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A strong breeze rustled the leaves of the trees in the forest. Three vultures were busy feasting on the carcass of a dead deer on the stretch of grass close to the side of the main road as Cassie and Axton drove by slowly in the pickup. She had been driving for more than three hours during which Axton continued to teach her how to drive. She made a bunch of mistakes as any first time driver would and luckily the road was wide because as she kept looking around for any sign of Gusta and Coleson, she kept driving on different side of the road. Luckily for her, Axton was so crazy in love with her that he never lost his patience with her. As he taught her, there were a few mistakes that she made more than once, but he jokingly pointed out her mistakes and gave her advice on how to avoid making these mistakes again. She was finally starting to get the hang off it and as she kept looking around for her sister, they started to talk about something other than driving. She thanked him for leaving the city with her and becoming a Runner. He slowly put his hand on her shoulder so that he didn't take her attention off of the road as she was driving, and said, “You know I would never have let you venture out into the outside world alone.”

“But why?” she asked. “You were going to get an upgrade in the city. That means, a better job, better living area, you would've earned more Hobart every day. You would've had a better life.”

“What would a better life have meant to me if I was all alone in the city? Nothing, that's what. You know I care about you, right? I couldn't just let you run off and get yourself killed on the outside. I would never have forgiven myself for that.”

On the one hand, Cassie believed what he had just told her, but on the other hand, she was actually trying to get him to confess how he really felt about her. She was in love with him. There wasn't a single doubt in her heart, mind and soul about that. But she wasn't 100% sure if he felt the same about her. She didn't want to open up and blurt out her true feelings for him and then hear from him that he actually only loved her and cared for her like one does for a sister. It was that fear that made her bite her tongue and keep all her true feelings for him all bottled up inside of her. She didn't know it,but Axton felt exactly the same. He too was bitten by the love bug. He was so head over heels in love with her but too afraid to reveal his true feelings to her. Both of them had many opportunities to break the silence and say how they truly felt, but fear kept them both silent.

Axton put his hand on the steering wheel as Cassie started to drive from one side of the road to the other again. She looked between the trees of the forest on her right and saw nothing that made her believe Gusta and Coleson might be there. When she looked between the trees of the forest on her left, she spotted a black squirrel as it ran across the road from the left to the forest on the right. Looking at the squirrel as it ran across made Cassie spot the narrow dirt road which led into the forest on the right. When she slowed down, Axton also spotted the dirt road. 

“Where do you think that road leads to?” she asked.

“If it leads to a farm, I hope it's to one where the farm Leader isn't a mad man,” Axton replied.

Cassie slowly and carefully turned the pickup and drove to the start of the dirt road before she stopped the pickup and looked at Axton. He too was fearful that they might find someone at the end of that dirt road who was just as cruel and mentally twisted as Leader Hahn, but he also kept in mind that Gusta and Coleson could be at the end of that dirt road, and the sooner they could find them, the sooner he and Cassie could start building a future together. He pointed down the narrow dirt road and began giving her advice on how to drive down it without hitting one of the trees. The pickup slowly pulled away as she slowly started driving down the dirt road. She didn't do too bad. It was only when they reached the end of the dirt road that the back of the pickup was left with a few scratch marks on it after it touched the side of a tree. 

Cassie stopped the pickup and turned off the engine. The two of them remained inside the pickup for a minute as they looked at what was one of many ghost towns. They could tell that there were once houses there before the fourth World War. There were the broken down remains of a few houses and what little remained of what was once a convenience store. In comparison to the sizes of many of the other existing ghost towns, this was a very small ghost town that was surrounded by forest. 

Ghost towns were what they called the remains of towns or small areas of what remained of what once were big city urban or suburban areas that were now only broken down and partially destroyed houses and other buildings. Between these small ghost towns were large forests or large patches of treeless land. These were the areas that were once also towns or parts of large cities that were completely and totally destroyed during the fourth World War. Runners who either alone or in small groups found ghost towns that were close enough to a fresh water source, close enough to fruit trees, and had enough reusable building materials and tools left between the rubble, chose to start over from scratch in these ghost towns.

A strong cold breeze blew between the trees as Cassie and Axton got out of the pickup. Feeling the cold breeze made Cassie remember that she had seen a overcoat lying on the floor of the pickup in front of the back seat. She opened the back door and picked the overcoat up off of the floor. To her surprise, she saw that Leader Hahn's sawed-off shotgun and a few shotgun shells had been hidden underneath the overcoat the whole time. Axton was also surprised to see it as he open the back door on the passenger side, opened his backpack and took out a revolver. Cassie took the shotgun and the shotgun shells off of the floor. After checking to see if it was loaded, she put the extra shells in her pocket. The two of them shut the pickups back doors, walked to the front of the pickup and looked at each other for a moment before they started walking towards the nearest remains of a building. Neither of them had the foggiest idea that they were being watched.

The remains of what was once a convenience store looked as if someone had definitely tried to build a form of shelter there. As the two of them walked closer to investigate, both of them stopped and looked at each other when they started to smell smoke in the air. They stepped away from the remains of the convenience store and started to looked above the remains of the other buildings until they spotted smoke. With their weapons in hand, they began walking around the remains of the buildings towards the smoke.

Behind a seven-foot high piece of wall, they found a very small campfire. On top of the old ashes in a very shallow hole in the ground were a handful of twigs that were burning. Next to the hole in the ground were a small pile of dry twigs and an old big cauldron with a lid on it. Knowing that someone was definitely living there sparked Cassie's optimism. She was hoping that they had found Gusta and Coleson's new home. She called out Gusta's name and just before she could call out Coleson's name, Axton stopped her and whispered to her, “Hold on there. We don't know if this is their new ghost town or if this is someone else's ghost town. For all we know, there could be someone just as crazy as Leader Hahn living here, or maybe even a couple of bad Runners.”

Realizing that he was right, Cassie continued to look around the ghost town with Axton. They walked to the broken down remains of a house and the house's garage. Cassie spotted something that drew her attention to the remains of the house. Between the bits and pieces of rubble, dead leaves and tree branches that were lying all over the floor of this house, there was an open trapdoor in the floor. Both of them raised their weapons as they stepped closer to the open trapdoor. Cassie saw the wooden stairs which led from the trapdoor down into what was that house's basement. There was a dim light glowing down in the basement. Cassie was just about to call out hello and ask if anyone was down there when she and Axton heard something breaking in the distance. Both of them turned around and saw a woman's bushy hair, wearing torn coveralls, running out from behind a pile of rubble towards the remains of the convenience store. Axton called out to her but the woman kept on running. They lowered their weapons and ran after her. Cassie yelled that they were only looking for two people but still the woman kept running until she reached the remains of the convenience store. She ran across the dirt-covered floor of the convenience store to what appeared to be a small shack. The remaining pieces of wall at the back corner of the convenience store had been used along with pieces of rubble, pieces of metal and wood from the forest to build a small shack there. There she climbed into a hole between pieces of bent rusty metal and pieces of wood that were bound with old electrical wires. The hole was the entrance to the makeshift shack. Once she was inside the shack, the woman started to scream like a mad woman and she kept on calling out two names in between her screams: Shona and Yana. 

When Cassie and Axton reached the shack, they tried everything they could think of to try calm the woman down, but no matter what they did or said, she just kept on screaming.

“I don't think Gusta is here,” Cassie said as she started to walk away from the shack. “Let's get out of here.”

“There's something seriously wrong with that woman,” Axton said as he followed close behind Cassie. “Do you think we should leave her all alone out here?”

“You heard her. She was screaming names. I don't think she's alone, so she'll be fine without us.”

When Cassie and Axton reached the pickup, they heard another woman's voice in the distance. Cassie was busy opening the driver's side door when she paused and looked around where the voice was coming from. Axton also looked around until he saw someone.

“We have more company coming from over there,” he said as he pointed into the forest.

Cassie turned and looked in the direction he was pointing and saw two women who were coming out of the forest. These two women were each carrying firewood and hatchets. They were Shona and Yana. 

Seeing Cassie and Axton standing by their pickup as they were walking towards their shack in the remains of the convenience store, Shona dropped the firewood she was carrying and raised her hatchet. Yana quickly stepped closer to her and whispered something to her. She looked at Yana and sighed before she lowered her hatchet.

“Hello there!” Yana called out as she and Shona started to walk towards the pickup. “Can we help you?”

Cassie and Axton didn't raise their weapons, but both of them kept their fingers on their triggers just in case one of these two ladies decided to take a swing at them with a hatchet.

“We don't want any trouble,” Cassie said as the two woman stopped ten feet in front of the pickup and stared at them and their pickup. “I'm just looking for my sister and her friend. Was wondering if you might have seen them.”

“What do they look like?” Shona asked.

As Cassie started to describe Gusta and Coleson's physical appearances to them, Axton noticed the crazy woman as she was climbing out of the hole in the shack. The two of them made eye contact as she slowly and cautiously started to walk up behind Shona and Yana. Shona thought for a moment before she shook her head and said, “No. Of all the Runners and bad Runners who passed by here, I can't remember that any of them looked like that. Maybe you should...”

Shona's attention was drawn to Kiki, who tugging on her sleeve. When she saw the way Kiki was looking at her, trying to hide behind her, and the way that she kept peeking at Cassie and Axton, she shook her head and said, “What are you doing here? I told you, you should start the fire for dinner.”

Axton pointed in the direction of the spot where they'd found the burning twigs and the cauldron, and said, “I think she already started it back there.”

“Ah great, Kiki. You can't leave the fire after you've started it, silly,” Yana said before she took Kiki by the hand. The two of them started to walk toward where the twigs were burning. As they were walking away, Kiki looked back over her shoulder at Axton and drooled as she smiled at him.

Cassie stepped closer to Shona and hesitated before she asked, “I know it's probably rude of me to ask, but is your friend okay? She seems a little... er.... a little...”

“Crazy? Yeah, we know that she isn't normal anymore.”

“Anymore?” Axton asked as he also stepped closer.

“It's kinda a long story, you see all three of us were...” Shona paused and looked at Cassie and Axton with a strange expression on her face.

“All three of you were what?” Cassie asked.

“As I told you, it's kinda a long story. I tell you what, why don't you two stay for dinner and I'll tell you all about Kiki.”

Cassie and Axton hesitated, looked at each other and neither of them knew what to say. After what had happened to them on Leader Hahn's farm, they were skeptical of friendly invitations from strangers. But on the other hand, they thought, how dangerous could these ladies be if they are taking care of their friend who clearly had some type of mental problem. The two of them decided to accept Shona's invitation.
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Gusta and Coleson were walking along the main road. The only difference was that they were heading right back east. Why? What would've made them turn around? Did they finally realize that they couldn't walk all the way to Sin Detroit and survive the journey with only a little bit of food and water? No. There was another reason why they'd turned back. Gusta kept shaking her head as she appeared to be greatly worried about something. Coleson, on the other hand, had a sinisterly optimistic grin on his face and he was walking like a man who thought he owned the road. 

When they finally reached the dirt road which they walked past earlier, where they'd heard someone revving an engine, she pulled him by the hand and said, “We could've been closer to the city by now. We shouldn't have turned back. If we –”

Coleson silenced her by putting his finger on her lips, and said, “Don't you trust me? Don't you think that anything and everything I do is for us to be together and for us to have a better life than we had in Driven City?”

With his finger still on her lips, she nods her head.

“Good. Be quiet and stay behind me. We don't know how many Runners are here.”

Gusta followed close behind Coleson as they made their way along the dirt road into the forest. The dirt road wasn't very long. A short distance from the main road, in the forest, there was a small ghost town. It used to be part of a large urban area before almost all of it was destroyed during the fourth World War. There were a number of remains of what used to be shops and other small businesses. On the far left side, there were two big piles of rubble, and two piles of a variety of useable junk. In the entire ghost town, there were only two things that caught the eye. One was the remains of a building. What made it stand out was that the first floor wasn't that badly damaged, and half of the second floor had been partially rebuilt with a variety of junk materials. The other thing that caught the eye was a butt-ugly car made out of scrap parts which was plugged in to a home-made charging station. The car looked like it was made out of nothing but junk, but many of the parts on it came from a few abandoned cars that hadn't been completed stripped of parts by bad Runners. The rest of the parts on it either came straight from the junk heaps or junk which had been modified to fit on the car. The car was plugged into a home-made charging station with repaired solar panels and everything a brand new charging station would have. What Gusta and Coleson didn't see was the fruit and veg garden at the back of the ghost town. 

The two of them quickly sneaked towards the first big pile of rubble and hid behind it. Both of them peeked out from behind the pile of rubble to see if there was anyone there. Everything seemed quiet. For a moment, Gusta thought that whoever lived there had either abandoned the ghost town or had recently died. She was just about to breathe out a sigh of relief when she heard something that sounded like a voice. Coleson didn't hear anything so he was convinced that there wasn't anybody there. He was just about to step out from behind the pile of rubble when Gusta grabbed him by the arm and pulled him back. He opened his mouth to ask her why she pulled him back but she quickly covered his mouth with her hand, pointed at her ear and pointed in the direction of the building that was partially repaired with junk. Only then he also heard the sound of a voice.

Berin, a Runner in his early forties, came walking out from behind the building, muttering something to himself. He had been a Runner for almost 4 years and was still working very hard on his own on his little ghost town. The hideous home-made car and the charging station - just like his home - were built with materials and tools that he had found between the remains of houses and other buildings, not only in his own ghost town, but also deeper into the forest. After working at one of the industrial cities for most of his life, he'd had an epiphany one day while he was slaving away which made him realize that he had lived and worked like a slave for the Elms family, and he realized that he didn't have a life. He left everything behind and found the remains of houses and other buildings and began building his ghost town.

The reason why Berin was muttering to himself wasn't because he was crazy or hearing voices. He was muttering because he was looking for a bag of fruit that he'd picked in his garden earlier that day, and it wasn't where he'd left it. Since he'd started building his ghost town, strange things happened to him and around him on a regular basis because there were a number of spots in the forests that were haunted. He'd seen a few of the souls of those who had died during the fourth World War as they wanderer around him. They were the souls of those who were stuck in limbo between our world and the afterlife. None of them knew they were dead. Just like his bag of fruit, many of his other belongings had also vanished without a trace in the past, but every time this happened, he eventually found his belongings a short while later in the most bizarre places. Something caught his eye and he looked up at the second floor of the building that he had turned into his home. What did he see? His bag of fruit was on the top step of the home-made wooden staircase that led up to the second floor. He muttered a bit louder as he slowly and carefully made his way up the crooked staircase. 

Coleson led Gusta out from behind the pile of rubble as they quickly and quietly made their way towards the home-made car.

Berin picked up his bag of fruit when he reached the top step. He looked up in the air and, like a crazy person, said out loud, “Leave my stuff alone! You're all dead! Get used to it and move on!”

Gusta and Coleson were both on their hands and knees as they were hiding on the left-hand side of the car. For a moment, both of them froze in fear because they thought Berin had spotted them and that he was talking to them. Gusta was on the verge of running away, but Coleson put his hand on her arm as he slowly raised his head and peaked over the slightly rusted hood of the car. From where he was, Coleson could see Berin who was still on the top step of the staircase. When he saw how Berin struggled a bit to open the home-made door at the top of the staircase and how he entered his bedroom on the second floor, Coleson breathed a sigh of relief because he knew then that they hadn't been spotted by Berin. Coleson wanted to open the driver's side door – which was the only door on the car – but he saw that there wasn't a door handle. There was a small hole in the car door where the door handle was supposed to be. A thick piece of bent wire was sticking out of this hole. Coleson looked into the car through the hole and saw that there was also a piece of bent wire sticking out on the inside of the  car as well. He took hold of the piece of wire and slowly pulled it towards him, but nothing happened. When he pulled the wire upwards, there was a quiet clicking noise as the door opened. He opened the door just a crack and looked into the car. It was dirty. The front seat was that of an old pickup. The steering wheel was slightly bent out of shape, and there was a big faded red button on the faded, cracked and badly repaired dashboard right next to the steering wheel. Where the control cluster should have been, there were a bunch of different colored wires with a tiny bright green glowing bulb attached to one of the wires. There was no slot in the dashboard where a Grade card could be inserted to start the car, as was the case with normal cars, so he assumed the red button was the only way to start this car. 

Coleson slowly opened the car's door further and made way for Gusta to get in. She kept her head down as she quickly but quietly climbed into the car and moved over to the passenger side. Coleson climbed into the car, quickly glanced at Gusta and pushed the faded red button. The car's engine started loudly.

“What the...!” was all Gusta and Coleson heard Berin scream out from his bedroom. Coleson stepped on the only pedal there was because he thought it was the accelerator, but he floored it and the car was going nowhere. He was actually stepping on the brake pedal. Gusta panicked when she saw Berin coming down the crooked staircase with a shotgun in hand. He was in such a hurry to get down the stairs and stop them from stealing the car that he'd put so much time and effort into building from scratch, that he didn't bother stepping carefully on the stairs. In the middle of the staircase, one of the slightly thinner steps broke in half as he stepped on it, sending him tumbling down the stairs.

Coleson was in such a state of panic as he was still trying to figure out where the car's accelerator was that he banged his fist on the steering wheel a few times. When his fist struck the middle of the steering wheel, where the car's horn was supposed to be, the car revved loudly. Having found where the accelerator was, he revved the engine but it wasn't going anywhere because the parking brake was still on.

Berin was slightly hurt from the fall down the stairs, but he quickly got up and picked up his shotgun, and yelled, “Get out! My car!”

Under the centre of the dashboard, Gusta spotted something brown sticking out. The small part sticking out was too small for her to see what it was, but being in such a state of panic that she just reached under the dashboard, grabbed hold of it and pulled it. It was a bent rusty piece of pipe which Berin had used to make a handbrake when he built the car. With the handbrake now off and Coleson pressing down on the accelerator on the steering wheel with all of his might, the car's tyres spun in the dirt as it pulled away. The cable that was connected to the charging station and plugged into the car was ripped out of the charging station as the car pulled away.

Gusta looked back and made eye-contact with Berin as he fired a shot up in the air to try and scare them into stopping, but that didn't help much. Coleson struggled to steer the car with one hand while pressing the accelerator with the palm of his other hand, but he manage to gain enough control of the car and tried to race away. Seeing as that it was a home-made car, it wasn't very fast. Even though Coleson was pressing the accelerator with all of his might as he tried not to hit any trees while he drove out of Berin's ghost town, the car wasn't going any faster than thirty-three miles per hour.  

Berin tried to run after them, but having hit his head and hurt his left foot when he fell down the stairs, he stumbled and dropped his shotgun before falling on his hands and knees in the dirt. He let out a loud, angry scream as he got up and limped as fast as he could towards the main road. By the time he finally reached the main road, all that he could see was the back of his car some distance down the main road. He let out another loud angry scream as he swung his tightly clenched fist through the air.

In the car, Coleson was still struggling a little bit to steer the car and it wasn't going as fast as he'd hoped, but he was so happy about stealing the car that he actually started laughing out loud. 

“Don't you worry. We've got wheels now. Don't know how long this piece of junk's battery is going to last, but I think it's gonna save us a lot of time and a lot of walking.”

Gusta just nodded her head as she listened to him talking, but she didn't say a single word because she was feeling too guilty about what they'd just done. Even though it didn't look anything like any of the cars they'd seen back in the city, and even though the inside of the car was dirty and smelled like something had died and decomposed in it, she still knew that it didn't belong to them and that what they'd done was wrong.

Coleson wanted to swap hands because the hand he was using to press the accelerator was starting to feel numb all over. He managed to swap hands without losing control of the car.

Gusta looked back and a single tear filled with guilt and regret streamed down her cheek as she looked out through the car's slightly dirty cracked rear window and saw Berin still standing in the middle of the road some distance behind them. 
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Cassie and Axton were sitting next to the shack on makeshift chairs – boxes that were filled with pieces of rubble and dirt. From where they were sitting, they could keep a close eye on their pickup as they listened to Shona. She was busy telling the two of them how the three of them also were Grade H workers in one of the industrial cities before they decided to become Runners. After leaving the city and looking for a place to start over, the hunger, the fear and the uncertainty of whether or not they were going to survive on the outside somehow made Kiki go crazy. According to Shona, Kiki was as normal as everybody else when they still lived and worked in the city, but something on the outside made her go crazy.

As they were listening to Shona, Cassie and Axton were holding hands. Every now and then one of them would gently squeeze the other's hand. The two of them thought Shona seemed very friendly, but that didn't make their almost paranoid scepticism about the three women go away. 

Movement caught Cassie's eye, so she turned her head and looked to her left. She gently squeezed Axton's hand three times until he also turned his head and looked. They saw Yana who was walking after Kiki. Kiki's head moved from side to side and she was quietly mumbling a bunch of gibberish as she was walking towards the pickup. Seeing this, Cassie and Axton got up and started walking towards the pickup. After how Leader Hahn had fooled them, they didn't really trust anybody, and they were afraid that these women might want to steal their pickup or their other belongings. Shona also got up and walked after them.

When Kiki reached the pickup, she started to bang her fists violently on the hood as she screamed, “Home! Home! They can take us all home! We want to go home and eat slop! We want to...!”

Yana silenced Kiki when she wrapped her arms around her from behind, gave her a gentle hug and said, “We are home Kiki. This is our home now.”

When she stopped hugging her, Kiki turned around, looked at her and said, “But this isn't like the city.”

“I know, Kiki. We are better off here. We are free.”

Kiki started to nod her head, touched Yana's hand, and continued to nod her head as she started to walk away from the pickup. Yana followed her as she started to walk back towards where their fire was burning.

Cassie and Axton were at a total loss for words. They'd never witnessed something like this before, so they didn't know how to react.

“Don't worry about her,” Shona said, “she's harmless, really.”

“Harmless?” Axton asked in a slightly sarcastic tone. “You really believe she's harmless?”

Cassie looked at the hood of the pickup and dragged her fingers over all of the dents that Kiki's fists had left behind, as she said, “Your
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