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Even in the dark, there is hope. 


Keep fighting for the light.










  
  

Chapter one
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The stars shone brightly  over the ruins of the Twin Cities. They twinkled and flickered like diamonds against the darkest blue velvet— a beautiful yet foreign sight that served as a reminder of a world that had moved on without humanity.

Once, the stars were barely visible in the city, hidden by light pollution. The streetlights and neon signs lit the sky so bright that the stars could not compete against the modernity of civilization. But civilization had since collapsed, and nature, patient and relentless, was reclaiming its dominion. 

Trees split the pavement. Ivy strangled steel. The wind whispered through hollowed-out buildings, telling stories of abandonment and life after people. Maybe the world was better off now. Maybe the plague and the solar flares had simply corrected the balance.

George pulled her coat tighter, the chill of autumn creeping into her bones as she finished the evening’s chores. The sheep were fed, the horses blanketed, and the gas supply checked— still enough to last the week. The old Ford pickup remained their lifeline, a relic from a time before cars relied on fragile circuits and fickle networks. 

When it failed, and it would, she and Ana would be left with nothing but their feet and wits. The thought gnawed  at her, an ever-present whisper of doom she tried to ignore. For now, they were surviving. 

For now, they were lucky.

She stepped inside, basket of eggs in hand, sealing out the bitter wind with the weight of the old wooden door. The house, built in the 1880s and repurposed into a bed-and-breakfast sometime around 2002, had proven to be their salvation. It was designed for efficiency in an era before electricity was taken for granted, and that made all the difference when the world went dark. The firelight cast long shadows across the walls, warm yet restless. The heat was a comfort and warning; without it, the cold could take them as easily as hunger or disease.

Disease was a cruel and unforgiving force. The outbreaks snaked through cities like wildfire, a monstrous thing that thrived in desperation and close quarters. 

People crammed into makeshift shelters, grasping for safety, only to find sickness waiting instead. Two-thirds of the Twin Cities' population had been wiped away, coughing and fevered, with no modern medicine left to save them. And that was only what they had seen. The world had gone quiet, but silence didn’t mean survival. If anything, it meant the opposite.

They had been fortunate. Others had not. 

The early days had been chaos… sirens, riots, desperate voices over failing radio stations. And then, nothing. Neighbors vanished, some seeking a better chance elsewhere, others choosing not to fight at all. 

George had stopped wondering about them. The weight of it all threatened to crack something inside her if she let it. There was no room for grief. Not when there was still work to do, not when winter was coming, not when survival was a fragile, fleeting thing.

She entered the house through the back door, trying her best to stay out of Ana’s way in the kitchen. Ana had many skills, but was a try-hard magician with a pot and a ladle, creatively turning even the most inelegant ingredients into a somewhat edible feast. It wasn’t Michelin-star worthy, but they wouldn’t go hungry. George carried the basket of eggs like a prize to the counter, salivating at the savory aroma of warm food, as she watched Ana apply the final additions to rabbit stew. 

The promise of sustenance after along, exhausting day in the cold made the meal even more appealing. She deposited the bounty of eggs on the counter and navigated toward the snug breakfast nook Ana had set with bread and cutlery.

“Smells good,” George complimented as she removed her coat and gloves and placed them on the bench beside her.  

Ana tucked a wisp of blonde hair behind her ear and ladled the stew into two bowls. “Remember when you could just refrigerate leftovers and eat them later?” 

“Yeah,” George replied. 
Ana plopped the bowls down on the table. “I miss them. Cooking everyday sucks.”

It had been years, yet they found something they missed from the old world every day. The time before wasn’t perfect, but it had some advantages. 

Hell, if disease hadn’t destroyed so much of the population in quick succession with repeated solar flares, they may have gotten the infrastructure the world once had back sooner. Instead, they were living in a version of the world that had more in common with Midwestern plains life in the 19th and early 20th century, rather than the 21st century they were in.

George broke off a chunk of bread and dipped it into the dark stew. She slipped it into her mouth, the smoky flavor melting on her tongue as she chewed. “It’s good,” she said, her mouth full. “You get a break starting tomorrow. It’s my turn to cook for the next week. Though it won’t be as good.”

Ana chewed and swallowed a spoonful of stew. “I delivered Sabrina’s baby. Elliot agreed to an extra favor to keep it quiet, considering his wife is also pregnant. Guess he’s worried about his wife finding out about the mistress. Not like anyone else cares. They just reelected him to the mayor role.”


It was down to brass tacks. They rarely did more than talk about work anymore. Once upon a time, George and Ana gossiped as they worked on chart notes and chatted about the plots of shared favorite television shows. Now, there was nothing so exciting. Every day was more of the same. And the cataloging of goods and favors was a necessity of survival.

However, with Elliot, it was more personal. The fucker had been a thorn in George’s side for years, entitled and ungrateful. Once, she had tried to like him— when they were kids. But that notion was long gone. She’d learned to settle for tolerance. 

Knowing that Elliot had nothing of value to barter with beyond a favor to be called upon later, George said, “Good. I like having my stepbrother by the balls. Don’t forget tomorrow is inventory day.”


Ana rolled her eyes. She hated doing inventory. It was tedious and time-consuming. George didn’t mind it, preferring the predictability and order, even if it was depressing to know how few medications they had left. They had to make it last. After that, it was a matter of reverting to folk remedies and letting nature take its course. 

While some herbal medicine and folk remedies did work well, it didn’t replace the advancements of having more sophisticated medicinal compounds. Using books from the university and their limited chemistry knowledge from their undergraduate days, George and Ana were working on trying to recreate some drugs from the natural botanical forms. 

It’d be faster if the remaining chemists in the city weren’t so focused on getting people high, since their knowledge far eclipsed anyone else's. But they couldn’t fault them, though. Everyone was doing what they needed to survive, and there was very little room for anything else. 

“I have a couple of house calls to make, so you’ll have to do it without me,” Ana said, her tone indicating she was practically giddy at being able to avoid the monotonous task..

George got up and filled her bowl again. It was no use eating sparingly. The stew wouldn’t hold without refrigeration. “I gave the Warner boys’ mother a wheelchair and some pure CBD oil for her chronic pain. They’ll keep us stocked with wood and oil this winter, and their sister will supply candles and soap to pay us back. It’ll take some of the load off us.” 

Once upon a time, the economy was based on paper backed by metal. These days, those things were worthless. If you had something to trade— a product or service— then you had wealth. In the case of George and Ana, they had the knowledge and skills to trade, and so many people owed them. 

“I hate winter,” Ana muttered as she cleaned up after herself. 


George couldn’t agree more. 

After dinner, Ana went upstairs to bed while George finished the rest of the kitchen cleaning. It was their way. One cooked while the other did the dishes and cleaned the kitchen afterward. She went into the closet where the hot water heater was hooked up and turned it up a little so she could bathe. Thank goodness the gas still worked, but like everything else, could not be taken for granted. Even the tiniest luxuries were scarce.

George made her way up the narrow back stairs to the house's second floor. Only one occupant slept in the rooms they reserved for patients; by tomorrow, they’d be gone. The patient only needed monitoring after accidentally ingesting unknown mushrooms. Turned out they weren’t poisonous, after all. 

George checked in with the patient, taking their temperature, blood pressure, and pulse. Out of habit, she recorded it in a notebook that served as the medical chart and bid the patient goodnight.

Alone, she stripped out of her clothes and started a bath, throwing an extra log on the fire in the fireplace in her adjoining room. The flames flickered and danced, casting a soft glow and shadows around the room. The Victrola was in the corner, tempting her to crank it and play a record, but the noise would wake Ana, who’d throw a royal bitch fit if she were disturbed from her beauty sleep. She settled for softly humming the tune to I’ll Be Seeing You to herself as she entered the bathtub and soaked her weary body. 

The hot water seemed like a treat as she felt all the tension of the day seep away from her muscles. George reclined against the back of the porcelain tub and remembered her days as a nurse and eventually nurse practitioner at the University Medical Center. 

In the ICU, her patient load was small and complex, but the work was still rewarding. In her last months there, before the world went to shit, there was a patient— John Doe— whose story was almost too sad to bear. They’d found him in the Mississippi, barely breathing, with no identification. The police checked missing persons' reports, releasing information and photos on the news. Still, no one came to claim the comatose, late twenties to early thirties man. No one. 

George worked the 7 p.m. to 7 a.m. shift and tended to have more time on her hands in the wee hours of the morning. Just so he wouldn’t be alone, she’d spend her downtime charting in his room, singing to him, and chatting about the latest news. George shaved him every night she worked, on the off chance that someone would come for him eventually, wanting him to look his best and deepening their one-sided bond.


He graduated off a ventilator fairly early in his stay. It was like Doe was sleeping— a sleeping beauty. He was a handsome man, after all. When the blackout happened, she knew that patients who needed ventilators and more critical equipment would die, but she hoped the man would wake. It was possible to continue his parenteral tube feedings without the pumps, but eventually, that too would become difficult as supply chains were disrupted, and hospitals eventually went dark and staff-less. In those days, she prayed he wouldn’t starve to death, trapped in a dreamless slumber, alone in the dark.

George pushed the thought out of her mind. There was no sense in worrying about someone who was more than likely dead. Every time she thought of him, a twinge of sadness took over, and she felt almost guilty that she never tried to go back to the hospital. How could she? She and Ana had to live, and in the beginning, it was a battle against chaos to start over.

In those early days, George’s careful planning got them through. That same planning put them as one of the people at the top of the food chain now and kept them there. 

George exited the bath and dressed in the wool pajamas Ana made for her. She loathed the texture of wool against her skin, but they were practical, especially since she wouldn’t wake in the middle of the night to put more wood in the fireplace. The oil lamp near herbed brightened the room enough for her to sit and write at her desk. It’d become a habit to chronicle her thoughts, practical experiences, and new remedies she’d discovered or heard from older people, hoping it could serve as a record for an apprentice later. 

Eventually, the world would go back to the way it was. Her legacy wouldn’t be the work she did now. It’d be the notes she left behind. At least, that’s what history had taught her. 

Almost as though she had no control of her hands, she ended every entry with:  Thought of John Doe again.
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The house was quiet by the time George got out of bed and made her way downstairs. Ana must’ve been out already making her rounds of house calls, and the patient may have still been asleep.

The silence was familiar now, seeming to creep into every facet of life these days. The contemporary world wasn’t as noisy as it’d once been and, in some ways, it was good. Less overwhelming, but there were days when she missed former annoyances like the sound of morning traffic. 

People used to talk about having quiet mornings and doing crosswords, but that was every morning now, as she had her black coffee and toast before starting her day.

George carried a bowl of oatmeal up to the patient with a small glass of orange juice. As she entered, the woman sat up fully dressed in bed, smiling. She looked much better than she had when she came in now that the anxiety of danger had passed. George set the oatmeal and milk down on the bedside stand and began her assessment while the woman started eating. 

“You’re doing God’s work, Georgianna,” the patient said as she ate. She’d known George as a kid and was one of the few people who still called her by her given name rather than her preferred one.


George finished documenting in the medical record notebook. While there was immense pleasure in healing, she didn’t do it for purely altruistic reasons. It was a necessary trade. She had the knowledge and skill, and treating people gave her access to things she needed. It was capitalism by way of trade. 

“Stay away from wild mushrooms, Ms. Betty, and you should be fine.”


The woman grinned. “I’ve learned my lesson. Guess I’d better invest in a book on mushrooms.” She paused. “Is my husband here yet?”


George glanced up from her notes. “Or just stay away from mushrooms altogether. You don’t need them unless you grow them. I did see Mr. Calvin’s truck pull up on my way up here. Sounds like it needs a new serpentine belt. Finish your breakfast, and you can go home.”


Ms. Betty finished her meal and got out of bed; George accompanied her to the door. “How should we pay you, Georgianna?” she asked, voice kind. 

George smiled sweetly. “Consider this a favor. I always do favors for my friends, just as long as they reciprocate when I need one.” Favors were just as valuable as currency in the new world order. They could get you just about anything and then some. And George kept a careful accounting of who owed her favor and had yet to pay up.

Ms. Betty nodded and went outside to join her husband. George went into the study, to the writing table, and wrote in her ledger: Ms. Betty Ambrose, One.

Onto the next one, she thought, tossing Ms. Betty’s medical record notebook onto the pile waiting to be taken to the basement and filed to maintain continuity of care. 

The day was more of the same. They’d built a clinic on the first floor, turning an empty parlor into a suitable environment for outpatient medical care. The former solarium had been turned into a surgery, where they could perform mostly minor procedures. 

First, she saw a prenatal patient. Without an ultrasound, she had to listen for the fetal heartbeat with her stethoscope and a special bell device that she’d managed to obtain from a medical museum. Most of their current toolset was a combination of more modern tools and antiques that were used before technology became so electronic. 

Then there was a kid with strep throat, a woman with a urinary tract infection, and George removed a splint from a broken arm. 

By noon, she’d finished her scheduled clinic patients for the day and set about doing the physical work of fixing the smokehouse. George laid out the wood and began measuring where to cut. Measure twice, her grandpa used to say on the farm where she grew up. Always measure twice; when you’re ready to cut, measure a third time to be sure.  

The house and surrounding grounds had many benefits, but the tradeoff was a lot of maintenance of the house and surrounding structures. It reminded her of the farm she’d grown up on and the hours she and Elliot spent helping her grandfather to maintain the property in the summers when they’d visit. Though they moved to Minnesota when she was in high school, many of the lessons her grandfather had taught her came in handy now. For anything she didn’t know, she was fortunate enough to find books on fixing things from the 1950s and '60s in her travels around the city. 

 George made the first cut and remeasured the wood, comparing it to the measurements she’d written yesterday. When she was satisfied, she moved on to the next piece and the next, singing as she worked. 

Today, the musician of choice was the Backstreet Boys. Of all the things she missed, besides the internet, she missed music. Some of it was still available… just the stuff they made into vinyl records. Hand-cranked record players still worked. Most of it was gone. 

Ana came back in the old pickup truck. She parked just outside the workshop and got out of the truck, carrying her backpack in her hands rather than slung over her shoulders. “Have you done the inventory yet?” she asked.

George tucked her pencil behind her ear and set her ruler on the table. “Nope. I was waiting for you.”

Ana sighed. “Shit. And here I thought I’d missed all the fun.” Her tone dripped with sarcasm. 

“It’s boring but necessary. How else can we keep up with our supplies? It’s not just for the patients, you know.”

“It’s depressing. Once upon a time, you got sick, and you got some medicine. When we worked in the hospital, if someone needed something, we popped into the supply cabinet or the med cart and got it, no concern over making it stretch. If something was out, we just called someone, and it would be there in an hour or two. Now you get sick, and someone— namely us— has to decide if you are worthy enough of medicine.” 

George shrugged. “It keeps the status quo.” 

“It’s playing God,” Ana countered, raising an eyebrow at her.

“There is no God,” George retorted with a scoff.

Ana sighed and shook her head. Despite her assertions that there wasn’t a God in the early days, she still clung to her lifetime of Lutheran upbringing. George realized it was just Ana’s way of coping, and far be it from her to debate theology. 

If there was a God, why could so many people be allowed to suffer, including the innocent? The Bible talked about suffering God’s tests, but it seemed unnecessary. 

George had never been sure about what force ran the universe, but now she was certain it was all just some random chaos. What kind of a great being who was supposed to be loving would do this, unless they simply enjoyed chaos? 

Still, she wouldn’t argue with Ana. They were both in a strange land that looked like it used to, somewhat, but would never be home again. 

“I know there is no God. I’m just saying…” Ana stopped and sighed, as if she were trying to talk herself out of her faith.

George put a hand up. If faith gave Ana hope, then that was good enough. “I guess we can do it later,” she said. “The smokehouse still needs repairs. I’d rather do that so we can smoke meat for winter.”

Ana smiled. “Thanks. You know, venison would be nice.”

“Who’s going to go out to the woods? You? The urban deer are too good at hiding.” 

“I’m not even a good shot,” Ana laughed, walking into the house. 

It wasn’t implausible to go to the woods. After all, they were full of plants that could be used for medicine making. George had been learning more about the apothecary properties of certain plants, trying to familiarize herself with what could be found in the wild and grown in her garden. 

Once again alone with her thoughts, George returned to work. Judging by the weather, snow was only a few weeks away. Of course, it was Minnesota, where they had the saying, “Don’t like the weather, wait five minutes.” It could all change tomorrow. 

She changed her mind about the Backstreet Boys and went to an oldie but goodie: The Big Bopper’s Chantilly Lace. 

Good music to work by. 








  
  

Chapter two
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The sharp sound of  breaking glass jolted David from his restless sleep. He sat up and reached for the gun under his backpack on instinct. 

“Don’t fucking move, or you’ll geta load of buckshot in your chest,” shouted a man partially hidden by shadows that clung to the small shop’s walls.  

David slowly raised his arms and sighed. Damn his sense of self-preservation. 

“I don’t want any trouble,” David mumbled. He looked at his bag. A week’s supply of food lay in there. There was no way he was just going to let them have it. It was hard enough to find supplies when you were a nomad. 

He thought back to his military training. He'd have a chance against the guy if he could find something that could be used as a weapon without overtly reaching for his gun. 

Cautiously, he said, “I’m just going to stand up.”

“Do it slowly. Keep your hands up,” replied the man.

David got  to his feet. A broken pvc pipe was just a few feet ahead of him. It wouldn’t pack the same wallop as something metal, but could be somewhat effective if he swung it right. David took a step forward, trying his best to seem harmless.  

“I said don’t fucking move!” There was a tremor in the man’s voice. Was it fear?

David took another step forward. The man didn’t shoot, which meant either he’d never killed someone before, or it wasn’t loaded. Maybe it was both, but he was willing to risk the gamble. 

Emboldened by the idea, David continued forward and grabbed the pipe. The man with the gun charged at David and hit him in the chest with the butt of the rifle. He stumbled back as a dull pain blossomed above his sternum. Despite this, the adrenaline in his body kicked in and David continued forward, swing the pipe at the man. 

He managed to hit the attacker with the gun twice in the face, the impact of the swing combined with the hard plastic forcing the man to the ground, blood trickling from his mouth. David stood above him, ready to swing again. Then he heard it.

A rattling noise came from behind where David stood, drawing his attention away from the man in front of him to a mousy-looking kid hurriedly stealing his supplies. 

The kid couldn’t have been more than fourteen or fifteen. If he’d been a man, David would have attacked without hesitation. But he was a boy, and despite being in survival mode, David didn’t want to hurt a kid. But he couldn’t let him take his pack, either. 

The kid looked to his accomplice, eyes flashing in fear. David peered back at the man, bleeding and spluttering on the floor, then back at the kid. 

It would be easy enough to subdue him, even without a weapon. He was scrawny enough. David dropped the pipe and moved fast. He wasn’t about to beat on a teenager, but he couldn’t lose a week’s worth of supplies. 

David grabbed one of the straps of the backpack, struggling to wrench it from the kid’s grasp. They wrestled for the bag, both tumbling to the damp carpet of the skyway office. 

Pain, deep and stabbing, radiated from David’s thigh up to his hips, causing him to cry out and lose his grip on the strap. Warmth blossomed from the initial stabbing sensation and slowly seeped into his pants. 

David grabbed at his leg, focusing on the cut that went from the top of his thigh to the middle of it, deep and oozing with blood. He looked up at the kid, who paled while holding a bloody knife in his hand. The teen scrambled to his feet and joined his accomplice, who stood over David with a mix of dry and wet blood covering his mouth and chin, holding his rifle tight in both hands.  

He knew what would come next, because it was what he’d have done. Incapacitate the enemy. David raised his bloodied hands to protect his face. 

The rifle’s butt smashed into his hands and the top of his head, where he’d failed to cover. It was an agonizing blow, only adding to the pain he was already fighting through from the cut on his leg. Both his head and legs burned, and his ears began to ring, dulling his other senses. 

The man delivered forceful kicks to David’s side over and over again, as though he meant to kill him or at least ensure David wouldn’t get up again. It felt like bones were snapping under the repeated weight of his boot. 

David willed himself to not lose consciousness, but his body disobeyed. Under the excruciating pain, his vision went blurry before the world was black. 




      [image: image-placeholder] Bitter cold chilled David, stirring him awake. The fire had finally gone out, and the bastards hadn’t even had the decency to leave him his coat. 

David glanced out the window of the once small-time attorney’s office to a sky slowly turning from dark blue to light. It was nearly dawn. He attempted to stand but was hindered by the gash in his leg, face twisting in pain. 

“Fuck,” he gritted out, willing himself to work through the pain. Survival depended on it. 

Near a forgotten coat rack was an old wooden cane in an umbrella stand. Suddenly, he was grateful he didn’t use it for firewood like he’d originally planned. 

David crawled to the stand and grabbed the cane. Using the door handle and the cane, he managed to pull himself to his feet, careful to minimize the weight on his injured left leg, lest he pass out again from pain. Staying at the abandoned office in the skywalk was impossible with its broken windows and no supplies or coat. He’d die of starvation or hypothermia. 

The immediate need was a more secure shelter, food, and clean water. Then he could attend to his injury. He wouldn’t last long without basic necessities, nor would he be able to fight off any infections from the wound. As reluctant as he was to venture into the dark, the skywalk was safer than the streets, and he could at least get somewhere more secure. At least in the skywalk he wouldn’t have to worry about packs of wild dogs. 

Navigating the maze of skywalks was slow going with only one good leg. The large windows helped him get his bearings. Even if it was mostly crumbling and desolate in the streets below, enough landmarks remained to give context to which streets he was crossing over.

Some of the glass was still broken from jumpers in the early years. After the grid went down, some people committed suicide, and others were killed during riots. Disease, aided by the ravages of climate change, took care of most of the rest. The population had dwindled to a fraction of what it once was. A large, centralized government had been replaced by a multitude of smaller locally run communities lacking many services that were once taken for granted. 

Not that the apocalypse had done all the work of ending centralized governance. The erosion began long before that when democracy became little more than idealized words. At the same time, fascism slowly seeped into the United States government, helped along by ignorance and mass media bending the knee to a series of authoritarian leaders and oligarchs.

 Down on the streets, the pharmacists were just starting to open shop, selling drugs to despondent souls who wanted to forget where they were. They specialized in compounding formulas to help people obliterate their misery and the desperation of a hard life. It was far more lucrative to create blends of shit to get people high rather than healing. And they'd found a niche in a world where it was adapt or die. He couldn’t fault people for earning a living. It’d always been the way of the world.

David rounded a corner near the old U.S. Bank building. This corridor was a familiar one as he often found clothing in the best conditions if he ventured down one level to a defunct sports memorabilia shop. Trixie, a woman he knew and helped out on occasion, lived here in an old candy shop— Lily’s Candy. 

He imagined when the young woman chose the shop to set up house in, she may have been a kid. What kid didn’t want to live in a candy store? 

But that would have been years ago. There was no candy left in Lily’s. Just Trixie, who was a young woman now, worn by the ravages of survival like the rest of them. She was still sweet, though. Still someone that he didn’t mind running the occasional errand for or sharing meat with from his hunting. 

“David, you’re bleeding.” Trixie’s voice was melodic and light, sounding like a teenager’s, emphasizing her youth. Trixie stood in her doorway, clad in a ragged flannel robe, just as a client slinked past her. He tucked his shirt into his pants and hurried past David. 

“What happened to you?” she asked.

“Thieves,” he said through clenched teeth, the pain in his legs settling into a steady, pulsing throb as he hobbled to her door. 

The robe loosened, giving peeks of bruised pale flesh on her chest. Trixie wrapped her robe tighter around herself and tied the sash. “Come in. We’ve gotta get that cleaned up before infection sets in.” 

When they were both secure, she locked the shop door and closed the fabric she’d hung to make a privacy curtain. 

The room was lit by candles and decorated with scarves and panels of mixed fabric. A bed of pillows was on the floor in the middle of the room, the blankets disturbed by recent activity. Off to one side was a small table and two chairs next to a long counter with a case that would have once held ice cream. 

Small tags still clung to the glass indicating flavors like spumoni, pistachio, chocolate, and rocky road. Trixie helped him to the table and sat him in one of the chairs before going to the sink just behind the counter. She filled a kettle of water and set it on a gas camp stove before reaching under the long shop counter and producing a handle of vodka. She grabbed a couple of rough-looking fabric strips and returned to him. 

“How’d they get the jump on you?” she asked.

“I was asleep… for once,” he replied gruffly. 

Trixie undid the button on his jeans. “We have to get these off so I can wrap the wound.”

David nodded and stood long enough for her to roll his pants down over his hips before collapsing back in the chair. He scratched his beard and rubbed his chest. Everything hurt. More than hurt, it burned.

The kettle screeched moments later, and Trixie grabbed it off the stove. She turned the burner off and poured the water into a bowl, depositing a rag in with it and adding just a splash of cold water. 

She lightly touched his side, and David suddenly felt weird being half naked in front of Trixie. Sure, she sawmen naked all the time, but he’d never been with her like that, nor had he even thought of her in that way. 

Her auburn hair fell forward, some falling into her face, emphasizing her youth and for the briefest of moments hiding the world weariness of her gaze. Trixie, despite turning to prostitution to stay fed, was a vulnerable woman. She needed to be guarded from the evils of the world and cared for properly, but that was a role he couldn’t fulfill. 

Looking out for anyone but himself was not something he was accustomed to before the blackout and especially not now that survival depended on being selfish. 

Trixie was only twenty-two or so she’d once told him. Ten years younger than himself. In a different world, she would’ve been listening to music on her phone, chatting with friends on social media, and grumbling about schoolwork. If times had been different, she’d be worrying about her career after college. But that wasn’t anyone’s life anymore.

The sting of the alcohol on his wound brought him out of his thoughts as Trixie meticulously poured the liquor directly into the gash. “Ow. Goddammit!” he cried out. 

“Sorry,” Trixie muttered, her lips twisting in a grimace. “But this is better than gangrene.”

She was right. Even so, it still hurt like a son of a bitch. 

Trixie soaked a long scarf with the vodka and wrapped his leg with it. She used a second scarf, the same red as the muscle underneath, to cover the first and absorb more blood. “That ought to do it for now. You really should see the clinicians,” she said. 

“I’ll be fine,” David murmured, picking up the handle and taking a swig. The bathtub hooch burned going down.

Trixie frowned. “I’m worried about you, David. It looks pretty deep. You might need stitches or somethin’.”

“Trixie, I’ll be fine.” His tone was firmer this time. 

She didn’t argue further. Instead, she rolled her eyes and put her long dark hair into a ponytail. “Well, what are you going to do now?”

“I’ve got to find some food and supplies. Bastards took the whole weeks’ worth, along with my coat and gun.” He took another swig of the vodka, hoping it’d work some magic and help with the pain. No such luck. 

She looked thoughtful for a moment. “I’ve got food and water to spare. You can stay here until you’re healed up enough to find a new place.”

David got to his feet, the effort to stand making him woozy. The room began to spin, and the slight ringing in his ears was maddening now that he was no longer fighting to get somewhere safe. As much as he hated to impose, there was no way he could get any further tonight. Trixie’s was safe enough, and he could at least trust that she wouldn’t kill him in her sleep. 

“Thankyou,” he sighed, deciding that the only smart choice was to sit. “What about your business?”

Trixie pointed to a narrow door at the back of the shop, next to another door with a unisex bathroom plaque. “There’s a storeroom in the back. You can sleep there.”

 He sized up the room. It’d be cramped, but was better than nothing. As soon as he could get around decently, he’d find something more permanent to get through the winter, secure it, and stockpile supplies. It seemed like each winter was colder than the last, and it’d be better to get settled before the first snow. “Thanks, Trixie.”

“I still think you need to see a clinician.” She was right, but he was stubborn.

David shrugged. “They don’t work for free. I’ve got nothing to pay them with.”

“They trade favors,” Trixie argued.

“I’d rather take my chances than be knee deep in debt to someone.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and huffed. “They’re not that bad.”

“Have you ever seen them?” David asked, drinking more of the alcohol. Even to him he sounded like a child, but it was better to live free of obligations. Seeing the clinicians would saddle him with a debt he wasn’t willing to pay.

“George helped me with a little situation this past spring. I didn’t have much to give either, so I traded a favor.”

“Have they collected?”

Trixie nodded. “They had me put them in contact with Aces Wild.”

He couldn’t keep the skepticism out of his voice. “That’s it?” 

 Yup.” Trixie began to remove blankets from one of the shelves under the cabinet. She carried a couple to the storeroom and set them up on the far wall of the cramped space. “They’re not monsters, David. They’re just doing what the rest of us are.”

He rolled his eyes. “I beg to differ. They’re taking advantage of people who are vulnerable and need their skills.”

“They have to make a living, David. I’m not going to argue with you. I don’t see anything wrong with it. I do the same on my back, or with my ass, or on my knees. We all have to use what we’ve got to get what we need.” He watched as she attempted to make it somewhat hospitable in a room meant for boxes. 

“People pay you in actual items,” he pointed out. 

She shrugged. “If I had any way of ensuring they’d repay favors, I would take those too. It’s a very different world we live in now.”

 David looked up from his bottle. Every time he allowed himself to think of Trixie as a kid, she’d say something that reminded him that she existed in the same harsh reality they all lived in. She wasn’t naïve. And she knew how to survive.  

“I think I should lie down now,” David said. 

Trixie grabbed a can of something from one of the shop cabinets. “You need to eat something first. Food and then bed.”

He decided not to argue with her. His best chance at a speedy recovery was rest and sustenance.

Trixie started the camp stove again and opened the can. She poured the lumpy contents, which he assumed was chili, into a pot and set it on the stove. The cooking chili smelled faintly of dog food, not at all appetizing, but it was hot. 

The aroma took him back to the days immediately after he’d woken up alone in a dark hospital room. He’d wandered the streets, acclimatizing to the new world. Death seemed to be everywhere as he tripped over bodies in bags or lying exposed in the streets. 

During those days, he did eat dog food or cat food— anything he could find. He needed to get strong again and it seemed that dog and cat food were the only things not looted on convenience store shelves. Being indiscriminate kept him alive until he could find something better… until he had enough strength to forage for real food and shelter. 

It wasn’t a taste he was in a hurry to remember.  

Trixie returned with the heated chili in a bowl and a glass of water. “Thanks.” A spoon was already standing straight up in the thick sludge as he took the bowl from her. David suppressed a gag and shoveled some in his mouth, quickly following it with water. 

Trixie set two white pills on the table. “Percocet,” she said. 

David raised his brows suspiciously.

She shook her head. “Don’t look at me that way. I had some left from when I had my molar pulled. Go ahead. Take them.”

“I’ll sleep too hard. I’ll be useless until it wears off.” He’d be helpless, a feeling he loathed.

Trixie shrugged. “I don’t see the problem. You need to rest. You’re basically useless until that gash heals.”

Of course, Trixie was speaking from common sense, but that didn’t mean he had to like it. His body was working against him. The pain was slowly becoming unbearable, making the pain killer sound better by the moment. 

Trixie went to the bathroom while David finished eating. He downed the water and pills, then used the now cold water in the bowl to wash his face and clean up the extra blood. 

Standing proved difficult. Every ounce of strength seemed to have left him as he tried to get to his feet. His entire body radiated with pain from being kicked, beaten, and stabbed. His torso hurt so much that he was sure a rib or two was broken. 

With a grunt, he hobbled to the small room using the cane. Trixie had outdone herself trying to make a cozy bed for him on the floor. The blankets were clean and neatly arranged the best she could in the small space. It was very thoughtful of her. The poor kid was taking better care of him than she did herself. 

David slowly lowered himself to the makeshift bed, listening to Trixie in the bathroom next door humming an indecipherable tune. She stepped out of the bathroom moments later and sauntered to a nearby baker's rack full of silver trays where she kept her clothes and chose something to wear. 

Before dressing, Trixie paused in front of a mirror on the wall, examining herself in the nude. Purple and yellow bruises blossomed on her alabaster skin in random patterns. Some fresher ones lay right above the thick crest of curls between her legs. 

Was she trying to get his attention?

For a long time, Trixie had made little secret of her attraction to David. Once upon a time he’d have been considered handsome, and he knew it. Now he was just a scraggly, bearded man. What she saw in him, he didn’t understand. Maybe it was some sort of misguided angel complex. Perhaps she wanted to save him. 

He was beyond saving.

And even though she was a woman, he just didn’t see her that way.  

He stopped watching her and eased himself into a lying position, closing his eyes. Sleep, he decided, would be the best remedy for his current situation. 

The soft sounds of Trixie’s off-key humming, while soothing, weren’t as soothing as the woman who used to sing to him. Even in his perpetual sleeping state, he heard her voice, a lullaby that made him envision the angel of mercy who cared for him in the hospital. Sometimes he wondered if he’d just dreamed her up and that his memories were false coping mechanisms. Other times, he remembered the smell of the soap on her skin and the exact pitch of her voice as she talked to him. 

When he slept, David imagined what she looked like. Sometimes she was beautiful and young. Other times she was motherly and mature. Either way, she was his angel. The one person who made him believe he could atone for his past sins. 

“David, are you asleep?” Trixie whispered. 

He stopped fantasizing about the singing angel and opened his eyes. “Not yet.”

“I was just going to tell you, I have a client coming in a few minutes. I’ll shut the door, but if you need anything, just holler.”

He nodded. 

Trixie appeared to want to say something else for a moment, but she didn’t. She left, shutting the door behind her. David closed his eyes once more and quickly fell asleep. 
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