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MY NAME IS KELLY AND I like to read.  And since the cities left us, that was hard enough. Finding real books was tough. Thought I'd like to be a writer one day. As soon as someone started producing paper and printing them again. Meanwhile, I thought up stories and told them to people. 

But I never thought I'd be doing something crazier that my own imagination.

It's like this: I’d had coyotes and crows talking to me for months in my dreams. Thought I’d been reading too many Amerindian legends. So I laid off them and picked up an old copy of Twain’s “Life on the Mississippi”, thinking some nonfiction would cure my imagination-osis.

Nope.

We’d have these talks. I’d sit there in my dream, on a log in my nightgown, while across a smoldering fire sat a well-groomed coyote on his haunches. On a pine bough overhead stood a crow, black and seemingly able to appear and disappear in the surrounding darkness. 

Who would start the conversation was often anyone’s guess. 

But the last talk we had saved my life, and those of my kin.

. . . . 

“I tell you that you need to visit that building, Now.” The coyote was staring at me, not moving his mouth, as usual in these dreams. It was all thought-sending. Telepathy by hooman-name, but the wolf-kin disliked the term as too limited...

“Why?” I asked.

“You need to save our kin and yours. Like I said before, and been telling you for nights. Now you have no choice. They are coming,” answered Coyote.

“Who?” I asked.

“So many questions...” Coyote seemed to sigh. “Again: feral non-human persons who will kill my kin and then kill yours and you,” replied Coyote.

Crow spoke up, “This is so. I have seen it with my eyes. They travelled long and are now here. You are out of time.”

“Our time for talking is over. You act today, or we both lose kin. Crow and I cannot help you after tonight. You must act or we all die,” said Coyote.

“What would you have me do?” I asked.

“We’ve covered this before. Are all Hoomans this slow?” Crow cawed to make the point.

“Enter the tall building, find the den, save the pups,” Coyote sent.

“And face the dangers alone?” I asked.

Coyote sighed. “You are more courageous than any of your kin. Your people won’t believe you to give you any help. Trying to convince them will waste precious time. So act now, alone.”

At that, the dream faded. The sunlight was brightening in the east and making it light enough to see inside our construction tent. My brother and sister weren’t moving yet, covered in their snug comforters on top of thick cushions over their ground tarps.

I rose quietly, and pulled my jeans and sweater in under my nightgown to dress. The morning air was chilly, it wasn’t just being modest. Also, the snaps and zippers made less noise that way. And better to leave the others sleeping. 

My moccasins were better than heavy construction boots for the work I needed to do. 

Sure, it still seemed like a fool’s errand. I could seriously get hurt in that old building. My Da and his brothers had told me this over and over. It wasn’t just the building falling in on me, but the wildlife inside. A cornered animal will attack humans and even kill them to protect themselves and their own.

Moccasins would get me out of my human camp and around inside that building without being heard, and also make me able to feel what I was stepping on before I put my weight down. They wouldn’t protect against sharp objects or cuts from broken glass or ragged metal. So the trade-off, instead of heavy construction boots, was to keep my own awareness high. And live in the moment of each step I took.

Belting on my hunting knife and stuffing a hand-cranked flashlight into an empty rucksack, I about to leave when I saw the pemmican bars wrapped in thin rabbit leather we’d made the day before. Grabbing a couple of them and shoving them into a rucksack pocket, I slung that over my shoulder and left through the rear flap of the tent. This made is possible to avoid coming out into the common area. 

I took each step in quiet small paces until I could get to a beaten trail. This trail was kept clear of branches and twigs that could make noise or scratch me in the still-dim light. Until then, I moved slow, with caution. 

As I reached the main trail that led to the old building site, I was already a couple of bends beyond discovery by anyone in the camp. Putting the rucksack straps across both shoulders, I quickened into a quiet, padding jog along the path. I had to get in and get out quick. Because I didn’t know if these feral non-humans hunted in light or at night.

I didn’t want to be hunted. But I had no choice.

Coyote and Crow still echoed in my mind. I’d long ago accepted them as real. Just as real as my family and our village. Regardless of other’s opinions. But to act on this alone was either courageous - or very stupid.

Looking to the sky, I saw a black bird flying above me, stopping every few branches while the trees were dense. As if to track me and encourage me at the same time. It might have been my imagination, but I also glimpsed something moving through the trees at the edge of my vision. I was hoping that was a coyote...
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SOON I REACHED THE old parking lot and stopped to peer from the brush and low pine limbs at the edge of the asphalt. The crow perched overhead. Nothing else moved in the lot, other than the wind blowing the tall grasses, brush, and tree sprouts. 

The place had been abandoned since the cities left. Probably before that, when most of the businesses moved from the suburbs back to the cities. This had been called an “office park” and so escaped most of the rampaging that happened later. 

That was also the reason it still existed mostly intact. There was no food in here, or anything valuable. Not like stores or factories or warehouses. So there was no reason to break in and steal. Of course, since there were no real laws anymore, it wasn’t really stealing. Salvage, more like it.

The parking lot itself was very slowly being broken up by the freeze-thaw cycles of weather. Plus any trees, brush, and plants that could get rooted in the cracked asphalt. No deserted cars here. That gave me some relief, as nothing could hide there and attack me.

Inside that building, it could be another matter.

I could see across the lot, between the tree sprouts and higher growth, that most of the ground floor windows were broken out or had been salvaged. The doors were gone. But it was still mostly dark inside. Creepers had climbed up the buildings, both annuals and perennials. The bushes someone had planted as lanscaping had grown tall and shaded out the ground floor building as those “buses” were actually fast-growing trees. That’s why they had to be pruned constantly and would keep a dense shape. 

All of that growth made peering into the inside gloom that much harder. 

And daylight was getting stronger. There wasn’t much cloud coverage this morning. Mostly high cirrus horse-tail clouds. These would burn off later today, but might be replaced with the storm clouds they foretold. 

It didn’t matter to me. I had only hours to act. 

Nothing was in the lot, that was what I was waiting for. So I started moving, keeping to the darker side of the trees. The lightness wasn’t helping me. I was obviously there for anything else to see or smell me. The reason for keeping to the edge of the trees was to make sure I still had an escape.

Now I was just 50 feet away from the building and it was now or not ever. I crouched to take another fast look, then sprinted to the side of the building and along those trees at its front into the big mouth they used to call a doorway. 

I stopped right inside, behind the wall. Listening to hear if anything was behind me. Calming my own breath, looking around to see my next move. 

It was a tall center atrium that went up the three stories of this building. About half the skylight glass was missing
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