driveway. “What’s wrong?”
“The Druids haven’t attacked yet,” I said, keeping my voice down. “It feels wrong. After we killed some of them, I would expect them to come the next day or so with a big group of people and kill us all.”
Jacob’s face turned grim. “That ain’t their style. You aren’t familiar with their leader; he’s a smart fella. About the smartest around, truth be told. But he’s equally cruel. He’ll give you a few days so you build up hope, and then crush you. That’s more his style.”
“So, what’s that mean for us?” I asked. “When can we expect them?”
Jacob shook his head slowly. “I wish I had an answer for you, son. It’s….” He took a deep breath and let it out. “It’s their leader. Their chief, as they call him. He can be unpredictable, but if you just try to imagine the cruelest way to possibly do something, you’ll have a good idea of how he thinks. He does it on purpose, to send a message. A message of fear.”
“How do you know so much about this guy?” I asked, hoping I wasn’t prying into something too deep.
Jacob’s face turned dark. “I, uh…. Yeah, I knew him, years ago. He sees the world as a puzzle, and he wants to break all the pieces and force them together. Maybe that’s not a good analogy, but my point is he’s not right. He’s smart and quick-witted, but he’s an evil man.” He sounded oddly sad when describing him.
I turned and watched Kenny bring a handful of wires and some pliers over to where everyone was seated. He immediately went to work, twisting and crimping wires. I briefly wondered what he was up to. I squinted and saw what looked like the CB radio on the ground next to him. He had finally removed it from the Jeep.
“We have such a good start here,” I said. “Our food stores are growing. Our gardens are starting to sprout. We’re cleaning up these old houses and chopping down all the trees so we can actually see them. It’s beautiful what we’re doing.”
Jacob nodded. “Uh huh.”
“They’re probably watching us, aren’t they?”
Jacob nodded again. “You’d be a fool to think otherwise.”
“They’re coming soon,” I said. The look on Jacob’s face was all the confirmation I needed.
“There’s a reason I sleep with a pistol beneath my pillow lately,” he said. “I was actually planning on talking to you about this after dinner. I think we should start keeping ourselves safe.”
“I’ll talk to everyone while we eat,” I said. “Or maybe after, so I don’t ruin anyone’s appetite. We’ll have to make sure everyone has at least one gun and plenty of ammo. Maybe we can check those once the sun has gone down, just in case any Druid scouts are watching.”
“Good idea,” Jacob said. He clapped me on the back. “Let’s go eat. I don’t like thinking on an empty stomach. Makes my head hurt.”
We walked back over to the crowd and I stood next to Jess. She looked a question at me and I just leaned over and kissed her on the cheek, then reached down and held her hand.
“What’s got you so affectionate?” she asked with a smile.
“Oh, nothing,” I lied as I squeezed her hand. 
It was a miracle I had found her and Shayla. I wasn’t about to let anyone take them from me. No matter how hard I had to fight, I was going to defend this place.






  
  30


Dinner was excellent; the Jacob-Ellie cooking team really knew how to make good food with minimal ingredients. Perhaps it had something to do with all the homegrown ingredients; I hadn’t so much as tasted an additive or artificial ingredient since I had woken in this world. Just nature’s best. Well, and some corn. I don’t think you can call corn ‘nature’s best.’ 
I ate methodically, forcing every bite down. The food was great but my mind was on survival. I did my best not to let it ruin my mood. With every bite I watched the group of people, waiting for everyone to finish.
Will was the last person to finish his dinner. Tiffany only ate half of hers, so Stan gulped down the last of it. The big guy often needed extra food. 
There was a bit of light conversation going around, and Kenny was still working on something. I noticed he had the CB radio we had taken from Ellie’s shop next to him as well, and that was plugged into the power station. He turned it on and began slowly searching through channels, pausing for a moment and laughing when he came across Loch Raven’s automated message.
“What are you doing with the other radio?” I asked him.
“It’s going in the Porsche!” he replied.
That was a damn fine idea. I made a mental note to take credit for it later, just so I could tease him.
“You sure you’re alright?” Shayla asked me.
“Yeah, I’m okay,” I said to her. “I just wanted to talk to everyone about something, now that dinner’s done.”
“What is it?” she asked.
I cleared my throat. “Well, I wanted to—”
“Hold on!” Kenny shouted, turning the radio up. A distorted, crackling voice came through the speaker.
“I repeated, we are north of D.C. and south of Baltimore, in what used to be Fort Meade. If anyone gets this message, we are begging for your help. There are only a few of us left, and we’re low on food and supplies.”
“Oh, what the hell?” I asked no one in particular. Jess shushed me.
“We are located in the Exchange building. A group of Green Men moved in about a month ago and began killing everything and everyone they could. We’re getting low on ammunition, but we won’t go down without a fight.”
Kenny grabbed the mic and keyed it. “Hello? Can you hear me?”
There was silence for a moment before the woman answered. 
“Hello? Oh my god, yes, I hear you!”
“Holy shit,” I said quietly. “Fort Meade got overrun by Green Men?”
Jacob winked at me. “Feel like paying Sharg a visit? Maybe you could use some diplomacy to bring peace to the area.”
“Huh?” Shayla asked.
“Uh, nothing,” I said quickly. “Who is that? Can we help them?”
“Are you always so eager to help strangers?” Jess asked me.
“Yes,” I said without thinking. “And that was a woman. I won’t let a woman sit there and die. It feels…wrong.”
Kenny continued. “You said you’re down in Fort Meade?” From his tone I could tell he had no clue where that was.
“It’s an old military base south of here,” I told him. “I know exactly where it is, and how to get there.”
He nodded and keyed the mic again. “Okay. We know where you are. What do you need? How can we help you?”
The woman on the radio choked back a sob. “I’ve been begging for help for an entire month and no one has responded. Today was my last day, and I was going to give up and just fight with my last breath.” She took a deep breath and continued. “If possible, we need help getting out of here. There are only three of us left. Me and two men. We are fit and can walk and fight, and we know how to survive. We just need a safe place to move to.”
“Well, you needed to grow your population, right?” Stan asked with a grin.
“Okay, give me a minute to figure this out,” Kenny said, then released the mic. “Can we even do that?” he asked me.
“Yeah,” I said. “What’s the range on the Porsche?”
He frowned and rubbed his chin. “I don’t know. With all six batteries, I’m hoping you can get thirty, maybe forty miles if you’re careful. If we get that solar panel on the roof it’ll help a bit, plus give you the ability to recharge, albeit slowly. Very slowly.”
“Are you really thinking of going down there?” Shayla asked. “Honey, that’s a suicide mission.”
“I’ll be fine,” I insisted. Jess slipped her hand into mine and squeezed it. “Kenny, can we put one more solar panel on the hood? It’s not much, but every little bit will help.”
“Yeah, I don’t see why not,” he said. “I’ll have to solder a few things to get it working, but it’s not difficult to do.”
I nodded. “Good. Tomorrow I want to head down there to pick her and her friends up. On the way back I’ll take 695, which will be longer but will avoid the gangs downtown. We’ll have to spend the night out in the woods somewhere so I’ll need to bring some water and a bit of food.”
“Might be a better idea for us to go,” Kenny said, jerking his head toward the old Toyota truck. “Josh’s truck has a lot more range. Plus a machine gun.”
“I need you guys to stay here and defend Hope,” I said. “And finish building this. Ultimately, all of you are more important than me.”
He nodded. “Sure thing, boss.”
“We’ll help you get ready in the morning,” Mike said. Matt nodded.
They deferred to me. It was the strangest feeling. I was, apparently, becoming the de facto leader of Hope.
“I have some ideas to speed up that adapter,” Kenny added. “I think I can chisel some of the aluminum out of there, then you can finish it up with the file. Either way, we’ll have to use a mallet to pound it onto the transmission, but the tighter the fit, the better. That’s the last thing you want to be loose.”
Jacob gave me a look of approval. The hardened old man did seem to have a soft spot for helping people in need.
“We’re going to form a plan to come get you, hopefully tomorrow,” Kenny said into the mic.
“Oh, thank you! We owe you our lives!” She choked back another sob and continued thanking Kenny.
“What did you want to talk to us about?” Shayla asked.
“Ah, yeah,” I said, and stood up. “Hey, can everyone hear me?” Several people nodded.
“Use your big boy voice!” Matt said.
“We hear ya,” Alex called out.
“I want to talk about keeping this place safe,” I said, slowly turning so I could address everyone. “The Druids paid us a visit a few days ago, and we took care of them, but that was only a handful of them. We know they’re going to send a much larger force; it’s just a matter of when.”
Tiffany’s face grew dark and she glared while listening. Will looked like he wanted to be sick.
“We all hate the Druids, there’s no question about that,” I continued. “As far as I’m concerned, there will never be any debating with them. We shoot them on sight. But, and this is the important part that I want to drive home: they’re coming back. You know it, I know it. We need to be ready.”
“So, what are you wanting us to do?” Arnold asked. He sat next to Jenna, who had been mostly silent.
“Everyone here needs a gun; if you’re a good shot, you’re getting two. We’re going to take shifts keeping watch. We built a little guard post over there,” I pointed at the new stone structure. “That’s one of two directions I believe they’d come from. The other would be down Lakeside Drive, which is where we found them last time. I’d like to have someone there as well.”
“So, we take turns?” Will asked. He seemed eager to help defend this place.
“Yes,” I said. “We have some survival whistles that we found in Jacob’s basement. Damn things are loud as hell. Each person on watch will get one. Some of us are going to lose some sleep tonight; there’s no way around it. And I apologize for that, but my main focus is keeping us safe. We can’t afford to lose anyone.”
“I can take first shift over on Lakeside Drive,” Shayla said. “I’ll move some bushes around and make a little outpost there, around where we ran into them last time. Maybe if I’m feeling fancy, I’ll grab some stones for the river and build some cover to pass the time.”
“Good thinking,” I said, and turned. “Josh, your truck is actually parked in a great place. That machine gun on top can cover this entire area, if need be. Kenny, if we hear that whistle, I want your first priority to be getting into that turret.”
He nodded. “Sounds good to me.”
“And Josh, you get to the truck as well in case you guys need to move around. I don’t want Kenny sitting there and being a stationary target.”
Josh nodded, but stayed silent.
“The watchtower will be great once it’s done, but for now at least we have this stone wall. We can get a few people hiding behind it and resting rifles on it. Jacob, you have that rifle handy? The scoped one.”
He nodded. “Sure do. I like that thing though. I might just be our default sniper.”
I had better plans for him but I didn’t feel like arguing. Instead, I turned to Tiffany and Will. “You two are close to that new guard post; it’s practically in your front yard. If anyone shows up, head for that and take cover while returning fire.”
“What about us?” Ellie asked. “Ah, nevermind. We’re staying with Jacob, so I know we’ll be safe.” She barked a laugh, but that got me thinking.
We weren’t quite sitting ducks, but if a platoon of Druids showed up, we would be trapped in our houses. The moment anyone left, they would be an incredibly easy target. Honestly, each house needed a small defensive position. There wasn’t time for it tonight, but it was a solid idea, so I decided to tell everyone.
“Matt, Mike, Alex,” I said. “I want you guys to spend some time bringing more stones up from the lake tomorrow. Each house should have a small defensive area at the end of the driveway; it doesn’t have to be large, but just big enough for a person to hide behind and return fire. I think that’ll go a long way toward helping our chances of survival.
“Jenna, you can stay in my house,” Jess said. “Since apparently I’m moving in with Mark and Shayla.”
Kenny whistled loudly. “Three women under the same roof! Oh, the horror!” 
We all got a good chuckle out of that, even me.
“Honestly, we don’t need much to make this place easily defendable,” I said. “Just a few tweaks will go a long way toward ensuring our survival. If everyone pitches in, we can stack stones and have a small structure at the end of each driveway by the end of the day tomorrow. How long until the watchtower is finished?”
“A week at the most,” Stan said. “Eventually we’ll have stairs, but for now I’m just building ladders to climb up the thing. Second floor is usable now if Jacob wanted to perch himself there and pick people off with a rifle.” 
“I like how you think,” Jacob replied with a toothy grin. He looked half-crazed when he did that.
“Third floor is just going to be a box,” Stan continued. “It’ll have thicker walls for a bit of extra armor, and we might collect some car hoods around here to help with that. But it’ll just be simple walls, about waist high, with a roof overhead. A simple design, so it won’t take very long to complete.”
I felt the change in the crowd. Everyone had been kind of winging it so far, and while we were making great progress, things often had a bit of a disjointed feel. Giving them direction and purpose would help, I could see it already.
“So, tonight we’ll split up and take two or three hour shifts each, and tomorrow we’ll focus on some stonework,” I said. “Kenny and I will try to finish the Porsche, so I can get down there and rescue those people. If nothing else, adding three more to our population means more hands to work, and more soldiers to defend this place.”
“Also more mouths to feed,” Richard said.
It surprised me to hear him speak up, but he was right. “Richard brings up a good point,” I said. “But we’re putting some effort into our gardens, and we’re going to be okay. Plus, we have these fellas from Loch Raven helping us.”
Stan shrugged. “Hey, if you guys kill off thirty Druids, that’s thirty less we have to worry about. We both benefit from this.”
“What do you need me to do?” Jess asked. 
I looked down at her emerald green eyes. “I just need you to keep being beautiful.”
She blushed, and Kenny laughed out loud.
“Just kidding,” I said. “I have a gun for you, though. I think you’ll like it.”
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Once we were done, everyone helped clean up. The sun was going down, so Jacob began directing people to head into his living room after cleaning up. One by one, we filed in. 
“Does anyone here not have a gun?” he called out once his living room was full.
Jenna looked around, then raised her hand shyly. “I don’t. I’m a healer though. I prefer to save lives, not take them.”
“Unfortunately, that’s not an option anymore. ‘Least not until we have more people here,” Jacob said. A whole slew of guns were laid out on his kitchen counter, and he grabbed a simple revolver and a box of ammo and walked over to Jenna.
Her eyes were wide as he placed the gun in her hands. 
“You know how to use one of these?” Jacob asked quietly.
“Of course I do,” Jenna said, staring down at the pistol. “I prefer not to, but I’ve shot one plenty of times.”
“Good,” Jacob said. “This one ain’t big. It’s just a twenty-two. But you put a few bullets in a man and he’ll stop fighting.” Jacob tapped the box of ammo. “There’s a hundred bullets in here, so don’t be afraid of shooting four or five times instead of once.”
Jenna nodded. “Understood.” She looked at the revolver for a moment, then tucked it in her waistband.
Jacob had an old lever-action rifle on the counter, and I grabbed that and a box of appropriate ammunition. Something about that just made me think of Jess. I handed her the rifle and she immediately cleared it, checked the chamber, then rested it on her arm. She had clearly grown up with guns.
“Don’t think I need to tell you anything about this one,” I said quietly. She just smiled and winked at me.
We continued, ensuring everyone had a gun and sufficient ammo. Will and Tiffany both had guns, but Will wanted to vomit every time he looked at his pistol, since he had been forced to use it to execute his daughter. I completely understood that. I had him trade with someone else, which improved the situation.
After that, we decided who would go first and last with our watch shifts. Without clocks, it was hard to tell just how long two hours was, but I told everyone to just try their best and to be fair. 
“Do you think they’re going to attack very soon?” Will asked me once everyone was settling down.
Everyone in the room turned to watch me. His question had more of a sense of urgency about it, and everyone picked up on that. Really, he was asking if I thought we were going to be attacked tonight.
“I can’t say when, but we should prepare as if we’ll be attacked tonight,” I said. “And tomorrow, we’ll prepare as if we’re getting attacked tomorrow night, and so forth.”
That answer seemed to satisfy everyone, so we moved on. I didn’t want to stress anyone out, but the truth was yeah, I thought we were probably going to be attacked very soon. It all made sense, the more I thought about it.
“Maybe you can finally use that ridiculous sword of yours,” Shayla said to me.
“His sword is amazing!” Kenny called out from across the living room. “If he doesn’t use it, I will!”
After that, we all began to drift away to our respective houses. Jess went to her place with Shayla, then the two came back to my house with their arms filled with clothes.
“I thought you were keeping away from me for a few more days,” I said to Shayla.
She gave me a look of wide-eyed innocence. “But honey, is that safe? I need my big strong man to protect me!” Jess laughed.
I followed them into our house and helped them arrange their armload of clothing in the bedroom. With Jess’s breast size, it had taken some searching to find a bra that fit, but the Loch Raven guys had some in their house. Kenny made sure to put the bra on top of his head and wear it as a hat just to emphasize how big the damn things were, for which Jess nearly slapped him.
“So, mister mayor,” Shayla said to me as she hung up a t-shirt in the closet. “I’ll be honest, it was quite sexy watching you take charge back there.”
“Indeed,” Jess added as she sat cross-legging on the bed across from me. “Where did you learn to plan defenses like that?”
“Mostly Rambo movies, although Conan the Barbarian helped,” I replied. The confusion on their faces was just priceless. I promised myself that one day, I’ll try to explain the entire plot of Conan to them, because it was a great story. Not that newer version with Jason Momoa, of course. We don’t talk about that.
“How are you feeling, Shayla?” I asked. She seemed a lot calmer than I expected. Perhaps she wasn’t ovulating any longer.
“Oh, my panties are completely soaked,” she replied with a smile. “You’re going to be inside me within the next five minutes.”
Okay, perhaps she was.
Jess gave a delightful laugh. “Thanks for making this easy, Mark,” she said to me. “And thank you for being patient. I wasn’t sure at first, but I’m beginning to think I made the right decision about you. Just do me a favor and don’t grow a beard, okay?”
“Noted,” I said, rubbing my chin. I had some stubble going on, so I made a mental note to shave the next morning.
“You’re really going to drive down there and rescue those people?” Shayla asked, turning to me. She grabbed the bottom hem of her t-shirt and pulled it off over her head, revealing her large, perky breasts. Those things seemed to defy gravity.
“You have the most incredible breasts,” Jess said. I was glad her thoughts mimicked mine.
“You’re one to talk!” Shayla exclaimed.
“Yeah, I am,” I said. “It’s the right thing to do. Plus, that’ll add three more people to our population. And those people will be grateful to be here, so they’ll be more likely to work hard and fight to make this place better.”
“Good thinking,” Shayla said, pushing her shorts down. 
Her panties were, indeed, soaking wet. Those came off next, then she practically jumped on me.
“Here we go,” Jess said, laughing as Shayla climbed on top of me.
I tried pulling my shirt off, but I wasn’t fast enough. Shayla managed to rip it in three places as she pulled it off of me. My jeans were next. I wanted to take my socks off so I didn’t feel like a bad porno from the seventies, but I never got the chance. As soon as my pants were off, Shayla straddled me and slipped me inside her, with no warm up or preamble.
“Oh my fucking god,” Shayla said, her eyes closed as she rode me.
My hands went to her trim waist and I held her tightly, thrusting to meet every movement of hers. She almost seemed to be in a trance, focusing on nothing other than sex.
“I guess that’s my cue to join in,” Jess said with a chuckle.
She began removing her clothes, although the tightness of her shirt made it slightly difficult. Once she was naked, I reached out for her. We had the same thing in mind; she threw a deliciously thick thigh over my head and lowered herself right on my face.
The two women immediately began kissing. As for me, I just tried to catch my breath. It was a bit difficult since I was being smothered by the world’s greatest ass, but trust me, that wasn’t a complaint. 
Shayla’s body tightened up as Jess’s fingers went between her thighs. She rubbed Shayla’s love button, bringing a hard orgasm out of the woman.
“Fuck!” Shayla shouted.
I was so damn turned on by the whole situation that I was getting close to cumming after only five or ten minutes. I tried to say something but Jess was doing her best job of drowning me with her pussy. I slapped on her butt a few times to warn her.
“Oh, I think he’s getting close,” Jess said, wiggling her hips on my face.
“God, I wish you could just fill my pussy,” Shayla said.
She straightened up and took my cock in her hand, then bent down and spat on the tip. Once she straddled me again, she lined my cock up with her ass and sank down on it, letting out a loud moan as she slid down.
“I need to try that sometime,” Jess said. 
She wiggled her hips on my face again as I thrust inside Shayla’s ass. Her body tensed up as I brought her to climax, with a second one coming almost immediately after. I heard Shayla spit on her fingers, then felt her wipe the slippery saliva on my cock. She began riding me hard and fast after that, which brought me to the finish line in no time.
“Mmmfff!” I shouted as I came inside Shayla.
“Oh, fuck yes!” Shayla called out, sitting so that my full length was inside her. I felt her muscles clench, as if she were trying to milk every drop of semen from me.
Jess leaned forward and the two women kissed again. She stayed there until I brought her to orgasm again, then finally moved. She flopped onto her back on the bed.
All three of us laid there for a moment, breathing hard. Shayla leaned forward on my chest, with my softening cock still in her ass. I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly, and she hugged me back.
“This is where you belong,” she whispered to me.
I reached down and squeezed her butt with both hands. Jess reached over and laid a slender hand on my shoulder and gave me a sweaty, beautiful smile.
She was right. I was home when I was with them.
“I get to ride him next,” Jess said.
Shayla pouted for a moment, then agreed with a big grin. “I guess it’s only fair,” she said with a laugh.
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The three of us spent a few minutes washing up, then went back to the bedroom. Fortunately, it was a large bed—king size, in fact. Still, fitting three people on a bed could be difficult at times, and especially when one of those people was Shayla. She had a tendency to roll around in her sleep and wind up sideways on the bed. 
Last time I had been in the center with each woman cuddling against me. This time, Jess was in the middle with her head on my shoulder and my arm around her. Shayla was curled up behind her as Jess’s big spoon. 
“I suppose this will help us stay warm once winter gets here,” Jess said sleepily. She kissed my shoulder.
“We’ll have to make sure everyone’s fireplace works,” I said. “And that we have enough firewood and blankets. Ugh, yet another thing I need to think about.”
“Don’t stress yourself,” Jess said, leaning up to kiss me. “Worrying about it now won’t change anything. It’ll just make it harder to sleep.”
“Speaking of which, I need to get up,” Shayla said, cuddling Jess extra hard. “Ahhh, I just don’t want to leave this bed. I’m taking first shift though, so I don’t have a choice.”
Jess and I stayed cuddled up while Shayla grumpily climbed out of the bed. She pulled on a fresh pair of underwear and jeans, then grabbed a couple shirts since the nights were getting chilly.
“Hopefully it’s a boring night tonight,” she said as she pulled a sweatshirt over her head. She combed her fingers through her blonde hair a few times, then sat on the edge of the bed to pull her boots on. “I don’t feel like working my fingers to the bone, but I’m going to try to drag some stones up from the river so we can build a proper guard post on the road.”
“Good idea,” I said. “Nothing too fancy, since it’ll have to move once Hope grows. But even a waist-high stone wall could keep you alive in a pinch.”
“That’s my goal,” she said. “We’ll see how much I actually get done.”
“Stay safe, beautiful,” Jess said.
“Don’t worry, I plan on it,” Shayla replied. She crawled onto the bed and kissed me, then Jess. “I’ll see you two lovelies in a few hours.” With a wink, she walked out of the room.
“She is so wonderful,” Jess said against my shoulder. She sounded barely half-awake.
“I feel incredibly fortunate to have found her,” I said, then kissed Jess’s forehead. “And you as well.” 
“Flattery will get you everywhere,” she said.
A few hours later, Shayla returned. She spent some time in the bathroom cleaning up, which woke me. I decided to hop out of bed and check on her. Jess had already rolled onto her other side, so at least I didn’t wake her.
“Hey, how did it go?” I asked as I walked into the bathroom.
Shayla stood in the shower stall with a wet washrag, scrubbing herself. Dirt still marked her face, including the tip of her nose.
“I got a lot done,” she replied, scrubbing first one arm, then the other. “And all that damn work should help me sleep tonight.” She scrubbed her face, then grabbed our five-gallon jug of water and began splashing some into her hair.
“Here, lemme help,” I said.
I lifted the jug of water and poured some over her head, then waited while she lathered up with some shampoo. Once she was done I raised the jug again to help her rinse everything off.
“I feel so much better,” Shayla said, wiping some of the excess water from her arms and legs. I handed her a towel and she began drying herself off.
My eyes wandered around, going from her full breasts to her fit stomach and strong thighs. Her body really was like something out of a dream. Or a superhero from a comic book.
“You keep staring at me like that and I’m going to make you fuck me again,” Shayla said with a smile.
“Ugh. Don’t tempt me,” I replied. “I need my sleep, though. My shift is after the one that just started, so I’ll be plenty tired. Jess has the same one.”
“Well hey, if you get bored just let me know,” Shayla said. “I can think of a few ways to keep you entertained.”
I laughed, then reached out and took her hand. Together, we walked back to the bedroom and climbed into bed. Shayla kissed me for a while, then curled up around Jess’s sleeping form. The two of them were so beautiful together, I began to rethink my decision. Did I really need a full night’s sleep?
A tapping on the bedroom window pulled me from my slumber. They tapped again and I hurried out of bed, pulling the curtain aside and tapping back so they’d stop. I didn’t want them to wake Shayla.
I had to wake Jess, though. She was in a rather interesting position; Shayla held Jess’s face tightly against her breasts, which explained why the redhead slept with such a smile on her full lips. Jess had kicked most of the sheets off in her sleep and her back was arched, pointing that ridiculous ass of hers toward me. 
Well, instead of being a perv and grabbing on her, I went over and gently shook her shoulder until she snorted herself awake.
“Wha—huh?” she asked, looking around. She saw me standing there and blinked a few times. “Oh, right. I’ll be up in a second.”
Staring at those two beautiful women together had a predictable result, and watching Jess arch her back and stretch her arms made it worse. She yawned, then looked over at my erection and grinned.
“Oh, is that what we’re doing this late at night?” She asked, shuffling over to the side of the bed.
Now, I could throw some hip with the best of them, but doing it two or three times a day got tiring, and quick. But looking down at Jess at that moment, with her pouty lips, red hair, and massive tits, I suddenly felt three times a day wouldn’t be enough.
“Someone’s excited,” Jess said as she shifted over to sit on the edge of the bed. She reached out and grabbed me right by the dick and pulled me to her, then placed a kiss on the head. “Tomorrow,” she said with a wink.
“Trust me, I can’t wait,” I said. 
She got up and walked around the bed and I had to look away. Her body was so incredible and I was rather in the mood at that moment. I was so hard my dick practically ached.
Jess squeezed her ass into a pair of her green fatigues while I grabbed some jeans. We kissed a few times while getting dressed, but ultimately focused on getting ready.
I decided to wear my sword. I mean, the thing was awesome. If I ever actually had to use it that would be a bad day, but I still liked it. I slid the strap over my shoulder and tightened it, then fastened my pistol belt and grabbed a shotgun. 
“You’re a one-man army over there,” Jess said, sliding her pistol into a holster at her hip.
I reached out and took her hand, then pulled her down the hallway. I felt the same closeness with her as I did Shayla; the same desire to take her out on dates back in my world. Dinner, movies, long hikes and vacations to wine country. A proper romance for a proper woman.
When we got to the front door I stopped and wrapped my arms around her. She held me back and we stood there for a moment, just enjoying each other’s presence.
“What’s this for?” she asked.
“I just really like you,” I told her. “I think you’re great, and I’m so glad we found each other.”
She squeezed me tightly, then we kissed. “Come on, let’s go protect our home,” she said, and pecked me on the lips one more time.
I held the door for her and we left our home. Josh was waiting at the end of the driveway, and once he saw us he waved and walked over to his house.
“Stay safe,” I said, kissing Jess one last time.
“You too,” she said with a smile, and walked away. 
Even in the darkness, I watched her sway with each step. She was little more than a shadow, but she was a damn fine one.
I went over to the guard post and stood there for a moment. The rough-cut grass had been thoroughly trampled by now, and Josh had rolled over a foot-long log and set it on end to act as a stool. I almost sat down, but decided to walk around first. 
The sky amazed me. Without all the light pollution of a proper city, it was absolutely pitch black outside. Black enough that I could see the Milky Way above me, a splash of dots and faint lights, a stripe across the sky.
I walked over to the beginnings of the watchtower. The guys had made incredible progress on that and the attached room. It had an almost medieval look to it with all the stone, which I really enjoyed. 
I found myself wishing for a flashlight as I walked around. It was so dark outside I ran the risk of tripping over something and hurting myself. After that realization, I walked carefully. 
It also dawned on me that with it being so dark, we wouldn’t be able to see any attackers at night. Getting those spotlights installed had to be a top priority, and maybe some street lamps as well. 
I went back to my guard post and leaned my shotgun against the wall, then just stood there for a moment. What the hell was I supposed to do for the next two hours? Much of my adult life had involved a cell phone, which was great for passing time. Now, I was just plain bored.
I wasn’t sure how long passed; maybe ten minutes, maybe thirty. But I heard the sound of footsteps. I cocked my head to listen and realized they were coming up behind me. I turned and saw the unmistakable sight of Shayla’s eyeshine approaching me.
“Shayla?” I asked.
“Hey honey,” she replied. “I figured you’d be bored out here, and I wasn’t done with you yet.”
With the sliver of moon overhead, I was just able to make out Shayla standing there with a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. She was smiling at me.
“Well, I’m—”
I didn’t get a chance to finish. Shayla undid my pistol belt and set it aside, then unzipped my jeans and pushed them down. Before I knew it, my cock was in her mouth and she was sucking on it like it was the only thing in the world she wanted. Which, if I understood how her ovulation went, it basically was.
“Here,” Shayla said, standing up and turning around. She pulled the blanket up, exposing her perky butt, and leaned her elbows on the shelf of the guard post. “Hurry up and get inside me.” Her tail raised up, holding the blanket out of the way.
Dear god, I loved that woman. I was inside her in a matter of seconds, thrusting away. The sound of skin slapping against skin was the only thing in the air that night. Shayla pressed a hand over her mouth to keep her moans down. We went at it with an almost animal-like need, a desire for each other that conquered all other thought.
“I’m close,” I whispered loudly.
Shayla turned around and knelt in front of me, sucking loud and hard. I shot my load into the back of her throat, and she sucked every drop out of me, continuing long after I was done. That woman was insatiable.
“I wish you could do that ten times a day,” Shayla said, looking up at me. She put my cock in her mouth one more time and sucked from base to tip, then smiled and stood. She wrapped her blanket back around herself while I pulled up my jeans.
“You’re something, you know that?” I said as I grabbed my pistol belt.
“Love you too,” she said with a sweet smile. She flipped the blanket around, giving me a view of her backside, then walked back to the house. Even in the darkness I saw the happiness in each step.
What a woman.
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Ihad managed to convince myself that the Druids were going to come that night. That was one time in my life I was grateful to be wrong. 
Still, as my shift came to an end, I began to wonder when it would happen. Surely, they would come soon. We would be fools not to expect it, not to prepare for it. Well, in the end, that was why I had pushed for these guard shifts.
I rested my shotgun over my shoulder and turned to walk away. Stan was next, so I walked over to their house. Fortunately, they had done some work on clearing around the house, so I was able to slip around to the side and knock on his window. I gave it a few minutes and knocked again. He knocked a few seconds later, letting me know he was up.
“Man, we need a better system,” I said to myself as I walked back toward the guard post.
What we had was certainly better than nothing, but it felt very crude and disjointed. Until we had alarm clocks, it would be tough to time these shifts with any sort of accuracy. I was pretty sure I had been awake for closer to four hours; I wanted to make sure the others got enough rest.
What about an hourglass? Was that a thing we could make? I guess I’d just have to find someone that could make things out of glass, then get some fine sand. There were enough alarm clocks lying around that some of them were bound to work, especially since our power supply was revitalized. 
Well, my mind wandering had perhaps just solved our little issue. We just needed some alarm clocks. Granted, most people used their cell phones back in my day, but surely we’d find a few. Right now my house was the only one with reliable power, since we stored most of our food in my fridge. Once I got that water wheel going, we could supply a little bit of power to multiple houses, enough to keep clocks going and maybe a few lightbulbs. 
“Alright, you can head out,” Stan said, yawning as he walked up. “Anything happen?”
“Nah, it’s been quiet,” I replied. “I’ve always read that attacks are most likely to happen early in the morning, but no one has heard anything tonight. Maybe I’m worried about nothing. Maybe the Druids already know not to fuck with us.”
“I wouldn’t count on it,” Stan said. “I think you’re right to beef up our security. They’ll come, one day. We just don’t know when.”
“Well, when they come, we’ll be ready.”
“That’s the spirit,” Stan said with a grin. “Alright, get some sleep.”
I waved goodbye to him, then turned and walked up my driveway. Tiredness washed over me; I hadn’t stayed up late like that in a long time. Plus, after Shayla’s visit, I was definitely ready for bed. 
Once inside, I moved quietly to the bedroom. I tried to be quiet as I took all my stuff off and set it on the nightstand. My shotgun went in the corner of the room.
“Hey, honey,” Jess said sleepily as I crawled into bed. She reached out for me and laid her head on my chest as soon as I got beneath the covers.
It only took me a few minutes to fall asleep. Part of me was afraid I’d have nightmares of Druids attacking the place, but I was too tired to dream. 
It seemed the moment I closed my eyes the sun was shining through the blinds, waking me. All three of us started to wake around the same time. Personally, I was excited for all the things we had planned, so I wanted to get right to it.
“Good morning, gorgeous,” I said to Jess. She was asleep on her stomach with her hands under her pillow, so I made sure to pull the sheets down and slap her on the ass. She yelped in surprise, then laughed.
“Oh my goodness, look at how that thing moves,” Shayla said after a yawn. She patted Jess’s butt a few times, then gave it a squeeze. “I think I’m in love.”
“What about the rest of me?” Jess asked.
“Huh? Who said that?” Shayla replied, staring wide-eyed at Jess’s butt.
“You two are a delight,” I said, then stood and walked into the bathroom. 
I scrubbed my teeth and washed my face while the ladies played around in bed for a few minutes. Perhaps they should have been getting ready with me, considering how much we had to get done. But in the end, I wanted them to have a life where they could relax a bit and just enjoy each other. That was important to me.
After the unmistakable sound of Jess orgasming, they finally got out of bed and came into the bathroom. I kissed each woman on the cheek and left while they cleaned up.
“We should hit the lake today,” I called out to them as I fetched my clothes. 
“The sooner, the better,” Shayla yelled back. “I need a bath, that’s for certain.”
I made sure each woman wore a pistol that morning. Neither brought their rifles; they said they’d get them after breakfast. I got the feeling they were concerned I was being overcautious, but I couldn’t escape the haunting thought that the Druids were coming. And they hadn’t come last night, so I was convinced they were going to come the next night, or perhaps the night after. But one of these nights, we were going to get hit.
Getting dressed took extra long since we kept kissing and hugging each other. Now that Jess was warming up to us, she was an incredibly affectionate woman. That made me glad to see.
I decided to wear my sword again that morning. What could I say? I just liked the silly thing. In a world of pistols and rifles, there was something awesome about the brutally simple weapon. I just hoped I never had to use it.
Together, the three of us left the house and walked over toward the watchtower. Other people were already there—Matt and Mike, Jacob, Ellie, and Richard. Stan, Kenny, and Josh were walking down their driveway and heading our direction.
“Looks like the whole gang's here,” Jacob said as everyone walked into the area. I looked around and saw Will and Tiffany approach also. Fortunately, they both wore guns that morning. Even Jenna had her pistol belted around her waist.
“You ready to take that car out for a test drive today?” Kenny asked me with his trademark grin.
“Fuck yeah, I am,” I said, raising my hand as he high-fived me.
“Our glorious leader!” Stan said as he walked up to me. He clapped me on the shoulder and laughed.
I turned and looked at Jess over my shoulder. She gave me a little smile in return. She seemed to rather like that people were defaulting to me as the leader of this place. Well, someone had to steer these hooligans in the right direction.
“Good morning, everyone,” I said, turning to face the majority of the crowd. “I hope no one is too tired after standing watch last night.”
“Man, who needs sleep?” Mike asked with a chuckle. “I’ll sleep some other time.”
“I just want to keep everyone here safe,” I said. “I’m glad to see everyone wearing a gun today as well. Remember, the stronger we are, the less likely someone will test us. And if they do test us, we stand a better chance of surviving.”
From the corner of my vision I saw Jacob leave and walk up the driveway to his house. Probably getting food for breakfast.
“I don’t know about you guys, but I could use a bath,” I said. “We’ve been bathing in the lake since we got here. The water’s cold, but clean. If any of you go up there today to wash your asses, all I ask is that you don’t go alone. We’re safer in groups.”
“I might need you to wash my ass for me,” Kenny said to Stan. 
“That’s gonna cost at least one bag of potatoes,” Stan replied.
Jacob returned a few minutes later, but not with food. He had a rifle in each hand, and his scoped hunting rifle slung across a shoulder. When he arrived at the watchtower he leaned them against the low wall, then looked up at the partially completed structure.
“Is that second floor safe?” he asked, pointing up.
“Yeah, it’s solid,” Stan replied. “I mean, it’s made of logs with planks laid across them. Be careful with the ladder as it’s not fastened to anything yet. But if you want to check it out, feel free.”
Jacob nodded, then set his foot on the handmade ladder and climbed up. Once on the second floor he stomped a few times, checking the stability, then grunted in approval. It looked about as solid and stable as could be.
“See anything from up there?” I asked.
He looked around with his customary frown. “Just trees,” he replied, then knelt and unslung his rifle.
“Enjoying the view?” Mike asked.
Jacob shrugged. “I figured since it’s here, I’d go ahead and familiarize myself with the surroundings. Things look different from up high. Also, since we’re being extra careful now, if anyone comes through this way I’m more likely to see ‘em ‘fore they get too close.”
“Good thinking,” Matt said, turning to stare down the road. 
“I think we can finish most of the second floor today and get the third floor started,” Stan said, looking up at the watchtower. “Probably get some work done on the adjacent room as well.”
“That sounds great,” I said. “You guys are doing awesome work on that. I’m hoping Kenny and I can get the Porsche moving today. Unless Stan wants you to work on the watchtower, the rest of you should work on clearing the area. Everyone’s done a great job, and we’re making great progress there. This place used to be completely overgrown, and now it’s a lot safer thanks to your work.”
“Hey, you still want us to drag a bunch more stones up here?” Mike asked.
I snapped my fingers. “Ah, yeah. I had almost forgotten, thanks.”
“No problem, man,” Mike replied.
Arnold stood next to Jenna, and they both nodded after what I said about safety. Tiffany and Will still looked rough, but at least better than the day before.
“Tiffany, Will. I want to check your house today so I can help you with all your new stuff,” I told them. “Once we get things cleaned a bit, we’ll grab a full load of sheets and clothes and take them to the lake to wash them.”
“Clean sheets will be nice,” Will said, forcing a smile. “Right honey?” He put an arm around Tiffany and she looked up at him for a moment, then gave a faint smile.
“I want to talk to you two about something else later, too,” I said. “Something that might help you guys out. All I ask is that you be open to new ideas.”
“Um, okay,” Will said.
“You got plans for the watchtower?” Matt asked in his usual no-nonsense voice.
“Yeah, we’ve talked about it and I think we have some great ideas,” I said. “Three stories tall, so high enough to see far around, but low enough to climb up there pretty quickly. The power station is here, so we’re going to install some spotlights up there, so whoever is on watch can shine those around. And we’ll have a radio up in the tower as well, in case anyone needs to call for help.”
Matt nodded. “All solid ideas. Just make sure the lower walls of the third floor are thick enough to stop a bullet. Always best to plan for the worst scenario.”
“Thanks for the tip,” I said.
Matt and I walked around to the front of the watchtower and he pointed a few things out.
“This lower wall being stone is good for multiple reasons,” he explained. “Bulletproof, plus rocks don’t burn. Put some windows on the first floor, but make ‘em narrow, like arrowslits. Consider every aspect of this tower from the viewpoint of battle. The room next to it should be similar.”
“So you’re basically saying to build a small fortress,” I said.
He nodded. “Exactly. Better safe than sorry, especially since we all know what’s coming. Having some good cover can make or break a battle. Plus, keeping your power in a heavily armored building is always a good plan. With the extra stones we’re bringing in today, we might even be able to make the entire first floor walls out of stone.”
“We’ll have to store a bit of food and water in there as well,” I said.
“That’s the spirit,” Matt said. “Personally, I would put a rack on one of the walls and keep two rifles, two pistols, and sufficient ammo handy. Until things are safer, you have to always plan for the worst.”
I nodded and looked around, down the street. “I initially had dreams of building a wall around this neighborhood, but now I see how unrealistic that is. Even with all of us working from sunup to sundown, it would take months to get a wall even chest-high.”
I turned and looked back slightly to my left. Had I seen movement back there? Jacob had shot several deer in this area, so it was probably something like that. The sun was to my back, and glinted off of something in the trees.
“Shit, sniper!” Jacob yelled. “Get down!”
I opened my mouth to ask what was going on, but was cut off as Matt’s head exploded right in front of me.
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Blood and gore sprayed all over me. I stood there for a moment in shock, trying to process what had just happened. Jacob fired his rifle a second later, snapping me out of it. 
“Take cover!” I shouted as I ran toward the watchtower. I leaped over the low stone wall and landed hard on the gravel floor. “Everyone take cover! Get behind something!”
My heart was making its best attempt to pound its way out of my ribcage. I wiped my eyes with my forearm and it came back red.
Holy fuck, Matt had been shot in the head right in front of me.
“They’re down the street!” Jacob shouted. Seconds later, he fired again.
“Shayla! Jess!” I yelled. Everyone was yelling. I couldn’t make out who was where, but several bullets struck the stone wall right behind me.
I had grown up in Baltimore, but this was my first time being shot at. 
“Mark!” Jess yelled. She was behind the storage room next to the watchtower. 
“Jess!” I yelled back.
She stood up and tried to leap over the low stone wall, but the woman simply wasn’t built for running.
Fortunately, Shayla was.
She came out of nowhere, running faster than I thought possible. Holding out one arm, she caught Jess around the waist and pulled her inside the low walls of the watchtower. They landed hard, but were fine. Bullets flew by only a heartbeat later.
I looked up and saw a few bullets strike the underside of the second floor, where Jacob was. Fortunately, the floor was made of thick wood. I heard no movement from him. Bastard didn’t even flinch.
“We need to spread out!” I said. “We’re too close together!”
Mike, Kenny, and Stan were next to me, all within the watchtower. Josh leaped over the wall a second later. Stan looked at me and nodded. He knew what I was talking about.
“We’re sitting ducks!” I shouted. “We need to spread out so they can’t pin us down!”
“If we run we’ll get shot!” Ellie called out. I couldn’t see her, but I thought she was on the other side of the wall. She popped up a moment later and fired off two rounds from her pistol, then ducked back down. Yep. Good ol’ Ellie.
More bullets struck the stone wall, chipping away at it. Jacob fired again, but cursed after. We needed to move. 
“I’m moving over to our guard post,” I said, shifting slightly. The damn sword was digging into my back. “I need you guys to provide some cover fire for me. Jacob! How many do you see?”
“A fuckin’ lot of them!” he yelled back. “At least there’s one less of them now.”
“You mother fuckers!” Tiffany screamed. I couldn’t see where she was, but her voice came from somewhere on my right, which was the direction I planned on going.
“Alright guys, send some bullets in their direction in three, two, one….” I pushed myself to my feet and pulled my pistol out, firing two rounds down the street. 
Holy fuck, that area was crawling with movement. I was no good with counting people, but there had to be thirty or forty of those assholes down there, and all of them with guns. Once we started firing, I saw many of them duck behind trees, mailboxes, and a car.
I hopped over the stone wall and to my surprise, Jess followed. I immediately worried—she wasn’t the fastest runner, and those massive tits of hers threatened to give her two black eyes. I reached back and held out a hand toward her. The moment her fingers touched mine, I gripped her hard and sprinted away.
“Fuck!” she shouted, barely staying on her feet. 
A few bullets whizzed by us, but most of the Druids were hiding from our gunfire. Jess and I reached the guard post, which was only about thirty feet away. Still, that had been the most terrifying thirty feet of my life.
“You can’t take chances like that,” I said as we sat with our backs against the stone. “You’re too important!”
“I’m fighting for my home just like you,” she replied, pistol in hand.
Long-range shots with a pistol were no fun, but I peered over the stone lip and rested my gun there. I waited until I saw movement, then quickly lined up my sights and pulled the trigger. The pistol leaped in my hand and a man went down, screaming and clutching his stomach.
“Good,” I muttered. “I hope that fucking hurts.”
Jacob fired again. From where we hid, I could still see them. I also finally saw Tiffany. She had grabbed one of the rifles Jacob brought out and was lying prone in the grass, peering around the corner of the stone wall. She pulled the trigger and immediately shouted obscenities. From the scream down in the trees, her bullet had found its mark.
“Let me check,” Jess said, holding her pistol in both hands. 
We switched places and she pulled herself up so that she was peering just above the stone ledge. A bullet struck, spraying rock chips against her face. She shouted in pain and fell down, clutching her eye.
“Shit, are you alright?” I asked, holding her.
“Those fucking assholes!” she shouted, but her hand began glowing. Only a short moment later she lowered her hand. There was still blood on her face, but there was no visible wound.
I didn’t want to get shot, but we had to return fire. It was the only way we stood a chance. Tiffany fired again, following it up with more curses. Jacob fired as well. A few of the others fired their pistols, if nothing else trying to keep the Druids down.
I crawled on the ground and peered around the edge of the guard post. The grass was long enough to hide me, at least I hoped. I rested the barrel of my pistol against a notch in a stone and waited for more movement. There, next to that car. A man moved behind it and leaned around the side, trying to get a shot off.
I pulled the trigger, taking him in the shoulder. It wasn’t a clean shot, but it was enough to get him out of the fight. Unless they had a healer, which I desperately hoped they didn’t. But considering how the Druids treated women, I didn’t think it was likely.
They didn’t seem to notice me, so I remained in place and waited. Several Druids popped up and began firing, right as a group of them—probably five or six, it was hard to tell—got up from the long grass and ran across the street. I just placed my sight center-mass and pulled the trigger. A man went down, so I fired again, striking a man in the leg. He fell to the street, clutching at his thigh. A bullet took him straight through the forehead seconds later.
“Take that, you fucking piece of shit!” Tiffany shouted.
“Remind me to never piss her off,” Jess said, then turned to me. “Can you see them? How many?”
“I don’t know,” I said, peering through the blades of grass in front of me. “We’ve taken a few down, but it’s hard to say.” A man peered around the side of the car and I shot him right in the head.
“They’re moving!” Stan shouted.
Jess copied me and laid on the ground, then tried to peer around the side of the guard post. She fired off a round but cursed immediately after, so I didn’t think she hit anyone.
“They’re dug in like ticks on a wild dog!” she shouted.
“That’s a rather graphic analogy,” I replied. Several men still hid behind that car, so I sent another bullet into it, shattering the side and rear windows. Hopefully some of the broken glass would shower down on them.
“I need a rifle,” Jess said. “I don’t suppose it’s too late for you to get that rifle you said you had for me?”
“Yeah, let me get right on it,” I said, gritting my teeth and firing again. “Fuck! I’m not doing any good here. I can’t see them.”
I pulled back and looked over right as our guys started firing again. Kenny and Josh leaped to their feet and ran to the truck, firing a few shots of their own. Josh shouted as a bullet dug a bloody line across his shoulder, but didn’t slow. He reached the truck and threw the armored door open, then crawled inside. Kenny went to the back of the truck. 
“Fuck yeah,” I said, knowing what was coming.
“It’s about time,” Jess said, pulling back inside the guard post. “Hopefully he can flush some of them out.”
“Just our luck they’ll hide even better,” I grumbled. “We’ll have to make sure we protect him, in case any of those assholes try to move around the side to shoot him.”
Kenny’s head popped up in the turret a few seconds later and he grabbed onto the machine gun and pulled the charging handle. A few bullets struck the truck and he ducked down.
“Shit,” I said. “I think we might need to cover him so he doesn’t get hit.”
“Mark!” Kenny shouted.
I turned and saw him standing in the back of the truck, this time with his steel-striped helmet on. He threw something at me and I reached out to catch it. Fortunately his aim was spot-on and I didn’t have to expose myself in order to do so.
“Just pull the pin and throw it! You’re at the best angle!” Kenny shouted.
I stared down at the grenade in my hands like it was a live viper.
“Oh, what the fuck,” I said.
“Staring at it won’t make it blow up. Throw the damn thing!” Jess said.
“Fuck fuck fuck,” I said, gripping it and pulling the pin.
“Five second fuse from the time you release the handle!” Kenny shouted.
I had to make it count. If I threw it, it would hit the ground and explode two or three seconds later. That was no good.
I released the handle. It was spring loaded and flew through the air. I clearly saw a small piece of metal hit the striker. Two seconds later, I turned and threw it right at that damn car. Eh, I never liked Jettas anyway.
The grenade flew true, and sailed through the air in a high arc. I had seen dozens of the things go off in movies, so I thought I knew what to expect: a fireball and death all around.
That was not what happened.
First off, the goddamn thing was deafening. I felt the percussive blast in my chest, even from sixty or seventy feet away. Only a small puff of white smoke showed me where the grenade had exploded, which was about five feet above the car. I felt an initial pang of disappointment, thinking it had been a dud.
But it was the screams that really drove home how effective that thing was.
Every window in the car exploded, showering broken glass all around. Three or four men screamed at the top of their lungs, one man yelling ‘my eyes’ over and over again. It was almost sickening to hear.
Fortunately, their screams went quiet after about ten seconds.
“Holy shit,” I said. I looked down and saw my hand was shaking.
“First time throwing a grenade?” Jess asked.
“Of course it is.”
She gave a little smile. “Those men are full of shrapnel, now. At least they’re out of the fight.”
I took a deep breath to try to calm myself. It took four. I had just cooked off a live grenade, then thrown it at a group of psychos that were trying to kill me and my friends.
Hell of a way to start the day.
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Itook another deep breath, then turned and laid my pistol on the stone shelf of the guard post. The men behind the car were done, that much was clear. I saw a few bodies lying on the ground. Well, at least that threat had been eliminated. Time to focus on the next one. 
I scanned the area, looking for movement or unnatural color. Considering the entire area was green, that wasn’t hard. Blue jeans didn’t blend in too well with the trees, so once I saw some, I put a bullet in them. The man screamed and clutched at his leg.
“Time to die, assholes!” Kenny shouted. 
He had donned his armor and popped up into the turret again. He grabbed the handles of the machine gun and opened fire.
I had never heard a machine gun in person, either. The damn thing sounded like pure, concentrated violence. It shook Kenny’s body with every shot; hell, it shook the truck.
“Holy shit, what is that thing?” I asked, watching him. The empty shells that the gun ejected were fucking huge.
“In front of the blue house!” Jacob shouted.
Kenny turned slightly to one side and opened fire again. I turned to watch where he was firing and my eyes widened in shock. Small trees fell over as the bullets cut them down. Hell, some of them weren’t that small, for that matter. I couldn’t see the men hiding, but I suddenly saw pieces of an arm fly into the air.
“I got fifty cals of pain, assholes!” Kenny shouted between bursts.
Many of our people were hiding with their backs against the low stone wall. Ellie had a rifle in her hands and she elbowed her son, then pointed to the side, in our general direction.
“Ah shit,” I said. They were going to try to move over to us. I wasn’t sure if Kenny’s machine gun was enough suppressive fire by itself.
“What?” Jess asked, turning to see where I was looking.
Ellie was a bit of a stocky woman, not the kind of lithe, muscular athlete that Shayla was. So it took her a few seconds to get to her feet and start running. I watched in horror as a bullet struck her in the shoulder, spraying the side of her face with blood.
“Mother!” Richard shouted, reaching for her.
Another bullet hit Ellie in the side and she went down hard.
“No!” Richard shouted, leaping for his mother. He covered her body with his, screaming when three or four bullets struck him in the back.
“Driveway!” Jacob shouted, then pulled the trigger.
Kenny adjusted slightly and opened fire again. More trees and bushes fell. When I looked over the stone ledge, I just saw red splatters all over the entrance to the driveway.
Richard and Ellie both screamed in pain. Jess got up to run toward them, but I pulled her back down.
“No!” she shouted. “I have to get to them!”
“You’ll die!” I yelled back at her.
“I don’t care! It’s worth it to save their lives!” She pulled against my hand, but I yanked her down next to me.
“Listen, Jess. A dead healer can’t heal anyone. They’re out of the fight, so the best we can hope for is that the Druids won’t shoot them anymore. The second they’re gone, you can go heal them, but if you run over there now all three of you will die!”
She glared at me with tears in her eyes. “I feel like I’m abandoning them,” she said.
“Then help me kill these bastards!” I said.
A bullet struck Kenny’s helmet, knocking him down. His head popped back up in the turret again a few seconds later. 
“Takes more than that to kill me, you stupid fucks!” he shouted, raising a fist at them. A bullet hit him in the wrist, ruining it.
“Fuck!” I shouted. “Kenny’s down. We have to deal with these guys.”
“I need to heal them,” Jess said firmly.
“You’ll get killed,” I insisted. “If we can get you over there safely, then I’m all for it.”
I desperately looked around, trying to find anything that could be used to our advantage. All I saw was about a dozen terrified people returning fire. Well, except for Tiffany. She still shouted obscenities and sniped people with her rifle. Her cheek was badly bloodied; I assumed from a bullet graze. She ignored it and shouted things that would be too violent for most death metal bands to write lyrics about.
“They’re coming!” Jacob shouted. He pulled the trigger again, then scooted back as a dozen bullets slammed into the underside of the second floor.
I checked my revolver, gritting my teeth when I realized I only had two bullets left. I felt like Bruce Willis in Die Hard, but I didn’t have nearly the balls. I was going to have to get really inventive.
“Switch me spots,” I said to Jess. 
She moved over to the side so that she could peer above the stone ledge. I moved to the short side and peered around. 
A dozen men in ramshackle armor were rushing us. Three ran for our guard post, the rest went for the watchtower. One man kept firing bullets into the underside of the second floor, to try to keep Jacob down. Tiffany still shouted like a banshee, at least until another bullet took her in the shoulder. She rolled on the ground in pain after that. Will was right there and wrapped himself around her.
I had a sinking feeling in my stomach about our situation. An intrusive thought that we weren’t going to make it. I refused to let that thought in, but man, it was really pounding on the door and threatening to break it. 
I reached over my shoulder and grabbed my flaming sword. The blade widened a bit toward the tip, sort of like a gladius. It had a bit of heft to it, probably from all the inner workings. I just hoped my incredibly stupid idea worked.
“Shoot anyone that goes around to your side,” I said over my shoulder to Jess. “I’ll get whoever comes around this side.”
“Fuck!” Jess said and raised her pistol. Men screamed in rage as they charged our guard post.
That was the only warning I had. I pushed the switch to ignite the blade and leaped to my feet. I swung my sword with all my might, hoping beyond hope that my timing would be on point.
The blade narrowly avoided his upraised hand, which was turning to point a pistol right at me. I continued my swing as hard as I could and the blade struck him, right in his shouting mouth. The burning steel hacked right through his cheeks, his jaw…whatever else was there. It stopped when it hit his spine.
I immediately released the sword and snatched the pistol out of his hand as he fell. With my left hand I raised my own pistol and shot the next man point-blank in the face.
He got a shot off as well, though. 
The bullet struck me in the shoulder, right beneath my collarbone. My arm went limp. I turned and saw a man wrestling with Jess, forcing her gun into the air while sticking his tongue out at her like he wanted to lick her. I took one step closer to him, raised the pistol I had taken from the other Druid, and shot this man right in the temple.
Jess turned to me and her eyes widened. I opened my mouth to tell her to focus on someone else, but she reached out and placed her hand right on my wound.
My muscles moved, forcing the bullet out as my flesh healed. It was a horrible feeling, but I was grateful for it.
Behind us, more people screamed. Jess and I both grabbed our guns and ran over toward the watchtower.
Shooting while running was incredibly inaccurate, but fortunately those Druids were focused on the other people. I stopped and held my pistol steady, then shot a man right in the side. We were wounding people more than we were killing them, but at least we were taking them out of the fight.
I watched as a man tried to leap over the low stone wall. Shayla reached up and shot him right in the stomach. He fell to the ground and she put three more rounds into him.
Jacob suddenly rolled over the front of the watchtower with his knife in hand. He landed on one man, using him to break his fall, then rammed his knife through the side of the man’s neck, twisted, and tore it out.
Stan leaped up and grabbed a Druid running by him, one hand on the man’s shooting arm, the other on the man’s collar. Stan’s muscles corded as he raised the man into the air, then slammed him head-first into one of the upright logs of the watchtower. After that he brought the man down hard, shattering his head against the stone wall. The Druid’s head exploded like a balloon filled with ravioli.
I shot one more man that was looking the other way while Jess leaned down to check on Tiffany. Her hands glowed and Tiffany sucked in breath between clenched teeth as she healed.
“Stop, stop!” one of the Druids yelled, throwing his gun down and raising his hands over his head. The man next to him did the same. “Stop, we won’t fight anymore!”
Jacob walked up to them, knife in hand, and glared at them menacingly. They shrank back from his gaze. I think I would have pissed myself if he had looked at me that way. He pulled out a pistol, but as other people approached, he left the captured Druids.
I felt a chill in my spine as Jacob walked over to each wounded Druid and shot them, execution style. No emotion, no hesitation, just a bullet to the head. He stood over one Druid and reloaded while the man cried in pain. Jacob kicked him in his bloodied side, rolling him over, and then shot him in the back of the head.
Jess was finally able to make it to Richard and Ellie. I ran over there to help her, if I even could.
They were in bad shape.
Richard had four gunshot wounds in his back and his breathing came in wheezing gasps. Ellie wasn’t any better, and looked to be taking her final breaths.
“Jenna!” I shouted, then turned back to them.
Jess wiped a tear from her eyes, then laid her hands on Richard’s back. He didn’t even have the strength to react as his body healed. He let out a faint whimper as four bullets fell out of his flesh.
“I’m here,” Jenna said, kneeling by us. She looked over at Ellie and her face turned grim. “This will take both of us,” she said to Jess.
Both of the healers placed their hands on Ellie. Blood flowed from her wounds, but slowly, as if her heart was failing. Her eyes opened and she watched me for a moment.
“Make sure my boy stays safe,” she whispered to me. “He’s the only thing I have in this world. Help him have a good life.”
I reached out and took her by the hand. “No. You’re going to do it yourself.”
Since I was holding her hand, I caught some of the healing magic they were using. I had been healed a few times before, but this felt like being hit by a tidal wave. 
Ellie let out a long, rattling sigh and laid her head back. Her eyes slowly closed.
I looked over at Jess, ready to ask her if Ellie was dead. Jess shook her head slowly.
“This old woman is strong. She’s alive, but barely. She needs a lot of rest after that.” Jess reached out and squeezed Ellie’s hand. “Stay with us, old girl.”
Richard crawled over to position himself next to his mother and laid a hand on her shoulder. He looked at Jess, and she smiled and nodded. A tear ran down his scarred face.
“Thank you,” was all he said.
I pushed myself up and walked over to where those two Druids had surrendered. Jess ran over to the truck to heal Kenny and Josh.
“Why the fuck should we listen to anything you have to say?” Stan said, crossing his thick arms. Blood flecked his beard and covered both hands after beating that one man to death. He towered over the men, who looked ready to die of fright. 
“Maybe we can interrogate them,” I said, raising my pistol. “Or maybe we just shoot them.”
“No, please no!” one of the men said. He was young, maybe eighteen years old. Maybe even less.
“Will, give me your pistol!” Tiffany shouted behind me.
“Well, we can’t exactly keep you guys here,” I said to the Druids. “It’s not like you’re trustworthy or anything.”
“We’ll do anything, man,” one of them blubbered. “We’ll leave and head north. There’s a settlement up there, right? We can join them. We’ll help!”
“You saying you want to go harm my people?” Stan asked, leaning close to the young man.
“No! We’ll run away! We’ll live in the woods!”
Then, Tiffany joined the party. 
“You mother fucker!” she shouted. 
Before I could even react, she walked up to the nearest man and swung her revolver with all her might. It crashed into his face, flattening his nose and shattering teeth. He fell onto his back, clutching his ruined face. She shot him in the hip, right where the joint was.
“That’s for every fucking woman you’ve harmed, you piece of shit!” Tiffany shouted.
“Stop, please!” the man shouted from his broken mouth.
Tiffany took a step over him, straddling him. No one moved to stop her. She shot him in the stomach, which made him move his hands down to clutch the wound. Tiffany responded by ramming the barrel of her pistol into his mouth. She dropped to her knees, putting her full body weight into the attack. He gagged violently and tried to fight her off, but there was no stopping her.
“This is for my daughter!” she shouted, and pulled the trigger. “That’s for Sheila, you mother fucker!” She kept pulling the trigger until it was empty. The bullets had nearly blown his head in half.
The other Druid stared, wide-eyed, at what had just happened. A wet spot spread on the front of his pants as Tiffany straightened up and turned to him. Her face was red, both with rage and from splattered blood. Her chest rose and fell with heavy breathing and she looked down at the empty pistol in her hand, then let it fall to the ground.
“Someone give me a knife,” she said, still glaring at the Druid.
“Hold on, ma’am,” Jacob said to Tiffany in a soft voice.
Amazingly enough, she actually listened to him.
“Please don’t kill me!” the Druid begged. “Please, sir. I’ll do anything!” He shuffled a step closer to Jacob, and more importantly, away from Tiffany.
“No one kill him yet,” Jacob said to the rest of us. “I got an idea.”
“Oh, thank you sir!” the man said, breaking down into sobs. “Thank you! You’re a good man, sir!”
Jacob gave a low chuckle that sent chills up my spine. “We need to get one thing clear, boy.” He drew his pistol. “I ain’t no good man. Not even remotely.”
He pulled the trigger and sent a bullet right through the young man’s hand. The Druid shouted in pain and clutched his hand, watching Jacob like he was a rabid animal. To be fair, a rabid animal would probably be a safer option.
Jacob knelt next to the young man and poked him with the barrel of his pistol. “Let’s us have a little chat, boy. We’re gonna send you back to the Druids.”
The young man’s eyes widened. “But—But, they’ll kill me! They’ll call me a coward and hang me!”
Jacob’s eyes narrowed and he slowly lowered his pistol. “You wanna know how I got my nickname?”
“Dear god, please just do what he says,” I interjected.
The young man glanced at me and finally nodded. “Okay. Okay, man. Whatever you guys say. I’ll go back.”
“How many men did you see here today?” Jacob asked in a calm voice.
The young man looked around and shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe a dozen at the mos—”
He cut off as Jacob lowered his pistol and shot the Druid through his other hand. He screamed in pain, trying to clutch both hands together.
“Jenna, can you heal this guy?” Jacob asked calmly.
“I don’t like this, Jacob,” she said, walking up. She looked down at the young man, and for a moment I thought she was going to spit on him. Finally, she reached out and laid her hands on him, healing his wounds.
“Looks like you got two fresh hands,” Jacob said, pulling back the hammer on his pistol and raising it. “So, I’m gonna ask you again, boy. How many men did you fight against today?”
The young Druid’s eyes widened as he finally understood. “Uhh, twenty. No, forty! I couldn’t tell because so many of you hid in the trees, might even have been seventy or eighty. I never seen anyone fight so fierce before!”
Jacob nodded slowly and lowered his pistol all the way. “Now you’re getting it. You take that message back to the Druids and tell them that. Although we don’t want them thinking you just ran away, right? We gotta make it believable.” Jacob suddenly shot the young man in the forearm.
“What the fuck, man?” the Druid shouted, clutching at his arm. “Why did you do that?”
Jacob dug in his pocket and grabbed a rolled-up piece of cloth, then threw it at the Druid. “Like I said, gotta make it believable. I’m helping your case, son. You’re the only survivor of this battle, and you ran back home to tell the rest of your scumbag friends to leave this place alone unless they want to die as well. We have too many guns and our walls and armor are too thick. Attacking this place is a bad idea.”
He pushed himself back and began wrapping the cloth around his bleeding forearm. “Okay, man. Fuck. Okay.” 
“Now, get lost, dipshit,” Jacob said, shooting the ground right next to him.
The young man leaped to his feet and scrambled a few steps away, watching us the entire time. After another ten feet of that, he finally turned and ran.
“What a piece of shit,” Jacob muttered.
“Do you trust him?” I asked.
“Not really,” Jacob said. “But, you put enough fear into a man and sometimes you can trust them a bit.”
“I won’t stop until every single one of them is dead,” Tiffany said in a hard voice. “Mark my words.”
I looked over at her. “Sounds like you came to the right place. You’re in good company.”
I walked over to Shayla and wrapped my arms around her. Jess joined us a moment later. We stayed that way for a moment, no one wanting to let go. 
“I’m just glad you two are safe,” I said quietly. “You two are my entire world.”
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After a morning like that, no one was in much of a mood to get things done. 
We spent a few minutes going over the corpses, picking them clean of weapons and anything usable. No one wanted any of their clothes, which was perfectly understandable. Weapons and ammo were the only things we kept. Half of their pistols were homemade from pipes, just like my first one had been. Still deadly, though. 
Stan, Kenny, and I dragged the bodies far away and dug a mass grave for them. Not out of respect, but so scavengers wouldn’t come for the bodies. There were thirty-seven of them in total. 
“Fertilizing the soil,” Stan said, putting his hands on his hips. “That’s all a Druid is good for, if you ask me.”
The wounded people that had been healed were all taken into Jacob’s house, except for me. Being magically healed took a lot of energy from a person, so we had them rest for a few hours. Except for Ellie and Richard. They needed to sleep for a day straight after the wounds they took.
After that, we dug a grave for Matt. I hadn’t known him well, but he was well-loved by the others. Stan and Kenny told a few stories, and Mike followed up with a story about the usually gruff Matt spending much of his spare time carving wooden toys for children.
“He deserved better than being shot by a Druid,” I said quietly. 
“We all do,” Stan said. “But as long as they’re around, no one in the area will be safe. Once they get cars, they’ll spread like wildfire.”
I shivered at the thought of the violent gang being more mobile. 
“We should plant some flowers on top of his grave,” I said. “Flowers, or a tree, or something. Add a bit of life to all this death.”
We all nodded, but no one said anything for a while. We just stood there silently, still recovering from what had happened that morning.
The Druids had finally come. They caught us off-guard and we paid the price for our lack of preparation, but ultimately we had survived. Most of us. Losing Matt was a hard lesson, but I vowed we would be ready if anything like this ever happened again.
Jacob went inside and got his bottle of whiskey. Most people took a swig of it, to help numb the feelings that threatened to smother us all.
“I need to work,” Kenny said. “Gotta keep my brain busy. Besides, Matt would want us to work.”
Many of us felt that way. Taking the day off seemed like the wrong way to honor Matt’s memory. He had been a hard worker, and we rather enjoyed the thought of his spirit smiling down on us as we worked to finish things he had helped us with.
Kenny and I went to the garage and continued working on the Porsche. He used a hammer and chisel to deepen the grooves in the adapter I was working on. I then followed that up with a narrow file. It was slow, tedious work, but after a couple hours he determined it was enough.
He placed the adapter on the input shaft of the transaxle, then tapped it with a mallet for a while. It slowly slid on as the hardened steel splines of the shaft forced their way into the grooves I had cut with a file. Once he said it was enough, he fastened the electric motor onto it and gently tapped it into place in much the same way.
“Now we just gotta hold it in place,” Kenny said. 
Using several pieces of scrap metal, he bolted the electric motor in place. He yanked on the mounts a few times to check their rigidity, then nodded when he felt they were sufficient.
“I want you to bring this up to Loch Raven so I can weld these mounts in place, but they’ll hold for now,” he said.
“So, what’s left?” I asked.
“Take that piece of wood and put it a couple feet behind the car,” Kenny said.
I tossed a board on the ground behind the tire, then hopped inside. Kenny opened the passenger door and got in as well.
“So, this is just for testing,” he explained. “I’m going to have something better than this, but I wanted to start with the lowest amount of power possible.” He reached over and touched a toggle switch on the dashboard. “This will turn the motor on.”
“Can I control the speed at all?” I asked.
“Nope,” he replied. “But this only gives it a little bit of power, so it shouldn’t do much.”
“Alright,” I said, looking around. I placed my hand on the transmission, although it was pretty much stuck in second gear. The pedals were useless with the exception of the brake pedal. The steering was fine.
“Here we go—wait, it’s going to go forward, isn’t it?” I asked.
“I already put some boards in front of the car, just in case,” Kenny said. 
I took a deep breath and flipped the switch, causing the car to immediately lurch forward. I flipped the switch off right as my tires hit a couple two-by-fours, which stopped us.
“Hot damn,” Kenny said with a grin. “It works.”
“Yeah, now we just need to make it safe and reliable so I can pick up those people down south,” I said.
Kenny frowned. “You’re still set on doing that?”
I nodded. “I am. It’s the right thing to do. Plus, if a woman calls for help, I can’t really say no. I guess I’m just old fashioned.”
“Well, you’re more than a hundred years old, so that makes sense,” Kenny said. “Alright, hop out. We’ve got work to do. I want to get that solar panel on the hood. Anything to help you out.”
I got out of the car and walked to the garage door opening, then just stood there for a few minutes.
We had been bloodied, but we survived. Things were going to be alright. Hope was going to be a great place to live.
After all, that was why we named it that.

To be continued in Love the Bombshells 3. Interested? Go ahead and get the preorder here!
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