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      I didn’t know I was a captive. How could I? I’d didn’t have my memory. He could have told me anything about the world, and he did.

      And I believed him.

      Until the day a mysterious stranger showed up, killed the man I’d believed was my husband, and decided to take me with him.

      I don’t know what he plans to do with me, but it can’t be anything good.

      But hey, at least the world still exists.

      

      The Monster Keeps Me Safe is a dark romance standalone with an HEA and NO cliffhangers. This title was previously published as Tabula Rasa. A prologue and bonus epilogue have been added, otherwise the original text remains the same.

      

      Reader Praise:

      

      “I didn’t think I could love a cold unfeeling man, until now. I love how Kitty Thomas makes a character so flawed and yet never in need of improvement.” – Ginger C, Amazon reviewer

      

      “...a relationship driven dark romance with a twisted happily ever after like only Ms. Thomas can conjure up” – Darkreads, Goodreads

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you enjoy THE MONSTER KEEPS ME SAFE.

      

      I also want to give you a free exclusive dark novella! You can grab that here:

      

      https://dl.bookfunnel.com/kokfekc92f

      

      Happy Reading!

      

      Kitty ^.^

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          SHANNON MERCER

        

      

    

    
      “Shannon!”

      My team is yelling at me, but I don’t care. They slow me down. Usually I don’t mind them, but tonight I want to explore alone. As soon as James found a big enough pair of bolt cutters to get us through the fence, I put as much distance between myself and the group as possible.

      “Shannon!” James calls again. “Keep your radio on.”

      I wave him off to let him know I got it as I move deeper into the abandoned Florida theme park. Usually I drive a separate vehicle for these little excursions so I’m not stuck following what the rest of the group wants to do all weekend. I’m not really a touchy-feely Kumbaya hug it out sort of guy.

      It gives me some measure of peace to know a black rented SUV sits waiting in the parking lot for me, and I’m not at the mercy and whims of the others.

      The sun has already set, but there are lights on in the castle. I can’t believe no one stole the solar panels when the park closed. That would have been the first thing I looted.

      And now I’m questioning everything.

      I don’t think anyone was using solar panels back when this place was operational. Sure, I think they existed, but this park was too low budget for such a fancy and green update. They wouldn’t have been able to afford them.

      So what the fuck?

      I use a large machete to hack through the overgrowth of kudzu standing between me and the castle. When I reach the entrance, the drawbridge is down and light spills out. This is very fucking strange.

      While researching this place, I learned the castle has a working drawbridge. Or had. Who knows if the crank is rusted out after all these years. Though, I would have thought if the drawbridge was left down there’d be more signs of decay—at least in the entryway.

      I move stealthily inside, glancing up at the exposed beams, taking it all in. This place is something else. I make my way through the main floor to a large medieval-style restaurant.

      Everything about this is so off. I mean, more than normal. You always find weird shit in abandoned theme parks, but I can honestly say I’ve never come upon a place with lights and warmth… a place that looks lived in.

      In my distraction I bump into and knock over a suit of armor. The metal clatters loudly to the floor.

      “Oh, sorry.” It’s a reflex to be polite and apologize, to wear the mask of someone who cares—so people don’t suspect what I am. And now I’m apologizing to inanimate objects. Great, Shannon.

      When I open the door and step inside the restaurant, I freeze as I take in the scene before me. There are two roaring fireplaces—and as if that wasn’t a strong enough sign of life—there’s a startled couple, covered in a white sheet on a mattress.

      Ummm. Okay. Clearly other people explore places like this in different ways from me. I’m about to excuse myself and leave when I realize… I recognize these faces. I know this man. This woman. I’ve seen them somewhere. I can’t recall names or situations at the moment, but at some point my brain catalogued these two and put them in a file to contemplate later.

      While I’m busy trying to unpack this mystery, the guy stands and moves in front of the woman. He pulls a gun from his pants, his eyes wild as he stares me down.

      Oh. Now I know who this guy is. What a psycho. And that’s saying something coming from me.

      I pull my own gun. It’s already hot, but I bet this guy has to rack the slide first. He seems too jumpy to carry hot.

      “Please, just leave us alone,” the woman pleads.

      Well, that’s a plot twist, knowing what I know about these two. But I’m afraid I can’t do that now that weapons are involved.

      A moment later, he racks the slide, and I fire three into his stomach.

      The woman screams, “No!” She momentarily forgets her nudity to press the sheets against his gushing wounds.

      My pants tighten uncomfortably, and I’m not sure if it’s the thrill of the kill,  or the flashes of skin I’m getting from the woman as she franticly tries to stop this loser from bleeding out. He’s already dead. I wonder if she realizes that yet.

      “Trevor! No! Stay with me, don’t go.”

      “He’s gone,” I say, as she feels for a pulse.

      She turns back to me, as though finally remembering she’s not alone. When her eyes meet mine, I have to remind myself to breathe. The world stops moving, and all I see is her.

      What is happening right now?

      She picks up the gun and aims. Sort of. Her hand shakes so hard, she could empty the entire magazine and not hit me, so I’m not unnecessarily concerned about my safety.

      I keep my own gun trained steadily on her. “Do you want to die with your lover? Put the gun on the ground, and slide if over to me.”

      She hesitates but doesn’t put the gun down. “Please, don’t hurt me,” she whimpers.

      I want to do so many things to her.

      “Put the gun on the ground, and slide it over to me,” I repeat.

      Finally I see it, the moment she loses hope and realizes she exists now completely at my mercy, even though she still has a weapon in her hand. She and I both know if she tries to shoot me, it won’t end well for her.

      Finally she lays the gun down and slides it over. I stop it with my boot. And now she’s truly mine.

      Kill her. You have to kill her. No witnesses. You can’t leave a witness, not with others in the park. Follow protocol. Eliminate the problem. Don’t let this woman be your first mistake.

      Or… I could keep her. I just have to figure out how to get her to come with me without a fight.
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            ELODIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Six months ago.

      

      At some point, right before my memory clicked off, the nightmare fairy must have paid the world a visit. When I opened my eyes, it was twilight, or dawn. I was so disoriented it was hard to tell which. I woke in a pirate ship.

      Wait. Let me start over.

      It wasn’t an actual pirate ship, though that might have made more sense to my addled brain. It was part of some theme park ride that had been separated from the rest of the attraction like a wandering child lost from its mother.

      The boat was big enough for about six adult tourists, each with a couple of sticky-fingered children in tow. The sides came up around me like a giant cradle. Given that the edges were rusted out, that idea didn’t create the serene feelings you might imagine it would. The ship was laid at an angle, almost on one side as if a violent storm had tossed it out of the artificial sea and into the middle of a jungle ride on the other end of the park. The trees around me were thickly overgrown with kudzu vines.

      I reached to touch the top of my head, feeling for a bump or cut, but nothing, just smooth forehead and long hair.

      I sifted through my mind to recall the last thing that had happened, but I came up blank. I tried to pull a familiar face out of my memory bank, but there was nothing. It was like going to the ATM only to find you’d somehow been wiped out overnight. And the bitch of it was, you couldn’t even remember what your balance was supposed to be.

      I mean I knew stuff—general stuff. Like ATMs and pirate ships and amusement parks in a vague sort of way. I had basic concepts and all the tools with which to create a story of a life, just none of the actual details. It was like nothing had been written yet. I was notes on scraps of paper and pub napkins—weird little observations, images, scenery waiting to be formed into a coherent whole.

      The sun sank a few inches lower in the sky, unlocking the mystery of what time of day it was. My head throbbed in echo to my racing heartbeat as if my heart had somehow decided to relocate to my skull. Why couldn’t it have been dawn? Everything was easier to cope with in the light. Even though I knew nothing else, somehow I knew that.

      Why couldn’t I have stayed unconscious just a few more hours? Something—call it a sixth sense or generalized paranoia—told me I didn’t want to face what was out there at night.

      I squinted into the dark bottom of the ship, looking for an unlikely flashlight. I had no supplies, no flashlight, and I had no idea where in the hell I was or how I got there.

      “Hello?” I called out. I was unsure if yelling into the eerily non-fake jungle was a good thing or not but night was fast approaching, and I had a feeling some creepy crawly might eat me if I didn’t find more reasonable shelter. And dear God, please let me have been out here with someone.

      I closed my eyes and hoped for some Amazon chick who knew how to navigate nature in all its many surly moods to just pop out at me with a giant machete and a friendly smile.

      Pounding footsteps darted through undergrowth and brush, moving in my direction.

      I shrank into the corner of the ship, unsure if I wanted whatever or whoever to find me now that I’d made my presence known.

      “Elodie?”

      The voice was male and urgent. Was that me? Elodie? I rolled that word around in my head a bit. Elodie. Elodie. I wasn’t sure if that sounded right or not. Did I look like an Elodie? I was struck with the sudden disturbing realization that I couldn’t remember what I looked like. Was that normal with amnesia? Did I have amnesia? Shit, for all I knew I’d come into the world fully formed in an amusement park pirate ship five minutes ago. It sure felt that way. Or maybe I was an alien sent here on some arcane fact-finding mission. At this point there wasn’t a lot I could objectively rule out.

      The man burst out of the foliage, breathing hard. “Elodie, thank God you’re awake.”

      I remained frozen in the corner, watching him. There was no internal memory jog, no mental spark. I mean, he didn’t look like a serial killer or escaped prisoner or anything, so that was something. Just a regular guy. Athletic. Tan. Good looking, but not absurdly so. Nice voice. If this guy was on my side, I might be okay.

      Were there sides here?

      His eyes held worry as he approached the edge of the ship. “Do you remember what happened?”

      I shook my head. I was afraid to tell him I didn’t recognize my own name, didn’t know what I looked like, didn’t know him. He might not take that well. If we had some sort of involved relationship, that is. I’m not sure how I knew men could be weird about stuff like that, but somehow at that moment it felt really true.

      “I was afraid to move you,” he continued, oblivious to my total lack of back story. “I told you not to climb on the ship. It wasn’t stable enough.”

      “I-I’m sorry,” I said. My voice croaked, and my throat felt like sandpaper. I felt as if my mouth hadn’t formed words for thousands of years.

      “Can you stand? We need to get back to the castle.”

      The castle?

      The stranger’s eyes narrowed. “Elodie, what do you remember? Be honest. You’re safe here.”

      We must be using different definitions of the word safe.

      “Well?” he prodded.

      “Nothing. I don’t remember anything.”

      “What do you mean you don’t remember anything? What’s the first thing you remember?”

      “NOTHING!” I shouted. Did he need flash cards? Anxiety crowded out my ability to think and behave rationally. It felt like bugs were crawling on me. Maybe they were. I smacked at a spot on my arm. It was getting dark fast, and the wildness had clearly overtaken this place. I’m pretty sure I don’t like wildness. I thought suddenly that I should start a list of these things as they occurred to me, but I didn’t have any paper.

      “What do you mean nothing?” he said.

      Come on universe. I couldn’t be stuck out here with somebody smart?

      “I don’t know who you are or who I am. I don’t remember anything about my life!” It came out a little more dramatic than I’d intended, as if there could be a low key way to deliver this sort of information.

      “Is this one of your jokes? Because I can tell you, if it is, it’s not funny. I was scared out of my mind when you wouldn’t wake up.”

      “How long was I out?”

      “A few hours.”

      “I t-think I need to go to a hospital.”

      “That’s not an option.”

      A chill slid down my spine. Maybe this guy wasn’t on my side. Hell, how did I know he hadn’t beaten me over the head with a broken tree branch in the first place?

      “Don’t look at me like that. I didn’t mean it that way. Let’s just get back to the castle. We have electricity there. I’ll explain it all to you when we get back.”

      I stared at the hand he offered. “How do I know you won’t hurt me?”

      He took a deep, measured breath which didn’t reassure me at all. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m your husband. Trevor. Everything is going to be okay.”

      I flinched when he reached into his back pocket as if he might be going for a weapon. But it was just his wallet. He pulled out a long thin paper and handed it to me. It was deeply creased from being folded and kept for so long. There was barely enough light left to see, but it was a strip of photos from a photo booth. Trevor and a woman.

      “She’s pretty,” I said absently, staring at the blonde girl with brilliant blue eyes.

      He laughed. “There’s no conceit in your family. You’ve got it all.” Off my confused expression, he continued, “She’s you. That was our first date.”

      “Oh.” I handed the strip of pictures back to him, feeling suddenly awkward.

      He put them in his wallet and stretched out his hand again. “Elodie? We need to get inside. It’s not safe out here after dark.”

      “But, how do I know that’s really me?”

      “There’s a mirror in the castle. You’re going to have to trust me. What’s the worst-case scenario?”

      “You’re a psychopathic killer?” I said, not sure if I was kidding.

      He rolled his eyes. “And if that’s the case, you’re screwed anyway. Now come on. I’ll explain everything when we get home.”
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      I felt so weak, like my legs had forgotten how to work right. Was that the adrenaline and fear? I had to lean against Trevor and half-walk, half-hobble. The castle rose out of the center of the destroyed theme park, shining like a beacon. It was the only building that had electricity. The dilapidated shops and rides along the way lay in ominous shadows as if they might spring to life and attack at any moment. In spite of myself, I clung more tightly to Trevor’s hand.

      “The castle runs on solar power. It’s the only thing here that does, but it’s got everything we need for a while,” he said.

      What had happened to this place? Why were we even here? I was afraid for us to get inside the castle to find out. Whatever it was, it felt like something... apocalyptic.

      “Just a little farther. It’s safe inside.”

      After helping me out of the pirate ship, he hadn’t let go of my hand, and I hadn’t pulled away. I needed help navigating the unpredictable terrain. I was almost afraid to tell him how weak I felt because I didn’t need him to think I was dead weight. His hand was warm and solid. It was the only thing that kept me solid.

      The castle was enormous and the main hub around which all other things had once revolved. The bottom level was some kind of medieval fairy-tale themed ride. Spiral stairs and an elevator on one side led up to the second floor, which had what were once restaurants and a couple of gift shops. Trevor led me up the steps, past the main restaurant, and to another set of stairs. On the third floor were some hotel-type rooms and an office. A final staircase led to the tower, which seemed to be where we were going.

      I couldn’t get over how weak and wobbly my limbs felt. It was starting to seriously concern me.

      I pulled my hand out of his as we reached the final staircase. “Please, just tell me why you can’t take me to a hospital.”

      I knew already. I just didn’t want to believe it. I didn’t know the details yet, but I knew. It was only morbid curiosity that kept me playing dumb.

      He sighed. “I don’t know if there are any hospitals anymore. Definitely not any close.”

      “What?” I was getting the hang of this dumb thing.

      “Just come upstairs. If you really can’t remember anything, I think you need to be sitting for what I have to tell you.”

      The tower was a fancy suite with a large living area and bedroom that were all one large circular  room. There was a connected master bathroom off to one side. Or it had been fancy at one time. Now it was just as abandoned and broken down as everything else. Trevor gestured toward an overstuffed chair next to a window. I sat, unsure I wanted to hear this.

      “You don’t remember anything?” he asked again as if still hoping this was all some game to me. I must be wacky that way.

      “No.”

      “But you remember what the world was like before, don’t you?” The word before held more gravity and weight than the rest of his sentence, more gravity than all the other words he’d spoken to me so far.

      “Before what?”

      “You know about the world in general?” he asked.

      “I... I mean, I guess. Sort of. I think.”

      Trevor seemed skeptical. He sat on the edge of the king-sized bed near my chair. It creaked and dipped under his weight with a great resigned moan of springs.

      “Elodie, the world is gone. More or less.”

      He’d only gotten the first sentence out and already I felt the tears burning behind my eyes. I might not remember my life, but the implications for anybody’s life were already surfacing.

      “Do you know what a solar flare is?”

      “Yes.” I didn’t know how I knew what a solar flare was, but it was in the box of scattered random awareness like pirate ships, theme parks, and ATMs.

      “Okay, there was an enormous solar flare. The last time the world had solar flares this extreme was before such widespread reliance on electricity. This time it knocked out power grids nearly everywhere. Most technology halted. Just-in-time delivery failed.”

      “What’s just-in-time delivery?”

      “Almost everything was running in a way where everything that needed to be delivered to various places from fuel to food was shipped and delivered at close to the last minute, so nothing had to be stored long term. Supplies arrived just as the old ones were running out. With trucks and trains and planes, long term storage of staples and essentials seemed unnecessary to people, and it wasn’t cost effective. And with cities so large, it gets less and less practical anyway. The point is... stores started running out of things... Hospitals ran out of things. People started panicking and looting, and then people started dying. The economy collapsed practically overnight. It was so fast. You can’t believe how fast it was.”

      I just stared at him, trying to process everything he was telling me. Hadn’t I immediately thought something terrible must have happened when I’d woken in a rusted-out pirate ship ride? I mean, that couldn’t be a good sign.

      “Do you want me to stop?” he asked.

      “No.” What good would it do to keep things from me?

      “Most of the nuclear plants were safely shut down, but a few weren’t. So there are some dangerous radiation zones out there. The ones that melted down near coasts and fault lines set off huge earthquakes, followed by tsunamis.  The whole world was affected, so there was no one to send aid because everyone was struggling to survive. But with world economies collapsing, money wouldn’t have meant much anyway. There are pockets of survivors. We’ll be safer if we can find a bigger group, but for right now, we have supplies for a while. The park was well stocked with non-perishables, and even when we get through that, there’s enough wildlife around here to eat. The important part is that we have access to plenty of clean water here. That’s the trouble with moving on—what to do about water.”

      “How long ago... when... when did this all happen?”

      “A couple of years. Elodie, we’re going to be okay. We could stay here for another year or longer, and I’m already making plans on how we’ll get out and try to find another group of survivors. Don’t worry.”

      “How did you know all this was here?”

      “I didn’t. We stumbled on it. We were lucky. There are some chickens that have gone wild living here. I made a make-shift coop for them in one of the kiddie rides. So we have some eggs and meat I don’t have to hunt.”

      No wonder I couldn’t remember anything. My brain had probably been waiting for any opportunity to fall and blank out everything, just scrub the slate clean and forget such a nightmare ever could have happened. This couldn’t possibly be my life.

      “I really need a shower.” I felt gross and covered in grime from the humidity outside.

      “There’s no running water.”

      Of course there wasn’t. The electricity was fooling me into believing I was in some dingy but workable version of civilization.

      “But, there’s a wide creek that runs under the park; it’s where the water from the moat comes from. We don’t drink that water. We use a well for drinking, but the creek water is clean enough to bathe in.”

      The panic began to ease in, graying out the edges of my vision. “I can’t do this. I can’t live like this!”

      “Elodie, you’ve lived like this for two years. And this is a step up from how it was in the beginning. You were so excited when we found this place. I wish you could remember. It’s hard to see you like this again. You were so despondent when we first had to learn how to survive without the convenience and safety we were used to. But things were getting better. You were adjusting. And now...”

      He leaned closer, and I flinched to escape as he brushed the side of my cheek in a gesture that was meant to be comforting.

      “I-I don’t know you.”

      He sighed and rose from the bed. “I’m all you’ve got.” Before I could determine if there were nefarious undertones or some veiled threat in his words, he said, “I’m going down to the restaurant to make us something to eat.”

      “Which one?”

      “The big one in the middle... The Banquet Hall. It’s got the most working equipment. Come down in a few, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      After he’d gone, I closed my eyes, desperately trying to remember something—anything that could help me make any sense of all this. Or wake up. That would be a welcome option as well.  I went to the bathroom to turn on the faucet, already having forgotten there was no running water. I stared at my reflection over the sink.

      She’s pretty.

      I was the woman in his wallet, but I wasn’t feeling nearly as generous with myself now that I was seeing it live and in person. My clothes were grimy and worn. I brushed back my hair and noticed a dark scar on my temple and wondered what had happened to produce it. I seemed to have a few other scars and wondered if they were injuries I’d sustained while here and how they’d managed to not get infected and kill me.

      I looked down at my hand. No wedding band. But why would anyone in some post-apocalyptic wasteland still have a wedding band? We’d probably bartered or sold it early on when we were just getting our bearings, when people still cared about things like that. Or maybe some marauders stole it. I felt like if something apocalyptic had happened that suddenly marauders must have popped up everywhere, and we would actually start using that word to describe them.

      Did I have surviving family? Friends? Maybe it was better that I didn’t remember anything—I mean, if they hadn’t made it. Trevor had said a lot of people died. Why wouldn’t my family and friends be with us? Or his family and friends? Wouldn’t we have done better in a larger group instead of just the two of us so isolated like this? I had a feeling I was getting the warm-and-fuzzy edited version of events, which was terrifying in itself.

      The bathroom had once been luxurious with a giant tub with jets, a walk-in shower built for two on the other end, and an enormous counter with a sink large enough to bathe a fat baby in. Everything had been meant to look as if it were made of gold, but the plating was flecking off, and the whole place smelled like it had been packed up in someone’s grandmother’s attic for several winters.

      The main tower suite was a large open circle with some seating areas, a TV and DVD player, one king-sized bed, and a few windows. It was full dark now, so I couldn’t see anything out of the windows. Back when the park was running, it would have no doubt been beautiful all lit up at night. I wondered if any celebrities had stayed in this tower in the middle of the park with their entourage just below in the smaller rooms.

      I clicked the button on the TV, not expecting it to work, but a snowy buzz lit up the screen. Of course TV itself wouldn’t work. Who would be broadcasting? I looked through the cabinet and found several rows of DVDs. I turned on the DVD player and popped in a romantic comedy. I couldn’t believe it worked.

      After a few minutes, I clicked it off and left the tower. I looked through the office and the hotel rooms on the floor below. Nothing of interest. Though I don’t think I was looking to be entertained. I was looking for comfort, and absent that, distraction.

      The gift shop on the second floor unbelievably had some T-shirts. One was in my size. I peeled off the hot, sweaty top I’d been wearing and exchanged it for a gift shop T-shirt. I took one that had been wrapped in plastic. After sitting there exposed to the elements for so long, the ones on the rack weren’t much better than what I’d had on.

      Trevor was in the main restaurant’s kitchen, as promised, heating up food. Something from a can and something from a deep freezer the sun must have kept operational all this time.

      I spotted a small handgun lying on the counter near him.

      “W-why do you have that?”

      Trevor glanced over at the gun and then back at me. “Why wouldn’t I have it? We’re lucky I have it and that I haven’t had to use it. This is a very different world, Elodie. You know that. I have to protect us.”

      It wasn’t as if he’d waved the gun at me like a lunatic. He’d probably had it concealed on him earlier. And it wasn’t as if someone as strong as Trevor needed a weapon to harm me, particularly in such isolation, but it still scared me that he had it.

      “How come this whole place isn’t looted?” I asked, trying to shift the subject away to something safer.

      He looked up from a bag of frozen chicken nuggets. “Several of the stores on the main strip were looted. The castle may have been harder to get to when they came through. And the park is a bit off the beaten path. It wasn’t a well-known park. So not too many groups would have come through.”

      The kitchen looked modern, but the main dining room was like a banquet hall in some old castle right out of a fairy tale. There were long banquet tables, which were positioned in a big square, leaving a wide-open space where there must have been some form of entertainment for the diners.

      “Those are some big fireplaces out in the dining hall,” I said.

      Trevor smiled. “Yeah. It’s great for when it gets cold out.”

      We ate in the big, empty banquet hall on two throne-like chairs that I imagined had been set aside for actors playing the king and queen of the castle. Sitting there like royalty dining on food that was anything but royal fare was depressing as hell.

      As if I didn’t already feel like I was one of the last two remaining humans on the planet.

      For some reason it made me think of the story of Adam and Eve in the garden. I couldn’t pull out a single personal detail about my life, but somehow an old religious myth was right there perched on the surface of my brain.

      The garden was supposed to be some utopian paradise, but I couldn’t imagine anything as a paradise that only contained two people. It seemed lonely. No wonder Eve began forming questionable friendships with reptiles.

      I picked at the chicken nuggets on my plate.

      “Something wrong with it?” Trevor asked.

      “Just not very hungry.”

      He looked concerned as if trying to remember if loss of appetite was related to concussion.

      I stared down at the baked beans and chicken on my plate and wondered if I’d ever get my memory back. I wasn’t sure I wanted to remember a time that was happier when the world ran like clockwork and no one thought it could ever end. I had a sense of what things had once been like in general, though I couldn’t seem to project myself into any of the stories. Maybe that was for the best.

      “When are we going to look for more survivors?” I asked, trying to stop thinking about my troubling loss of memory.

      “Am I such poor company?”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      I’d seen proof positive that I at least knew him. We had at least, at some point in our history, sat together in a photo booth like we liked each other and gotten photos made. But the number of things he wasn’t telling me could no doubt fill libraries. Had we had a rocky relationship? Was there some awful shared trauma he’d been trying not to burden me with? A tragic loss?

      Maybe I was the burden. Would it have been easier for him to survive this without me? Did he want to? It didn’t seem like this was a fantastic quality of life to aspire to. I wondered if anybody else out there had a life any better. The Amish were probably doing okay. If they hadn’t had to fight off hordes of previously comfortable people now without an internet connection.

      So many questions. I thought back to the first moments after I’d woken. Trevor hadn’t seemed as surprised as I’d expected when I said I’d lost my memory.

      It had all happened in a rush, but that part hadn’t seemed to ruffle him like it should have. He hadn’t even dwelt on it very long. The only part I was sure about was that when he tore through those woods after me, he’d been panicked.

      Finally, he answered my earlier question about looking for others. “Let’s just give it a little while. We don’t know what we’ll encounter out there. I don’t think we should leave until we absolutely have to.”

      “But, you said we’d be safer in a group. Shouldn’t we at least...”

      “Elodie, that’s enough!” I flinched, and he quickly softened his tone as if trying to reason with a small child set on ice cream for dinner. “It’s not safe. And I don’t want you wandering outside the park on your own. We know the park is safe because I test it occasionally with the Geiger counter. I don’t want you wandering outside the guaranteed safe zone into a possible radiation pocket. We need to go together.”

      “O-okay.” I didn’t even know if that was how radiation worked, but Trevor seemed sure of himself, so I let it go.

      I finished my dinner, even though I didn’t really want it. But I might get hungry later, and the last thing I wanted to do was annoy this man I didn’t remember knowing. I also didn’t relish the idea of coming down here alone in the middle of the night foraging for canned goods like an insomniac squirrel. However unsure I might be of Trevor, I liked the idea of being by myself in this big artificial castle even less.

      Trevor took the plates and cups back to the kitchen and washed them with some water he must have drawn from the mysterious well. There were several medieval-looking pitchers of it in the industrial-sized fridge, pitchers which waiters and waitresses no doubt had used to refill iced tea. I stayed off to the side out of his way, trying to pick out a memory of anything I had ever personally experienced before today.

      When I thought really hard, I got a fuzzy image of a white room and Trevor’s face. But then it blurred back into nothing but a bright white visual noise that made me dizzy. I gripped the edge of the stainless steel island for support.

      “Are you okay?”

      “F-fine. Just a little disoriented still.”

      Trevor nodded. “Given the spill you took, I’m sure that’s quite normal.” He left the dishes to drain near the sink and joined me on the other side of the kitchen.

      “You can explore the park tomorrow. Just don’t climb on any more pirate ships.” He gave me a handsome crooked smile that somehow still felt overwhelmingly ominous despite how hard he tried to make it endearing. “Would you like to see the first floor?”

      “Sure.” What I really wanted to say was ‘not really’, but I didn’t want to piss off the only other person possibly for miles—the only one who knew how to navigate this fresh new hellscape.

      On the bottom level, Trevor turned a crank. The drawbridge we’d walked across to get into the castle actually came up, closing us in for the night.

      “You can never be too careful,” he said.

      It had taken a lot of strength for him to turn the crank and raise the drawbridge. There was no way I could do that on my own. It might be easier to lower it, but that was just me guessing because it seemed like letting it down should be less strenuous than bringing it back up. I didn’t like the idea of him being the one who said whether or not I could leave the castle by a simple display of brute strength.

      But that was life now, wasn’t it? In a civilized world, there might have been some level of equality, enforced by laws, but mostly enforced by practicality and technology. Now, everything was back to the law of the jungle. And brute strength was king. This wouldn’t be a world of happy equality, no matter what type of person Trevor turned out to be.

      “I’ll show you the castle ride. It’s the only one that works.”

      Right. Because
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