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Prologue
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There was one last thing Meg needed to do before they left. So much had happened since her divorce. Would someone, maybe an archaeologist digging through the ruins in the future—if humanity survived that long—wonder what happened to them? A sound caught Meg’s attention. She looked up from the scrap of lined notebook paper she found to see Vaughn loading the last of the supplies into the back of the pre-electronics World War II cargo truck they discovered at the Fort Carson Military Museum. Vaughn opened his mouth to ask if she was ready to leave, but before he could speak, Meg held up a hand, palm forward, fingers spread. Five more minutes was the answer to his unspoken question. She smoothed the paper and began to write.

My name is Meg Michaelson. I was, before my life as we knew it ended, a middle-grade schoolteacher. After my divorce from the thieving rat, Paul, I decided to work the Colorado mining claim that said rat purchased with money we were supposed to be saving for a house. I discovered a cache of gemstones, but before I could gather them, the side of the mountain I was digging trembled, and a landslide buried me and Vaughn Williams, a handsome cowboy working the adjoining claim. When we finally awoke, with us was a naive and gassy Roman god of the underground named Dis Pater. That wasn’t the only surprise. After we dug out, we discovered decades had gone by while we were passed out and the world had changed in a disturbing way. An electromagnetic surge traveled across the globe, shorting out all the electronics and killing people who had a computer chip called a B-Buddy inserted in their brain. The few human survivors left were faced with food shortages, nonworking utilities, and disabled vehicles. Facing winter weather, Vaughn and I traveled south and joined other survivors living here in the Texas Hill Country community they dubbed New Eden. 

Meg signed the bottom of the letter but didn’t know the current date. Even the year was a guess—was it now 2061 or 2062?  She rolled up the letter, tucked it into a scrounged glass jar, and screwed on the lid. That done, she tucked the jar into the soil next to the gravestone and went to join Vaughn. 
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Chapter 1
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New Eden

What Samuel McCord told them about having problems with outsiders worried Meg Michaelson, and she shifted uneasily. They had experienced so much trouble in this weird postapocalyptic world of the future. Finding Samuel and Rosey McCord and the peaceful community they had established on the Texas ranch with other survivors had renewed her faith in humankind’s ability to create a better world. Now it appeared this homey place the couple called New Eden was not so peaceful after all. She glanced at Vaughn Williams but couldn’t read his expression.

Vaughn returned Meg’s look and then asked Samuel the question on both their minds. “What do you mean you’re having trouble with outsiders?” 

Samuel explained, “There are a couple of factions that have established residences nearby. Some found us like you did by following our signs to the ranch. Others arrived with their own groups already established and stumbled onto us by accident. The two outside factions are of different minds, and neither was a good fit here.” He shook his head. “I don’t know why they just don’t move someplace else. I’m sure you’ve seen it in your travels. Lots of uninhabited spaces to settle in. Why stay in this area? Hell, lots of abandoned towns they could occupy.”

Vaughn nodded. “We stayed in a few along the way. Abandoned houses provide good shelter—at least they do until the plumbing backs up and the water supply runs out.”

“It makes more sense to just move from house to house,” Rosey added. “Like you said, there are a lot of abandoned ones around.”

Meg took a sip of coffee from a black-and-white Jersey Cow mug and said, “What do you know about the two groups?”

The couple traded a look, and then Samuel said, “One is led by a man calling himself Draco. I doubt that’s his real name, but,” he shook his head, “he’s not the first person who has reinvented himself after the world fell into the shit bucket.”

“Draco means dragon in Latin,” Vaughn told them.

“That makes sense,” Samuel said. “He’s got this elaborate tattoo of one across his back.  He goes bare-chested as long as the weather’s decent, so everyone can admire it.”

Rosey snorted. “Draco believes people have the free will to do as they please. The concept was attractive to a few of the people we had here. They followed Draco when he decided our lifestyle was too structured for them.”

“He’s the grasshopper while you were the ants preparing for winter,” Meg said.

Samuel and Rosey gave her a quizzical look.

Meg had forgotten for a moment just how much time they had lost between the time the mountain buried her and Vaughn and the time they woke from their decades-long sleep. Did parents no longer read the old Aesop’s fables to their children? 

Vaughn explained, “It’s an ancient morality story. The ant diligently gathers food for the winter, while the grasshopper whiles his time away singing.”

“Now I remember it,” Rosey said, smiling. “It’s an apt description of Draco’s grasshopper philosophy on life.” She rose from the table where they were sitting and put her empty cup in the sink. 

“How many people went with Draco?” Vaughn asked.

Samuel thought for a minute, rubbing the stubble on his chin. “Five or so from here, I believe. He had a man and woman with him when they arrived. That sound right, Rosey?”

“That’s what I recall,” Rosey told them. “They didn’t stay long with us.”

“You mentioned there were two factions,” Meg said.

Before anyone could answer, two dark-skinned children burst noisily through the kitchen door.

“Rosey, Rosey,” the younger one said excitedly. 

“Sadie, Louisiana, calm down,” said Rosey, squatting to be on their level. “What’s going on?”

“Momma L wants to know when you’re starting dinner.”

“Tell her come help when the sun touches the top of that old tree out there, Sadie.”

“But we’re hungry now,” she whined.

“Go down to the basement and grab a couple of apples. That should keep you.”

The girls hurried off.

After the motion and noise settled, Rosey explained, “It’s a group effort for meals. We have a big gas stove in here. There’s another large group here that arrived together. They stay in the bunkhouse and mostly keep to themselves. We installed a wood stove in there that we picked up along the way. Like here, they have fireplaces for heat. Everyone shares edibles and duties. We try our best to stretch what food supplies we have.”

“How many are there here?” Vaughn asked.

“Twenty-seven at last count, with a baby on the way. Some in the bunkhouse and the rest here. You two will make twenty-nine.”

“A lot,” murmured Meg.

Rosey nodded, a sad look on her face. “Most of them are children we’ve gathered along the way. The ones who were too young for the B-Buddy implants.”

“After their parents passed,” Samuel added.

All four were silent for a while, each in their own morbid thoughts.

Vaughn said, “Back to our conversation—the other faction that splintered off?”

“This one is gonna need more than coffee,” Rosey said. She opened a cabinet and pulled out a liquor bottle.

“Amen to that,” added Samuel.

After Rosie poured a shot of whiskey into their coffee mugs, she returned the bottle to the cabinet, sat back down, and looked expectantly at Samuel.

“Mariam,” Samuel sighed. “She and her entourage of four, one young woman and the rest men, arrived midsummer.”

“First thing she did was try and bed my husband,” Rosey said angrily. “I set her straight real fast.”

Samuel chuckled. 

“A vamp?” Vaughn asked.

“Not the word I’d use,” muttered Rosey.

Samuel continued. “Mariam is a big woman, and I mean height and width, as well as personality. She calls herself a prophet. Claims God warned her about the damned B-Buddies. Told her they were the work of the devil.”

Rosey took up the story. “She’s the only path to heaven, least that’s what Mariam preaches. Claims God told her,” Rosey made air quotes, “she was chosen to repopulate the earth with children of her womb.” She snorted. “She must be in her forties. Not sure if the womb factory is still in business. Not that she doesn’t try, enticing every man she lays eyeballs on.”

“Including the men she arrived with?” asked Meg. 

“Those too. Makes a regular orgy out of it. She claims the young woman with her is her daughter. Don’t know for sure although she has wild red hair like Mariam. Poor thing.” Rosey touched her temple. “I don’t know if the child is on the autism spectrum or is simply challenged mentally. Whatever it was, or their relationship, I felt sorry for her having her witness Mariam do what she does.”

“Is Mariam beautiful or enchanting?” asked Vaughn.

His question caught Meg’s attention. She and Vaughn’s relationship had only recently changed from friendship to a romance. Her heartbeat quickened. Would Vaughn be tempted by Mariam’s charms? Rosey had chased the woman off when Mariam tried to seduce her husband, but what she and Vaughn had was so new. Was their relationship strong enough that Meg could stake a claim on Vaughn’s heart?

“Maybe pretty once,” Rosey said, answering Vaughn’s question, “if you like the Viking warrior type. The most striking thing about her is the big blemish on her face. My guess is it’s some type of skin cancer, a crusty, weepy wound on her cheek. She’s fair skinned, and with that red hair, Mariam would be prone to that sort of thing.” 

“How long did her group stay with you?” Meg asked.

“Not long,” Rosey said. “I set her straight about trying to seduce my husband, and she didn’t like it.”

Samuel said, “And then she started in on the men here at the ranch.” He chuckled. “It didn’t go well for her. She managed to convince a few people here that she was the pathway to heaven.

“Then she tried it with Daxton and Ramon. You met them, the ones guarding the entrance road. They sent her and the hangers-on packing.”

“How many left with her?” Vaughn asked.

“The original four and three she enchanted from here—a couple and one older man.”

Rosey stood and looked out the window. “Well, you two. We’re glad you found us, but we’ll save your story until later. For now, it’s time we started preparing dinner.”

“Need any help?” Meg asked.

“We have the work covered for today, and the kitchen is already crowded, but if you have supplies on the truck, we’d be grateful if you’d share.”

“We do and we will. There’s rice, pasta, canned goods, beans, and seasonings.”

“Wonderful,” Rosey said, clapping her hands together. 

“I’ll bring it in,” Vaughn told her.

“Speaking of the truck,” Samuel said, “we’d appreciate it if you’d help us gather supplies back in Sanora. It’s a long day’s journey there by horse and wagon, and that wagon is about done for.”

“On it,” Meg said. 
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Chapter 2
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Mariam

Vaughn, Meg, and Max, the dog they had found on their journey, slept that night in the cozy nest they’d made in the bed of the truck instead of inside the crowded house. It turned cold in the night, the canvas covering the old truck bed offering little protection. They cuddled together for warmth, at least until it was time to rise.

“Damn, it’s freezing,” Meg said, shivering as she pulled on her jeans.

“I know a way to warm you up,” said Vaughn, who was still huddled under the sleeping bag. 

“Tempting, but Max has alerted on something outside, and I’m thinking we’ll have company soon.”

Vaughn groaned and scooted out of the sleeping bag to grab his own clothes. 

They heard Samuel’s voice. “Are you two up? I’d like to give you a tour of the ranch before things get busy.” 

They quickly dressed and joined Samuel. The day before, Meg had given Rosey all the coffee they had scrounged. She hoped Samuel’s wife had started a pot brewing because she sorely needed the caffeine and heat.

Samuel told them, “Rosey is working on a list of things we need you to find. Besides food, we’re short on rooms here. Folks are sleeping on every available bed, couch, chair, and cot in the main house. Same with the bunkhouse. We had people sleeping in tents this summer, but it’s gotten too cold for that. I have a plan to bust through a wall and expand the bunkhouse, but with no way to haul lumber, it’s been on hold.”

Samuel guided Meg and Vaughn around the ranch compound. He greeted each person by name when he passed by.

He knows the names of everyone, Meg thought as they strolled. Even the littlest children. It revealed how decent of a man he was. About time. Except for Nick Rymer in Santa Fe, it seemed like people they had encountered in their travels had peculiarities. Probably they were the same quirks that kept them from following the great wave of B-Buddy implanting. Or they were like Cross’s gang, criminals who had been denied the implants. Remembering Cross and their narrow escape gave Meg the shivers.

“You’ve seen the main house. Here’s the bunkhouse.”

The building was one-story and long with the two ends bent to form a U-shaped front courtyard. The entrance door at the middle of the U led into the kitchen and a common area. 

The men gathered inside greeted Samuel warmly enough, but the women gave Meg disapproving looks. It wasn’t hard to figure out why. They were all dressed in long, plain dresses, and their hair was covered with scarves. The men, on the other hand, had hair platted in a wide range of styles—some hanging loose in a braid and others in elaborate twists around their heads. All the men wore beards. The children were dressed in a similar manner, according to gender.

Some type of conservative sect, Meg figured. There was one older lady overseeing the women preparing food. She gave Meg such a hateful glare that, just for spite, Meg ran her fingers through a strand of her long, dark hair and flipped it over her shoulder.

Samuel and Vaughn hadn’t noticed the women’s silent standoff.

Hallways led off the common area, going in opposite directions. There were doors on each side.

Samuel explained, “It was designed to house the ranch hands, both the permanent hires and the temporary ones. The bedrooms,” he waved his hand at each branch, “are Jack and Jill with a communal bathroom between two bedrooms. Now, of course, we’re forced to use outhouses.”

“Ranching must have been a profitable business if they could afford a setup like this,” Meg said.

“It can be. Of course, it’s a lot easier here in Texas than it was in Montana, where we lived before landing here. That far north, we had to battle winter weather and the short growing season.”

“I imagine there’s more danger of fire in Texas,” Vaughn commented after they went back outside. The pastures were rolling hills of grassland, brown now that it was winter. Cattle and horses dotted the fields.

“There is that.”

“The ones in the bunkhouse, did they all arrive together?” asked Vaughn.

“They did. Mostly, they keep to themselves. We never had a problem with them. The bunch of them just have their own way of living in this world, I guess. We share resources. I made it clear to them they were welcome here but there wasn’t going to be any hoarding of food and supplies. They’ve kept their agreement about that.”

They started walking back to the farmhouse.

“The men and women don’t commingle?” Vaughn asked. 

“Nope, you saw that. Women working in the kitchen and the men gathered in a huddle. Their women will talk to Rosey, but not me.”

“Very conservative,” commented Meg.

The last building they viewed held the stables. 

“Daxton and Ramon built a shelter near the road so they can keep watch for visitors, but when the weather is bad, they sleep here in the hayloft,” Samuel told them. “I’d like to clean and frame out some of the stalls to house people. Right now, it’s not a suitable place for children to live.” 

“Are you expecting more people?” Meg asked.

“Hard to say, but we like to be ready. You’ve seen it all now. Time to get back to the main house and see what Rosey has for us.”

“Hot coffee, I hope,” murmured Meg. 

***
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Over coffee and a breakfast of oatmeal and boiled eggs the children gathered earlier from the flock of chickens, Meg and Vaughn told Samuel and Rosey their history.

Meg began, “I was recently divorced. My ex, Paul, was having an affair—one he flaunted. We’d been on rocky ground anyway. I discovered he took the money we were saving for a down payment on a house and stupidly bought a Colorado mining claim with the get-rich-quick idea that he was going to strike gold.”

“Can’t say I blame you for leaving,” Rosey said.

Meg snorted. “That wasn’t the worst part. I asked for the mining claim in the divorce, but what I wanted was for Paul to buy me out. That plan didn’t work.”


Samuel said, “Mankind makes plans, and God spoils them.” 



Meg chuckled. “It was the judge in this case. I took my stimulus money, bought a camper van, and swore that I’d show him by finding my own gold.”

“Stimulus money?” asked Lahana.

Meg sucked in a breath. She had almost explained it was stimulus money the government sent during the COVID outbreak but, of course, this was an event that had happened decades in the past. She glanced around the table at the puzzled expressions of those listening. She’d trapped herself in a corner.  A bead of sweat popped and rolled between her breasts. 

Vaughn stepped into the breach. “Didn’t you tell me the school district had made major assignment changes, and the money was to cover the time the instructors were out of work?” 

All Meg could do was nod. Vaughn’s explanation must have been enough because Rosey asked, “What about you, Vaughn?”

“Nothing quite as dramatic. There were some personal issues I needed to work through, and I requested a leave from the ministry.” He smiled. “Nothing beats the hard physical work of digging out a mountainside to put things in perspective.”

“True,” said Samuel. 

Meg let out the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. She was happy they had found a community of survivors, but it was going to be difficult not to say something that revealed time had moved on without them.

“We need to get started if you’re going after supplies,” Rosie said, stacking the empty breakfast plates. “Who is on clean-up duty today? Vaughn, Meg, I have a list ready.” 

The shopping list was broken into categories: food, fuel, school supplies, cots and bedding, clothing in all sizes, and diapers and supplies for the baby due to arrive. Lumber and construction supplies were last on the list.

Meg made a mental note to look for birth control. So far, she and Vaughn had been lucky, but simply crossing her fingers and hoping for the best was not a reliable contraceptive method. 

“I know you’re wanting to get started on adding housing, but these other things are needed now,” Rosey told Samuel. “I’m sure Draco and Mariam’s groups have taken things they want. We’re a bigger group, and we need to collect what we can now before they grab it all.”

“Or the canned food spoils,” said one of the residents who was helping Rosey.

Meg told them, “As long as we can find a supply of gasoline for the truck, we can make as many trips as necessary. The hard part will be finding stuff.” In this strange new world, food was hard to find and becoming scarcer every day. 

A couple of the men offered to help, and they jumped in the back. Samuel rode in front with Meg and Vaughn. 

Meg started the truck, but before they could move, Max came barreling toward them.

“The pup thinks we’re going to leave without him,” Vaughn said, laughing. “I’ll go toss him in the back.”

They drove the five miles down the road to the highway and then on for twenty miles to the outskirts of Sanora.

“Holy shit,” Meg said and hit the brakes. 

A woman, elbows jutting and knuckles on wide hips, stood in the middle of the road. This had to be Mariam. Samuel’s description of her as a Viking warrior was spot-on.

“Mariam,” Samuel confirmed. “I wondered where she was staying.”

“Well, now we know,” Meg said quietly. Long red hair going gray frizzed around Mariam’s head and flowed nearly to her waist. She was large, but there was nothing soft about her. A red blemish covered one cheekbone. Even from a distance, Meg could see it was raw. Mariam, however, gave no indication it bothered her.

A younger version of Mariam stood to one side, her expression dull. This must be the daughter. 

“I don’t see the people you said left with her,” said Vaughn in a low voice, his eyes roaming the area.

“I’m sure they’re around,” hissed Samuel. “Hiding is my guess. I just hope they’re not armed.”

“Amen,” Vaughn replied.

“Stop right there!” Mariam shouted.

At the sound of Mariam’s voice, the two men riding in the back of the truck got out and gathered in the street. 

Meg’s heartbeat quickened. Beside her she felt Vaughn’s body go tense. 

Samuel felt it too. Attempting to defuse the situation, he leaned out the window and said, “Glad to see you found someplace to shelter, Mariam. I was worried.”

Mariam grinned at Samuel. It reminded Meg of a shark’s toothy grin as it glided toward an unsuspecting swimmer. 

“My wife too. Rosey was worried.”

The grin faded. 

Samuel cleared his throat. “If you move, we’ll be on our way.”

There was the shark’s grin again. “Nope. I’ve claimed this town as my own. Everything here is mine.” The grin got toothier. “Including this vehicle, since it’s on my street.”

Meg heard mutterings from the helpers they had brought with them.

“You’re not getting my truck,” Meg shouted. 

“Fuck, that,” said one of the men at the same time. “If you don’t move, you heifer, we’ll just drive right through you.”

“Thomas,” Samuel warned, “no one’s gonna get hurt here.”

The girl stepped away from Mariam’s side and waved. Unlike Mariam, this girl was small and thin, except for the bump of a belly. 

Samuel gasped. 

“She looks pregnant,” whispered Meg. The kid looked to be in her early teens, but with her mental capabilities compromised, it was hard to estimate age. 

“Didn’t you say she was mentally challenged?” Vaughn asked.

Samuel didn’t answer. He jumped out of the truck and walked toward them. “Hello there, Sarah.”

“Hi, Mr. Samuel,” she said, a squeal of joy in her voice. Awkwardly, she ran to him and wrapped her arms around him in a tight hug.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
{ I
u ‘.

 NEW EN[

- CONNIEBECKETT





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





