
Safe Haven

Peter Hargraves

Wildcat Press


Copyright © 2025 Peter Hargraves

All rights reserved

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.

ISBN: 978-1-0692833-0-6


Cover design by: Franklin Gunkelmann




For Tasia

Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowlegements

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

About The Author


Acknowlegements

Thanks to the Lyngarde Writing Group especially to John, Andrea, Madona, and Wendy. And also to Shirley.


Chapter 1




Margaret didn’t get thoroughly alarmed until the day they left Newingland. True, he had slapped her the night before, but that had just been the latest event in their disintegrating marriage. What he said now made her feel as if she were drowning in an unknown ocean.

Barran leaned his bulk toward her and spoke in a low voice as they sat in the lounge at Boston Airship Station. “You ever dare leave me, don’t think you can hide.” He paused for effect. “Because I’ll have you tracked down and dealt with.”


She had no doubt as to what he meant. Barran used detective agencies and underworld figures in his business. Last year, he’d spoken sharply to that weaselly little man who occasionally visited their place, then had fumed for days. The man’s body had turned up, floating face down in the Charles River. Barran had grinned as he read the newspaper article over his breakfast eggs and hadn’t noticed when the butler took his empty plate away. After that, she had been unable to eat her own breakfast.


A uniformed employee entered the lounge and said in a loud voice, “The airship is ready for boarding.” They joined the knot of people walking from the lounge down the corridor to the airship. Once they were all in the large elevating machine, the attendant closed the grilles, and they ascended to the top of the mooring tower. Margaret didn’t like heights. The handrails of the short gangplank shook slightly as passengers gripped them. She wiped her clammy hands on her dress before grabbing the rails. But once inside, she felt cocooned by the giant gas bag.

The main lounge of the gondola was opulent. They walked on plush carpet, and an expensive-looking bespoke map took up an entire wall. It showed Europe and North America and the North Atlantic airship routes from New York and Boston to London, Paris, and Berlin.

As they made their way to their cabin, Margaret glimpsed the tall muscular man at the end of the corridor. It was the same employee of Barran’s she had seen for the last year every time she went into the city to shop or to have lunch with her friends. He always dressed in a thin, tightly fitting formal robe that hid his trousers to mid-thigh, secured with a fashionably wide sash. Together with a shirt with a stand-up collar, he looked like a respectable Newingland businessman. He wasn’t. He would stand across the road or down the other end of the store, or he’d follow her from a distance when she was in the street, discreet but never hiding his presence. His expressionless face made him all the more menacing.

Their cabin was cramped, especially after their bags had been brought on board by the crew. “I spent my money on this?” Barran said in exasperation. Whenever they travelled by ship his dollars bought him a large suite.

By the time the airship had slipped its mooring tower and was floating across the city toward the ocean, Barran sat in the lounge, his thickening middle and his balding pate prominent as he hunched over his business documents. He ignored her. She didn’t mind—they had nothing to talk about these days, anyway.

She had never seen her city from above. Through the large windows, an ever-changing panorama drifted by—buildings and a network of streets filled with horses, carts, and steamers. The airship cast a huge shadow. The derelict outer suburbs where no one lived anymore made a smudge in the distance. And then they left Boston and the Republic of Newingland behind, and there was nothing but fluffy clouds, the far horizon, whitecaps, and all the secret life that lay below the waves.

At dinner, she wanted to ask Barran why they had to go this way instead of going by ship. It struck her as Newingland hubris to resurrect this expensive, impractical way of travelling, a way they’d given up on during the Age of Science. She knew about flammable hydrogen and unobtainable helium. It was Barran’s money, but it was her neck as well as his. But she never did bring the subject up.

Later, when she returned to the cabin, Barran already lay in the bottom bunk. After getting into her nightgown, a flash of green caught her eye. Her emergency money lay exposed in her boot. She’d had her purse snatched once, and since then had made a habit of keeping a stash hidden where no one could get to it. She bent down and pushed the bills into the toe where Barran couldn’t see them.

***

Margaret had a vague sense of unease inside the airship. She had no fear of Barran here—he could do nothing to her here among all these people. But the spectre of his murderous tendencies, of what he could do in future . . . And these machines had come to grief out of all proportion to their tiny number. The newspapers buried brief articles about these accidents in the inside pages where the censors hoped no one would pay them any attention, but she had. She could barely eat. Complaining of illness, she missed many of the meals in the dining room and spent most of her time in their cabin. She resented having to clamber into the awkward top bunk.

She wrote a letter to her parents:

Dear Mom and Dad,

Unfortunately, I have bad news. I normally wouldn’t burden you with something like this, but my situation is dire . . .

When she finished it, she sealed it up in an envelope and dropped it into the mail slot. And instantly regretted it. The impulse to write was a childhood habit, a habit from the time when her father had had the power to deal with people like Barran. Now the letter would only worry her parents.

After two days cooped up in the windowless cabin, she entered the lounge again. Out of the viewing ports, she could see the wake of a ferry, gulls, and the hint of land in the hazy distance. Then came forests, green fields, and the odd human settlement until they finally reached the outskirts of Berlin in the late afternoon. They flew over the usual wasteland of the outer suburbs left over from when the population had been much larger. And then came a normal city with traffic and tiny ant-like people in the streets. The airship flew a little way out of town to a large field with a mooring mast, where it came to a halt.

She had wanted to see something of the city, but Barran was distant and all business. In the airship station he motioned a porter to take their luggage to the line of steam taxis. The muscular man followed in another vehicle.

When the taxi got stuck in traffic, a Catamount padded into view. Margaret had never seen one of the lithe creatures in the flesh before. While it was the same size as a natural cougar, its head was noticeably larger. It sat down with its tail wrapped around itself, a small pack strapped to its back, waiting for the lights to change. It carried a benign look on its face, but a fierce intelligence burned in its eyes. Was everything they’d been told about Catamounts back home just lies and exaggerations born out of fear and the propaganda needs of the Newingland government? People walked by the creature without a glance.

Some arcane group way back when had played with the stuff of life itself. They had manipulated a few species and had often created animals more intelligent than their natural cousins. Out of all the species they had tried, cougars—to everyone’s astonishment—could be modified to create creatures more intelligent than even humans. The first generation, no less. No further evolution needed. A little more tweaking had created a larynx that could approximate the sounds of human speech. After the Virus had ravaged the human population and made childlessness commonplace and having more than one child a rarity, the lab had closed, and the people went back to the simpler things they could still build and operate. And the Catamount population exploded. And they built their own settlements, and their technology was more advanced than that of rapidly devolving human society.

In the hotel room, she balked when the light turned on the moment she flipped the switch. After dinner, she asked the desk clerk why that was. “We use tungsten lights,” he said in accented English. “Not the older Nernst lamps, which have to be heated up by a separate heater before they work. The Catamounts have discovered how to make these things again. Our electricity bills are lower now.”

The next morning, they went to the main train station, a glass-roofed behemoth, where, on a word from Barran, the muscular man bought tickets. A locomotive belching smoke left the station. Margaret, frowning, grabbed a handkerchief and dabbed at the spot of soot that had stained her dress. At Barran’s direction, they changed platforms and boarded a train.

Something bubbled up from deep within her, breaking through the weight of fear she felt toward Barran. Was it anger? Resolve? When the train started to move, she asked him, “So what business is it that you’re going to conduct here?”

Barran remained silent. When she repeated the question, he said, “Tell you later.”

“Or never, more likely. It’s going to be an expansion of your manufacturing cluster, isn’t it? Will it require a new factory, or will you be using an existing one? Add an extra shift or something?” When he remained mute, she ended with, “Well, I’m sure it’ll fit in well with your current holdings.”

The train passed out of the city and into the countryside. The muscular man talked inaudibly to Barran across the aisle. Her husband explained to him, “The German republic broke up after the Virus like the USA did. We’re actually in another country already, but the Berlin government has an agreement with it, so there are no border checks.” He cocked an ear. “What’s that? Oh, no, Berlin might be a city, but it’s its own country as well now.”


The train had rattled on for about three hours in all, before, when it slowed and stopped at a station, a uniformed official came on board. “Pässe, bitte,” said the conductor as he made his way down the aisle.



Barran’s trio looked at him blankly, then as people started producing their passports, they got theirs out as well. They got them back a few minutes later with new entry stamps added. As the train moved on again, they passed a sign that read Willkommen in der Republik Niedersachsen.


The fields and towns of the Republic of Niedersachsen, or Lower Saxony, rolled by. As the train slowed down again, Barran said to her, “I’m leaving you here. You’re taking another train to a spa town where you’ll be staying.” His voice held no menace now; his relaxed tone conveyed a supreme confidence she’d simply do as he said. “Your hotel is paid for, and he”—he gestured toward the muscular man—“will give you an allowance every day. Go to one of the spas and enjoy yourself. When I’ve finished my business, I’ll come and get you. Then we’ll travel back to Berlin and take the airship home.”

Barran held his hand out. Seeing the confusion on her face, he said, “Your passport.” She hesitated for a moment before rummaging in her purse, and Barran gave her a low growl. “And put on a bit of weight, would you? I don’t want to screw a skeleton.”

When the train stopped again, the three of them grabbed their luggage and dismounted onto the platform. A man in a formal robe with a wide colourful sash worn across the waist greeted Barran. A porter helped him with his luggage, and he left her on the station platform with the muscular man while he walked away. He didn’t glance back.

The man motioned for her to follow him. He lugged their travel bags down some stairs, through a short tunnel, and up onto another platform. The wait for their train felt interminable, and Margaret’s breathing started coming in short, ragged gasps. The experience of being both observed and ignored unnerved her. When they were on board, he remained unspeaking, sitting statue-still except when it came time to hand their tickets to the conductor.

At the spa town, called Bad Harzburg, according to the station sign, he lugged their suitcases to a taxi and spoke a single phrase to the driver. At the Hotel Zum Bär on Friedrich Strasse, he spoke in low tones to the concierge and took two room keys. Both rooms were on the second floor. Or the first floor, as they counted things here.

Margaret’s key opened the door to an opulent room. Trust Barran to spend lavishly even on a wife he didn’t like. It held a writing desk that might very well have been a genuine antique, two armchairs, and a four-poster bed. The Egyptian rug appeared handmade and held a bright and intricate design.

Before he left, her man peeled a few Niedersachsen marks off a roll and handed them to her. “More tomorrow,” he said in an emotionless rumble before he walked off to his own room.

He’d never spoken to her before. From now on, she’d call him the “Watcher.” She didn’t like him and his intrusions into her privacy. She also didn’t like Barran—in fact, she hated him. She lay on her bed and let a smouldering anger well up inside her.

She got up and paused at the full-length mirror for a moment to inspect the “skeleton” Barran found so distasteful. Round, symmetrical face, straight dark-brown hair cut to just below the ear. Slight build, yes. She supposed she could see what Barran had seen in her originally. But could her narrow shoulders carry the burden of dealing with him anymore?

As a teenager, she’d been coached in small talk, something her teachers told her she’d need. She’d applied it well—after all, Barran had married her, this social butterfly. Or as she now realized, this imposter. Because life after their marriage had turned into endless rounds of socializing, and that wasn’t who she really was. They left her exhausted and withdrawn. Which was why their marriage was in the state it was. The contempt would fairly ooze out of him. “You don’t love me!” he would yell. That remark had always struck her as absurd.

Now she went to the bathroom and scrubbed her face clean, then opened her makeup kit and tipped the contents into the bin.

When she went out the next morning, the Watcher was waiting for her in the lobby and then followed her wherever she went. The next morning was the same, so she turned around and marched back up to her room. She tried leaving at noon, instead, and caught him eating lunch in the hotel restaurant. He’d immediately put down his knife and fork and followed her. She blew out an exasperated breath. At least it might be amusing to deliberately inconvenience him on a regular basis.

Barran seemed to believe she would be happy just going to the spa every day, but she conserved her thin billfold by eating at cheap cafés instead of in the hotel restaurant and keeping the remaining money for entrance fees to museums, galleries, and cathedrals. Except she did not find any museums, galleries, or cathedrals in the spa town of Bad Harzburg. She found the pools of the Bad Harzburg Kursaal, where the smell of sulfur attacked her nostrils, enjoyable the first couple of times, but then boring. The Kursaal, or “cure hall” couldn’t cure her actual problems.

She would relax in the water, and now that Barran was far away, she could think more objectively about her situation than before. Her earlier panic had perhaps been an overreaction; she was not in any danger provided she did what Barran told her. So it was a case of either living a life with Barran, comfortable in many ways but subject to his random violence, or venturing into the unknown to attempt a more authentic life on her own despite the risk.

She felt awkward about entering the water at the Kursaal naked as they did here. But the women she shared the water with ignored her. All except one. Perhaps sensing she felt out of sorts, alone, and a long way from home, the woman, maybe a decade older than her, engaged her in conversation in the change rooms when they left the baths. Not understanding a word, Margaret asked hesitantly, “Do you speak English?”

The woman took a breath as if preparing herself for the foreign grammar, the foreign sounds. “Yes, a little. Where are you from?”

“Newingland.”

“Ah, I thought you were from your clothes when we arrived.”

Margaret sighed internally. The fashions were far less conservative here. “My husband is in Niedersachsen on business, and he’s dropped me off here in Bad Harzburg.”


“It’s a boring little town. I wouldn’t stay around here. There are plenty of things to see in Niedersachsen. My husband is also off on business, so I’ve taken some time off. I’d never let him just drop me off, as you put it. The day he tells me what to do is the day I say goodbye.” She smiled.


“Some time off? So, you work?”

“Yes, I’m a doctor. I’m a partner in a family practice.”

The woman seemed to thrust her breasts out like a weapon, although Margaret felt sure she meant nothing by it—nakedness clearly meant nothing here. She realized she held her towel in front of her as if it were a shield.

“There is a stretch of the river within walking distance that has a good sandy beach. You might want to try it. Although you won’t be able to go, uh, informal the way we are here.”

They both got their clothes out of their lockers. The woman’s dress came up to her knees, with short sleeves, no less, and her shoes were open-toed.

The pitiful stash of Niedersachsen marks she had accumulated from her daily allowance would never cover new clothes. The next morning, she went to retrieve her Newingland dollars from her purse, only to find they had vanished. A hot flush raced across her skin. Barran really wanted her to have no options. Retrieving her emergency stash from her boot, she marched down to Borkener Strasse and the women’s clothing store and showed the Newingland bills to the clerk inquiringly. The clerk got the manager, who nodded.

With exhilaration, she shed her shapeless Newingland sack dress and fitted herself out with one that came to just above her knees, the kind women here in Niedersachsen wore. It struck her that Newingland fashions, mores, and culture were at odds with those of Niedersachsen and, she suspected, most other countries in North America and Europe.

Gratified, she admired how the belt gathered it at the waist to show she had a figure. She also bought a pair of the baggy khaki pants that seemed popular here, two short-sleeved blouses, and a loose jacket for the evening chill that would come soon. And a one-piece swimsuit—she wasn’t going to be seen dead in her Newingland monstrosity. People in that society deemed a covered woman a necessity. Obviously, they didn’t here.


In her new dress, she walked out of the store without stockings. Next door she did the same and walked out with a pair of suitable shoes on her feet. She’d also bought a pair of what were known as sneakers, although someone of her class in Newingland would never wear them. She felt self-conscious and exposed, but no one took any notice of her. Except the Watcher, who took a step backwards at the sight of her. She didn’t care. Her new clothes were more comfortable in the early autumn warmth and would make dressing far quicker. Too bad she’d had to spend so much of her Newingland money on them.


The next morning, to defy the Watcher in one of the few ways she could think of, she dressed in the khaki pants and a blouse and took breakfast as usual in one of the town’s cafés. The Watcher stood on the sidewalk, giving her occasional glances through the window. She had figured out the bill beforehand and palmed the money from her purse when he wasn’t watching. When he came inside and disappeared into the washroom, she threw the money on the table, left her half-eaten meal, and barged through the swinging kitchen doors, almost knocking over a rushing busboy. She negotiated the busy kitchen, managing to negotiate a path through to the back door, and ran through the dingy alleyway to the street behind the restaurant. A public conveyance steamer dawdled to the stop beside her.

She took it to the end of the line and continued walking. As the houses thinned out, a motorist slowed down to take a look at her. She shook her head violently at the leering man. She looked behind her at the sound of every steamer, and when two middle-aged women drove by in a convertible, she held out her thumb. They had no English, and her ten words of German weren’t adequate, but what she wanted was obvious. They smiled at her, and she climbed in.

The ride in the open air turned out to be enjoyable. The countryside was greener and the air cooler than at home at this time of year.

The town they let her off in was old Europe. The half-timbered fairy-tale confections that passed as houses were clearly many centuries old—they were old even during the Age of Science, a time itself so long ago Margaret could easily believe it was a myth. She even found a small museum in one of them, where she negotiated the uneven floors from one display of medieval artifacts to another under the ancient ceiling timbers.

She ate lunch in one of the town’s restaurants, its tables French polished and covered with snowy linen. After a cheaper meal at dinnertime, she showed her NE dollars, but the waiter just looked blank. She paid with Niedersachsen Marks, after which she had only a handful of coins in the local currency.

She would dearly have loved not to go back to her hotel and her hated Watcher. But with no money, no passport, this might have to be how far she took her defiance. Placing herself at the main road with her thumb out proved fruitless. No one stopped to give her a ride, so as the sun set and her spirits sank, she found a barn where she shivered under a pile of straw, only occasionally dozing off.

Just as she was picking the straw from her clothes the next morning, a young farm labourer startled her. She jumped, ran from his malicious grin, and put her thumb out again when she reached the road, all the while walking briskly in the direction of Bad Harzburg.

Steamers ignored her, and she had to walk the whole way. Despite being ravenous, she took a bath in her room and changed. When her Watcher answered his door, his face broke out into a look of relief and maybe a hint of astonishment. She held out her hand silently for her daily allotment of bills. At lunch in the diner, she rued the blisters on her feet and did her best to ignore the Watcher as she devoured a sausage on a bun. Would he tell Barran about her disappearance? Maybe he’d be too scared to admit she’d given him the slip. As she got up from her meal, he looked at her from the sidewalk through the front window. For the first time ever, perhaps with a tiny hint of respect. No, she was imagining it, surely.

Back at the hotel, she looked, mouth hanging open, at her two rings staring accusingly back at her from the bedside table. She didn’t remember taking them off. Then her mouth closed, her jaw clenched, and she glared right back at them. That was where her wedding and engagement ring would stay.

***

The Youth Music Festival commenced the next day. The woman behind the front desk alerted her to this by showing her a pamphlet with a picture of musicians with their instruments on the cover and pointing to the time and location. Ticket prices were low. Margaret took the pamphlet and attended the formal concerts in the afternoon, then returned in the evening for the informal short pieces that individual musicians performed.

It was the type of music that had evolved from humble origins way back when, from songs born at back porch parties and in smoky bars. The young men and women, who she guessed to be about eighteen, wore informal trousers with flannel shirts. Cultured young people in Newingland would never dress that way. When they weren’t playing, they sat cross-legged on the floor. Cultured young people in Newingland would never do that, either.
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