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PROLOGUE
 
 
“Suicide Help Line. This is D.”
The operator leaned back in her chair and waited, squeezing absent-mindedly at a small, white bump on her upper arm. Most of her calls came in one of two ways, either the caller was crying, or suddenly went mute when D answered. The criers took longer, struggling to get it together, but the mutes were tricky. Sometimes they’d hang up before uttering the first word. She had a mute on the line. Patience was key.
“I’m right here. Take your time.” D peeked beyond the beige partition of her cubicle. Four seats over, J nodded his head, listening to a caller. The operators used letters for names at the center. The anonymity gave them some added distance from their callers, and from each other. J turned in D’s direction and faked a yawn. He must have a crier.
Her caller’s data blipped onto the monitor. Some place on Central Park West. The only calls they received now came from trusters — rich conservatives who still believed that somehow someone was going to make it all better. They stayed behind in their million dollar homes, with their security systems and private generators and stock-piled supplies, waiting.
“My husband…” a woman’s voice spoke barely above a whisper. She took a deep breath and sighed. “My husband took one of those Nexinol tablets.”
“I see.” D nodded into her headset. “And he’s dead.” Callers had a tough time dealing with death, so D liked to put it out there for them. Usually just hearing the word helped them put things in perspective.
“Yes.”
“Are you alone now?”
“Yes.” The woman’s staccato answer almost hid her fear. “The doorman isn’t even answering my page.”
“Is he the one who gave your husband the Nexinol?”
“He delivered them to all the residents.” The woman snorted with disgust. "Said the military passed them out. I don’t believe for one minute that President Birch authorized–”
“Maybe the doorman took one of those tablets.”
The woman fell silent. Mulling over the possibility?
D kept things moving, following an informal protocol. Don’t allow the caller to become defensive. Don’t give them time to rationalize. Above all, don’t get into what D referred to as the “shoulda-coulda-woulda” argument.
“Do you have your own generator in the apartment?” she asked her caller.
“No. There’s a large unit in the basement.”
“But if the doorman is gone, I’d have to think there’s no maintenance staff either,” D reasoned. “The generator will eventually stop. That means no lights, no refrigeration, no air, not even enough power to recharge a cell phone.”
The woman got the gist of D’s observation. “Dear God.”
Brutal. D used to agonize over shoving reality into a caller’s face, but she needed this job and her employment hinged on the successful culmination of each call. Even though she didn’t receive a salary, the government provided room and board, a safe haven from the madness outside.
“Sounds like you could use a drink. Do you keep any liquor in the house?”
The question jerked her caller in a new direction. “I believe there may be some Courvoisier in the cabinet.”
“Great. Why don’t you pour yourself a glass, just to steady your nerves.” D wanted her caller to take one last look at her opulent surroundings, and understand that her lifestyle was at an end. Futility was D’s biggest ally. “In fact, why don’t you bring the bottle?”
When the caller came back on the line, D encouraged the woman to take a nice big drink before asking, “When is the last time you saw a newscast?”
“I can’t remember,” the woman said. “Once Wall Street stopped reporting—”
Stopped reporting? Wall Street was dead. That bastion of legalized gambling imploded months ago when the last few players gathered up their worthless chips. There was no cashing in.
“It was always news bulletins about this Korean flu, how far it had spread, how many were sick or already dead.”
D slipped into a rant. “I’m not even convinced it is influenza. The CDC has issued so many conflicting reports. Who ever heard of millions of people dying from the flu? Personally, I think we’ve been hit with some kind of biological weapon and they’re covering it up.” She crossed her arms, her fingers massaging the skin in search of another bump.
At first, Americans had taken it personally, thinking they’d been targeted. But the whole friggin’ world was being wiped out. The big question was why?
D heard the clink of expensive crystal as the woman banged her goblet on a table. “That’s what my husband said. But how could that happen? Why would anyone intentionally do something like this? Have you seen the people outside roaming around?”
“Yeah. I didn’t know you could be that sick and still be alive. It’s been weeks since I’ve left the building. What about you?”
“Heavens, no. With all the looting and burning?”
“How have you been getting food?”
The woman’s uncertainty turned to arrogance. “We have the money and the connections. People will do anything if the price is right.”
For the past few weeks, rumors had been circulating through the call center about profiteers who were venturing out. These guys scoured warehouses and abandoned trucks, selling what they pillaged to the highest bidder. She’d heard about a couple fools who drove all the way to Florida. With most of the working class dead, the oranges were just waiting to be picked. Supposedly, the guys made a killing on the sales, but D wondered what they thought they were going to do with the money. How much more did this woman think her fortune would do for her?
Time to shake the caller’s confidence again. “Did you hear someone blew up nuclear power plants in Texas and California?” D asked. Technically, no one was really sure what happened. D’s supervisor insisted the plants blew because they weren’t properly staffed. He compared it to leaving a pot on the stove and going to bed. But J and some of the others were convinced the plants had been attacked.
“When!?”
“About a week ago.”
The woman gulped cognac, then answered in a raspy whisper. “So there will be fallout.”
People always feared radiation. They imagined huge clouds of destruction circling the globe, wiping out everything in its path. In reality, the fallout from the blast in Texas hadn’t traveled much more than ten miles. The true destruction was the loss of power. But fear was a great hot button. All the operators were using it.
D made her move. “Tell me, do you still have your Nexinol tablet?”
“Yes. It’s in my pocket.”
“Drop it in the cognac. And tell me about your husband. Did he do much traveling in his business?” The old dual-assignment. The caller got so caught up in answering part two, they didn’t pay much attention to part one.
“Of course he did. Jonathan was CEO of Parker and Southington. He flew exclusively in their private jet.”
“Wow! If you had access to a jet, why didn’t you leave the country?”
“Where would we go?” the woman screeched. “Mexico and Latin American are full of rotting corpses, the Canadians have made it quite clear we aren’t welcome. Even Europe is in a shambles.”
“Fiji?”
The woman blurted a laugh. “And do what? Live in a little grass hut and eat coconuts?”
Of course not. She and her husband were too good to scrabble in the soil to grow food, too proud to sweat in the hot sun.
“He sounds honorable.” D laid on the bullshit. “Let’s drink a toast to Jonathan, a good man, proud and true.” She waited patiently.
The woman finally answered with a whispered, “I did it.”
“Wonderful. I’ll just stay on the line until you feel drowsy, okay?”
“Are a lot of people doing this?”
“They sure are. I answer calls all day long, helping folks.”
“What will happen when everyone’s gone?”
Damn. D knew what was coming. “I’m not really sure.”
“Are you going to take a Nexinol?”
Why did callers always ask that? D leaned back in her chair to check on J. He gave her a thumbs-up as he finished his call and punched the next line. Once he identified himself, he leaned out into the aisle, wagged his finger between him and her, sign language for “me and you”, tapped his watch, “after work”, then grabbed his crotch and rolled his eyes back into his head. Why not? She could think of a lot worse ways to spend her final days. Hell, she could be working at the Medical Center with the dregs of the city, or driving one of those buses loaded with the living dead.
The sound of shattering glass brought her back. “Say hello to Jonathan for me.” She clicked the next button on her console. “Suicide Help Line, this is D.”
 
 



CHAPTER ONE
 
 
From her second story office window, Taeya Sanchez watched the burning apartment building across First Avenue. At first, all she’d seen was smoke wafting up out of the roof, but she knew what was happening inside—flames were gobbling up curtains and chairs, favorite jeans and photo albums. Once the fire gathered up enough strength, a fist of flames would punch through a window, sucking in air and growing.
Who had started this particular blaze? A survivor cooking on a barbecue grill or a camp stove? Without power, the few remaining residents still holed up in their apartments were getting creative. One man who came into the Medical Center had burns on his legs and feet from one of those ten-gallon turkey fryers filled with boiling oil. She shuddered to think what he might have been cooking. It wasn’t a Butterball. He’d barely escaped before the spilled oil ignited the propane tank, blowing out a wall, and setting yet another building on fire.
The recently homeless who’d been burned out of their own flats, moved into abandoned buildings and started the process again. And it wasn’t just cooking accidents. A kerosene lantern got kicked over. A candle was left burning all night. She was sure pyros and looters intentionally set some of the blazes.
At least it was summer. Taeya couldn’t imagine what people might do in order to stay warm this winter.
Down on the streets, no fire trucks screamed for the right-of-way. No cars swerved or honked. There were no curious pedestrians clogging the sidewalks to hamper firemen. Manhattan was dead. Wiped out by a virus that Taeya still did not fully comprehend.
As an epidemiologist, she had spent the last ten years chasing outbreaks. Who carried the disease, was it bacterial or viral, where were the outbreaks occurring? She tracked host, agent, and environment like a board game. Mrs. Peacock, with a candlestick, in the observatory.
When the Army Medical Corps commandeered Bellevue as a safe zone, the top brass had requested Taeya from CDC. She never set foot on Manhattan pavement, never saw a show or dined in one of those cute sidewalk cafes. She came in from JFK, so she never even got a glimpse of Times Square. Just climbed out of the limo in the hospital’s parking garage and stepped into an elevator. As she lurched upward, a queasy lump twisted in her stomach. Even back then, she knew she was heading into a no-win situation. Just like Williamsport.
The smoke from the apartment building was a charred gray now. Thick clouds billowed into a putrid sky the color of canned peas. The hue seemed to change with the fires. When Canal Street burned, Chinatown burst into flames like a paper dragon, leaving the sky pinkish. Last month, when the garment district caught fire, bolts of burning fabrics had turned the sky purple.
A few times Taeya had slipped up to the top floor for a better view of the crippled city. When she’d first arrived, a nurse pointed out landmarks—the scorched hull of Madison Square Garden, the crumbled remains of the Empire State Building. Taeya had imagined charred buildings in other cities. Buckingham Palace, the Kremlin, Vatican City. Thousands of homes and apartments, millions of people—all gone.
She was certain her apartment in Atlanta had burned, and she regretted not bringing more of her personal belongings with her to New York. It never occurred to her that her stack of photo discs might melt into a plastic puddle; that the files of digital pictures on her computer could suddenly vanish. The older photo albums from her earlier years were much too fragile to schlep with her everywhere. All she had brought were a few framed pictures, and Abuela’s shell.
One of the route buses collecting survivors chugged up First Avenue toward the hospital. At the old wrought-iron fence out front, the bus door opened and a handful of passengers staggered out.
The queue of people already waiting to get into the hospital stretched beyond the building to her left. Newcomers shuffled in uncertainty, stepping to the curb to see if the line was moving; or they glanced at their neighbors without making eye contact. People who had been in line for hours sat languishing in the sweltering summer heat.
A man splotched with oozing sores on his face leaned against the fence, waving away flies with a bony finger. Another man lay sprawled on the sidewalk, his arms spread to his sides, as though offering himself to death. Farther up the queue, a woman sat cross-legged, her arms gripped to her belly as she rocked. Hunger? Diarrhea from the influenza? Dysentery from drinking unsafe water?
When the line moved, those who could not walk, crawled. An old man wobbled from a coughing bout before cacking out a blob of mucus and blood; it splatted on the sidewalk next to a body buzzing with flies. People stepped over the corpse as they shuffled toward the door.
A mini-bulldozer chugged out of the alleyway. The driver in the airtight cab was dressed in a contamination suit and helmet. As he aimed for the corpse on the sidewalk, the walking dead parted like pigeons. With one smooth motion, the driver scooped up the body then aimed a hose at a brown spot on the sidewalk and blasted the stain with disinfectant.
Taeya knew he’d take the specimen to the back dock of the hospital, dump the remains into a molded plastic container and tamp the lid shut with the dozer’s scoop. Within minutes, the sealed container would be on its way to Tom Johnson in pathology.
Was there a point any more? They’d picked and probed enough bodies to fill Johnson’s hard-drive. Maybe someday he’d sort it all out and write a book: a cautionary tale to future generations about how an organism had once again brought the Earth to near extinction.
Taeya’s own mission had changed over the months. She no longer battled the disease that consumed everything in its path. Now she was obsessed with finding the few uninfected and keeping them alive.
The hospital had become a way station. The people down in the queue would eventually get into the lobby, where computer stations had been set up. Data clerks in a safe control room would interview these patients. Unfortunately, the majority of applicants were already infected. A handful were given a Code Yellow status, admitted to the hospital, and observed to see if they pulled through. But the majority were Code Reds. They’d be given a bed, a sparse meal, and a dose of Nexinol to put them out of their misery.
The few healthy ones received the coveted Code Green status, and were immediately shuttled out to the far end of Long Island—the colony in Brookhaven. FEMA called it Orderly Redistribution, but the goal was really to get the dying out of buildings and off the streets.
The telephone on her desk rang, and she turned away from the window, switching on her Bluetooth. The instant the caller identified himself, Taeya pounced.
“What’s going on over there? You tell Markham if he can’t get that incinerator at ninety percent we’re shutting it down. His emissions are drifting right toward Long Island.”
While buses brought the sick to the Center, flatbed trucks hauled the dead to makeshift crematoriums. Both the CDC and World Health Organization had urged other countries not to resort to mass graves. This pathogen was way too virulent to be buried in the ground. Taeya wasn’t even confident that incineration was a hundred percent effective.
Darryl from security skidded to a halt at her door, dancing impatiently from foot to foot. She waved him in and pointed to a chair. He stood as Taeya continued her telephone conversation.
“Then tell Markham to reduce his hourly body count.”
She watched Darryl drift around her office, feigning interest in the pictures hanging on the wall: the snapshot of her brother and parents dwarfed by a giant redwood in Muir Woods, Mai standing outside a Red Cross tent near Calang in Sumatra. Darryl hovered at the photograph of Taeya and her husband Randall, standing in front of a pagoda in Fukutsu. She was wearing a tank top in the picture, and she was sure Darryl was checking out her breasts.
He was supposedly head of security, but from what she observed, he spent most of his time hiding out in the old neonatal wing. He wore his uniform too tight, accentuating his bulging biceps, preening in front of the younger nurses.
“Look!” she barked into her headset. The outburst startled Darryl and he stepped away from the picture. “This isn’t a race with New Jersey to see who can dispose of the most corpses. You tell him this is my last warning.” She disconnected without waiting for a reply.
What were they thinking? The whole purpose of incineration was to destroy. If they didn’t reduce the contaminated tissue to ash, the possibility for mutation occurred. Then they’d have still another viral strain on their hands. Taeya had argued, futilely, that they continue picking up corpses reported by the suicide centers, but Doctor Sherman insisted they didn’t have the manpower for such a monumental task. In the end, he decided that at the rate Manhattan was burning, all the corpses would eventually be obliterated. Had she actually called him a moron?
Darryl laid his hands on her desk and leaned forward, going for the dramatics. “Doctor Sanchez, we’ve got a problem in pathology.”
“I saw.” Most likely, he was referring to the corpse she’d seen out on the sidewalk. Johnson hadn’t wasted any time dissecting this latest casualty. “Maybe it was a drive-by dump.”
“No. There’s nothing on our cameras. Plus, we got a guy who says he was there when this dude collapsed. Johnson’s sure we’ve got a new one.”
“I’ll bet. He’s probably already named it.” She looked at her watch. “Okay, I’ve got a meeting in ten minutes. Tell him I’ll be down in an hour.”
She tried herding Darryl toward the door, but he had more news.
“We had a real nasty one down in the lobby this morning. This woman had three different scarves tied around her face. And she was wearing this insulated parka like the Eskimos wear. Can you imagine? In that heat?” Darryl puffed out his cheeks and blew. “When the data clerk gave her the green light for Long Island, she refused. She was afraid Brookhaven was contaminated, too. Said she wanted in here, where it’s safe.” Darryl waved an arm at Taeya’s office. “She offered to sweep floors. Anything. When the data clerk said we weren’t hiring, she slashed the computer’s plasma screen.”
“Where is she now?” Taeya asked.
“I had a couple of the boys toss her into a red-code ward.”
“What?”
“Believe me, Doctor Sanchez, you don’t want a psycho like her in your Brookhaven colony.”
Taeya pressed her fingers into her forehead and rubbed. Who wouldn’t be hysterical in a situation like this? If Darryl suddenly found himself out in that madness, what would he do?
But there was no point in trying to coax some humanity from Darryl. Chances were, that trait didn’t exist. As she ushered him out, she spotted a man in low-slung blue jeans and a dingy tee shirt saunter past her door.
“How did that man get in here?” she demanded.
Darryl raised a hand to keep her from charging after the intruder. “That’s Rick DeAngelo, one of our new drivers. He’s the one who found the wavelength filters for our Hb readers.”
Unclenching her fists, Taeya took a deep breath to slow her pulse. She’d heard stories about this driver. Someone could show him an illustration of what they needed and he’d come back with it. But his talent had gotten so exaggerated, she’d begun to think he was an urban legend.
“Why isn’t he wearing a hospital-issued uniform?”
“Take it easy, Doc,” Darryl said. “He’s also the one who tracked down those Fentanyl patches after we tapped out our morphine supply. Sherman figures he can bend the rules with this guy.”
“Of course he does.”
“Come on. I’ll introduce you. He was telling me some strange stuff about the D.C. facility this morning. Maybe you should check it out.” Darryl launched down the hallway after the slob. “Hey, Rick!”
After the two slapped hands in some juvenile greeting, Darryl asked him how things were going.
“They’re gone, man.”
Rick’s eyes drifted past Darryl. For an instant, he met Taeya’s gaze, but then his eyes scanned slowly down and up again. Was this bozo checking her out?
Darryl was oblivious to the leer. “Rick, this is Doctor Sanchez. Tell her what you were telling us this morning. You know, about D.C.”
“Doctor Sanchez.” Rick’s voice had the sleazy cadence of a barfly. “My pleasure.” He held out his hand.
Taeya hesitated, making sure he caught her own slow scan of his slovenly appearance. His hair was longer than hers, but board-straight and pulled back in a ponytail. Evidently, he did not feel the need to shave on a regular basis. His ratty tee shirt was frayed at the neck, and had a tear above an illustration of a wrench. She looked away when she realized the drawing was supposed to symbolize a man’s genitalia. What a creep.
She accepted his hand for a brief shake.
He cocked an eyebrow, as if he couldn’t believe she didn’t find him as charming as the rest of the staff.
“I just got back from D.C. last night,” he said. “Bad news down there.”
“I already know,” Taeya snapped. “They’re processing twice as many patients as we are. That’s because they opened another wing.”
Rick snorted. “Is that what they told you? Well, I ran into a nurse who just got canned. She said that eighty percent of the staff was fired.”
“That’s ridiculous.” She dismissed both men with a smirk and a wave of her hand. No doubt a nurse had been terminated, and she’d used this delivery driver’s shoulder to cry on. He was certainly the type who would take advantage of a situation like that, assuring the sweet young thing that if she’d been fired, everyone would be fired. Had he rubbed his hands all over her as he sympathized? Coaxed her to his room?
“And I think it’s irresponsible for you to perpetuate this rumor any further,” she added.
“Rumor?” Rick’s dark eyebrows scrunched together. “You need to get your head out of your ass, Doc. The reason they don’t need the nursing staff anymore is because they’re dosing everyone who comes in the door with Nexinol, green codes and all.”
Her mouth dropped open. Who did he think he was speaking to? When she had him ushered to the front door, would the rumors start that all drivers were being let go?
He tapped his fingers on his chest. “I’ve seen the trucks lined up. They’re hauling bodies to the incinerators as fast as they can get them loaded. President Birch and the rest of those motherfuckers have given up controlling the situation. They’re bailing and they need a bigger secured facility.” He leaned into her face. “The D.C. unit.”
For the first time, Taeya’s confidence faltered. Could politicians be taking over the Walter Reed facility in Washington? The idea was so unbelievable that she got the uneasy feeling it might be true.
 
* * *
 
Clutching the arms of his desk chair, Tom Johnson, the hospital’s pathologist, hunched close to his monitor, studying a blank screen. Taeya leaned past his shock of brown hair to see if she was missing something.
“Maybe you should change channels,” she said.
“Sanchez!” Johnson swiveled around. “What took you so long?”
She straightened and curled her upper lip. “I’ve been listening to Doctor Sherman’s plans to wipe out the remaining survivors of the five boroughs.”
“Come on, Sanchez. When are you going to turn in that bleeding heart for reinforced Kevlar like mine? The Brookhaven facility is reporting that some of our Green Codes are coming down with infections they picked up out in that line. It’s time to give up. I guarantee no one is going to come back to haunt you for slipping a Nexinol into their juice.”
“Sorry, Johnson. When I took this position, I didn’t see genocide in the job description.”
“And I’ll bet you told them all that.”
Taeya didn’t feel like rehashing her outburst against Doctor Sherman at the departmental meeting. She knew she’d gone too far when she slapped the tabletop and asked Sherman if they would be replacing the Medical Center sign with something like Auschwitz. None of the other department heads ever stuck their neck out, but true to form, as soon as the meeting ended, they came running to her with their comments. When Taeya asked why they didn’t bring up their objections during the meeting, they always gave her the same tired excuse. “It wouldn’t do any good.” What they really meant was they didn’t want to get bumped to second shift, or have their credits reduced.
She rubbed the tension out of her forehead. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”
“You’re going to love this one.” Johnson turned back to his keyboard, clacked a few keys, and in the sealed examining room beyond, a mechanical arm drew a tissue sample from one of two cadavers on stainless steel gurneys.
“I thought Monicolitis was a good mutation,” he said, “but this one is perfect.”
Johnson had been naming new viral strains as they came along. Monicolitis had been named for his ex-wife Monica because the virus attacked the alimentary system and he’d always said she was a pain in the butt.
With precision, Johnson guided the mechanical arm to a petri dish and an image of squamous epithelium appeared on his screen. “Healthy enough, wouldn’t you say?”
The irregular mosaic design of cells looked like a cluster of fried eggs, their nuclei protruding from each center.
“Watch this.” Johnson guided the mechanical arm and drew a sample of blood from the second cadaver. He released a drop into the tissue sample and within seconds Taeya watched the nuclei shrivel and disappear. “This is why Sherman came up with the new directives.”
Johnson switched off the program and the screen went blank again. “If this is airborne, I can guarantee anyone downwind of this sucker will be dead tomorrow.”
Taeya could only stare at the screen.
 
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
Exhausted, Taeya unlocked the door to her living quarters in the nurses’ wing. Not a day went by that she didn’t smart from the insult. She tried to tell herself she was lucky, that seven doctors had been dismissed while she had only been demoted to second shift. But mostly, she berated herself for speaking her mind to Doctor Sherman. Even today, she’d jumped into the fray without thinking, telling Sherman he was no better than a third world dictator, an executioner. Now she wondered if Sherman had been baiting her, giving him a good excuse to bump her down again.
Many times her husband Randall had warned her about her volatility. In fact, when they first started working together, she’d questioned his procedures and motives. But with most of the world in chaos now, maybe Randall would understand her need to insist on compassion.
Her room wasn’t much larger than a dorm room, with a small desk and computer, an armchair with a reading light, and the daybed. The space was half the size of her doctors’ quarters. At least she didn’t have to share a room like most of the other nurses. She slipped her shoes off and changed into a pair of flannel pants and a tee shirt.
Sitting in her armchair, she pulled out her Blackberry and checked inner office e-mails. For someone who had been relegated to the second string, she was still on a lot of mailing lists. She deleted most of the messages, pausing a couple of times to rub her tired eyes.
She had nearly dozed off when a swooshing sound startled her. Squinting, she checked the time on her PDA but it was rebooting.
Once it flickered back on, she typed in her user ID three times and failed to gain access. Surely, Doctor Sherman wasn’t so cowardly that he would pull the plug on her in the middle of the night. Then again, at the staff meeting he had listened to her arguments without his usual insistence that she submit her comments in writing. At one point he even said he appreciated her concern. Now she understood why. He knew it was the last time he would have to put up with her.
A feeling of doom weighed on her shoulders. The nerve endings in her fingers tingled. If her intranet access had been revoked, it must mean she was off the staff. She envisioned being ushered to the front door in the morning, along with the nurses. Her top lip puckered in a snarl as she thought of Rick DeAngelo hovering nearby, scoping out potential babes-in-distress.
What a way for her career to end. Four years ago, during the Williamsport incident, she’d been selected over dozens of others by the World Health Organization, hand-picked by Randall Anderson to join his premier team. Later, when she was chosen by the CDC to head up their national surveillance division, she’d been the youngest woman to ever hold that position. It was only Sherman’s military background that put him in the top slot here at the Army Medical Center, not his ability.
She jerked open the small refrigerator under her desk, and pulled out a bottle of wine. Usually she didn’t barter with the underground here, but when rumors circulated that some guy had a case of Pinot Grigio — was it that idiot Rick? — she’d traded a whole week’s credits for a single bottle. What had she been saving it for? Anger boiled in her veins as she drilled a corkscrew and yanked out the cork. The end of the world, evidently.
She flipped the switch to a shortwave radio on her bookshelf and grabbed the mike. “This is W2TMS calling K6MAI. Are you there, Mai?”
While she waited, she took a long drink from a plastic cup, and pondered her next move. If Walter Reed was reducing staff, she didn’t see much hope in getting on board, particularly if it meant taking another doctor’s position. The same probably held true for hospitals in Chicago, Denver and Atlanta. Supplies were severely limited. From now on, it would be every man for himself.
Maybe it was time to change fields. Most of her medical career had been the pursuit and management of disease. Why not work with people who weren’t dying for a change? Monitor high blood-pressure, advise patients on lowering their cholesterol, take pap smears, prescribe Viagra. Some day, when the population recovered, and children were plentiful again, she’d tend to their sore throats and sniffles, advise mothers on the best way to ease the itching from chicken pox.
The idea didn’t depress her as much as it used to. But she would surely miss the chase. It was like taking a homicide detective and giving him a ticket book for parking meters. Taeya swigged another long gulp of wine.
One thing was certain. She wouldn’t be practicing at the Long Island colony in Brookhaven. Not with Sherman as liaison. Maybe the Cape Charles colony in Virginia?
Fear soured the wine in her stomach and reflux brought it up her throat. She swallowed hard. “This is W2TMS calling K6MAI…”
“Taeya, is that you?” a voice crackled through the radio.
“Mai! Thank God!” The sound of a friendly voice brought some of the feeling back to her fingertips. She exhaled a lungful of tension. “I’ve been trying to reach you for days. Are you all right?”
“I couldn’t be better.” Mai squawked out a laugh
Her friend’s cheeriness annoyed Taeya. “Are things going that well out there?”
The radio sputtered and popped. Whatever Mai replied was floating somewhere in the sky between New York and Arizona. Taeya lowered the volume until the static died down.
At least her friend was still alive. And it sounded like she was doing well. How did Mai always manage to pull some crazy stunt and make it work? She’d met some guy over the shortwave radio and just took off for Arizona like a mail-order bride.
Taeya drained her glass. Mai had done the same thing with Jason. How long had she known him? Six days? She’d met him one drunken night at a club in Jakarta and by the next weekend, they were married. If he hadn’t been re-stationed in Teheran and gotten blown to bits, they might still be together.
The radio buzzed on, so Taeya poured another glass of wine. Who was she to judge Mai? A month after Taeya joined Randall’s team, she was bouncing over dirt roads with him, on the way to Puttalam, Sri Lanka for a quick marriage ceremony. People didn’t love each other so much as they needed each other, to keep sane.
She flicked off the radio and turned it back on. The static continued. Annoyed, she turned it off. Maybe she would try again later, although she wasn’t sure what the point was in telling Mai she’d been dismissed, unless it was a little self-castigation. She decided it might be better if Mai’s last memory of Taeya was not about her ultimate failure.
Taeya propped her head on her hand, tipped the bottle and dribbled out the last of the wine. Her hopeless situation pushed its way to the front of her mind. Every VIP in the Northeast was heading for the Medical Center with the intentions of bribing Sherman for a room. She scanned her tiny quarters, wondering if some city council member or basketball star would soon occupy it. Until this afternoon, she might have had a chance at one of the remaining nursing positions, but she’d made sure that wouldn’t happen.
She sucked the last of the wine out of the cup, and banged the plastic down hard. So, that was it, out on the streets with nowhere to go. She snorted at the idea of Sherman doling out Nexinol as their severance package.
When she stood, the wine went to her head. Gripping the chair back, she steadied herself. Her legs wobbled, but her mind was rolling. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of dismissing her. The words echoed in her head before she even knew they were forming. I’m out of here.
The thought startled her. Where would she go? Out to Arizona? She squeezed her eyes against bombarding thoughts: vehicles in the parking garage, food supplies in the kitchen, long stretches of deserted highway. Impossible. It would never work. There were too many contingencies. The odds were against her even getting out of the building undetected.
But there didn’t seem to be an alternative. She doubted Sherman would even let her stay to cook or clean toilets. Not that she could handle that kind of daily humiliation. Fear churned in her stomach once again. Maybe she should just pop a Nexinol and give it up. Absolutely not!
Taeya checked her watch. 12:45. One thing was certain. If this was going to work, she had to sober up. She headed for the shower.
 
Her wet hair dripped down her back. Using the sleeve of her terry cloth robe, Taeya squeezed out more water. She dragged a pair of blue jeans off a hanger and stuffed them into a duffle bag, then surveyed her empty closet. That was everything. Most of her adult life, she’d been traveling light, jumping from hot spot to hot spot all over the world. This trip would be no different than chasing an outbreak in Bangladesh. Okay, so technically, she was fleeing, but still.
She felt relatively sober when she pulled her door open a crack to check the hallway. Her plan had seemed perfectly clear half an hour ago, as she’d tottered around her room, but now that her head was clear, the mission felt a little muddled. She bolstered her confidence with a mumbled mantra. “This will work. You can do it.”
Taeya unlocked a supply closet at the end of a small hallway, telling herself that if she hit a snag she would simply return to her room and forget it. But she found everything she needed: a lab coat, a surgical mask, and a bright red carrying case with a big biohazard emblem on the side. She ripped the shrink-wrap off the clean plastic container.
The mask was a stroke of genius. Not only did it add authenticity to the container, but no one would be able to smell her breath.
Next stop, the dispensary on third floor. At this time of night, there should only be one staffer on duty. With any luck it would be someone she could intimidate.
 
Charlie, the night custodian, leaned over the counter carrying on a one-sided conversation with Brenda, the security officer on duty. Taeya admired the woman. She took her job seriously, but her large breasts, even when tightly harnessed, drew a lot of attention, particularly from night creatures like Charlie.
Dressed in the lab coat, Taeya strolled up to the counter and slammed the biohazard container down right next to Charlie. He backed away, his eyes bulging as though expecting something to crawl out. Like a skittering rat, he grabbed his cleaning cart and sprinted away.
“These late night emergencies have to stop.” Taeya turned to Brenda, and spoke through the gauze mask. “My head is killing me and I can’t keep my eyes open.”
She reached for the key card on the desk and Brenda rolled her chair to the far end. “I’m going to grab a couple ZeeBees. Okay with you?”
Brenda nodded, never taking her eyes off the biohazard container. With an exaggerated turn, Taeya followed the woman’s gaze.
“Oh. Sorry.” She hefted the box as though it was heavy, and took it with her into the meds room.
Her heart raced. She leaned against the door for a second to regroup before she loaded the container with vaccines, pain relievers, broad-spectrum antibiotics, morphine, even anti-depressants. No way she was going out into that madness without a full arsenal of supplies.
She mumbled a quick thanks to Brenda before lugging the heavy box down the hallway. The two people she passed along the way gave her a wide berth when they saw how she was dressed and what she was carrying. Beneath the mask, she smiled.
In the food service kitchen, she loaded a stainless steel cart with six cases of military Meals Ready to Eat. It could take days to get to Arizona — if she was lucky. She stacked two cases of bottled water on top of the MREs. On the wall, she spotted a first-aid kit and yanked it off its brackets. As an after thought, she grabbed a case of chocolate chip granola bars.
She made one last stop at her office to pack her framed pictures into her laptop bag. Those three photographs represented all that remained of her history. She would not leave them behind.
 
The service elevator opened to the parking garage. The first thing she saw was the Center’s delivery van, a sleek, windowless fortress the size of Rhode Island. On the front was the signature intake scoop that sucked in water vapor. Sherman had tried to explain hydrogen engines to her. How the hydrogen was separated from oxygen, then liquefied and cooled. The hydrogen was compressed and stored in a tank until something in the engine remixed it with oxygen to cause combustion. Was that right? Taeya shook her wine-addled brain. Close enough. Sherman seemed to think these new engines could travel almost limitlessly if there was enough water vapor in the air. But in the Arizona desert? Best not to worry about that yet.
The sides of the van were gouged and scraped, but the rows of rivets testified to the amount of reinforcement on the massive vehicle. Everybody said it was impenetrable; it even had its own air filtration system. Her eyelids drooped and a lopsided smile crossed Taeya’s face as she imagined herself steering that monster through the streets of Manhattan.
She wished there was some way of taking it without the security guard catching her. The elevator door started to close so she eased her utility cart out. Leaning against the cold steel doors, she listened to the elevator whoosh away. A bead of sweat rolled down the side of her cheek and soaked into her surgical mask. She pulled it down and breathed in the cool air. What she wouldn’t do for a couple more sips of wine.
Overhead, the electronic whirr of the security camera drew her eyes upward. As it panned, she counted off the seconds, calculating how much time she would have between passes. The camera spent a good five seconds just taking in all of the van. Forty-five seconds total from the time the camera stopped at the key compartment on the left wall until it scanned the area and returned. Plenty of time. She counted three more passes, just to be sure. Then once the camera started its swing to the right, she darted over to the key box.
Her heart rate surged. Would she be able to gain access? Wiping the sweat from her palm, she pressed it against the ID pad. Had Sherman disabled this already? The red glowing light switched to green and she heard the lock pop on the box. Giddy with success, Taeya studied two rows of plastic key cards.
Now why did she think they would have simple labels, like “Sherman’s Hummer”? All she saw was VIN numbers. Fine. She raked every card off its hook.
On her dash back to the elevator, she scoped out the cars nestled behind the van. Sherman’s Hummer glistened black in the dim light, along with two government-issue sedans.
She paused in her safety zone beneath the camera at the elevator to catch her breath. The Hummer was her first choice, its size alone a deciding factor. Plus it had the familiar scoop on the front, the hydrogen converter. No recharging. No gasoline. A heady wave of Pinot swirled in her brain. Taeya Sanchez, the outlaw, the renegade. On the next pass, she would duck behind the Winnebago-sized van. Then she would have plenty of time to find the right key.
When the elevator dinged, the sound shot through her like an electric jolt. The doors whisked open and she whirled around to come face to face with Rick DeAngelo.
“What the hell?” he growled between clenched teeth.
 
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
The Doc looked like she’d just gotten busted with a couple of Mexicans in her trunk. Her mouth gaped open, her eyes blinked wide. She had on a surgical mask that cupped her chin, the strings still looped over her ears. Was she planning on doing a little surgery down here in the garage?
Her hair hung in damp rings down the back of her lab coat. When she finally let out her breath, she smelled like a brewery. One quick look at her cart of supplies pretty much summed it up for Rick. She’d gotten canned.
“So the all-powerful Doctor Sanchez is skulking away in the middle of the night,” Rick taunted.
Her face puckered into that same ball-busting scowl he’d seen earlier. “I beg your pardon?”
He pushed past her to get to the key box. “And she’s drunk on her ass!” Probably on the Pinot he’d bartered last month.
“Hey!” She grabbed his sleeve. Her eyes flared, but instead of blathering some lame denial, she pointed a finger at the camera above.
Rick snorted. “There’s no one watching the monitors.”
Jerking his arm free, he strode over to the key box, but when he opened it, all the keys were missing.
She straightened, pushing that damn chest of hers out, and jutted her chin. “I’m taking Sherman’s Hummer.”
Like he was supposed to be impressed.
He’d spotted her earlier in the staff dining room, sitting alone at a back table. Christ, she’d been drinking a cup of coffee. At ten o’clock at night! The rumor mill had buzzed all evening about her confrontation with Doctor Sherman in the staff meeting. Rick smiled as he imagined those dark Latina eyes boring into Sherman, calling him a Nazi.
Evidently she hadn’t been too confident about stopping the genocide of green-code patients if she’d spend twenty-five credits on java. And all this time, Rick had thought she was just like every other bureaucrat, willing to wipe out civilization if it meant saving her own ass.
So there she’d sat, just staring at her coffee, not drinking it. Hell, his credits didn’t even allow for luxuries like coffee. His pay grade bought three meals a day and a bed in the men’s dorm. If he’d chosen to wear the dorky hospital jumpsuit, he could get a clean one every other day from supplies. They refused to launder his jeans and shirts.
Once she was gone, Rick had moseyed over to her table, and took a gander at her unfinished coffee. She’d left more than half. Christ, he’d traded a pair of Reeboks for a jar of that synthetic crap they called Koffy. It tasted like shit. Even the jellybean people did a better job on coffee flavor. And the caffeine was so over-processed it made him grind his teeth.
He’d casually picked up her cup, and took a quick look around before he slugged it down in two gulps. The caffeine hit his stomach and coursed out through his veins. He sank into her chair, closed his eyes, and leaned back to enjoy the rush.
Now here she was, her face locked in that frosty attitude, threatening to royally screw up his plans. She gripped her cart handle and stomped up the ramp to Sherman’s black beast.
He should have known better than to tell her what was happening in D.C. Domineering women like her never believed anything you told them. And if they did, they always over-reacted. He’d bet dollars-to-donuts she knew someone who’d screwed up at Williamsport.
At the car’s bumper, she spun on him. “You’ve got a lot of nerve insinuating that I’m taking the coward’s way out, leaving now. You’re doing the same thing!”
“The hell I am. I’ve still got a job.”
A roundhouse punch wouldn’t have done a better job. She stood there stunned, her eyelids fluttering as she tried to compute. Good. Somebody needed to bring her down a peg.
“This is no longer a medical crisis, Doc,” he said. “We switched to survival mode at midnight. And I’m still very much in demand. The only difference now is I’ll be tracking down cappuccino machines and laptop batteries.”
The perfect finishing uppercut popped into his head. “Hell, they may even give me your quarters.”
He drew blood on that jab. With her head bowed, she fanned the key cards in her hands, getting them perfectly spaced like he used to do when he was stalling in poker. Any second now her shoulders would be quaking, her boo-hoos echoing in the garage.
Why was he taking so much pleasure in ripping her apart? Normally, he poured on the charm, and not just to get some babe in bed. He felt women should be treated with care. Mostly because his old man had been such an asshole to his mother, slapping her around, cutting her down. Now he sounded just like that prick.
Okay, fine. He’d help the Doc pack her supplies into the Hummer and get her on her way. No doubt she was heading up to the Long Island colony. Let her decide how to handle the theft of Sherman’s vehicle once she got there.
He blew out a sigh as he pinched a thumb and finger on the bridge of his nose.
“You need to take the Queensboro Bridge to the Long Island Expressway. Don’t even think about the tunnel. You’ll be at Brookhaven in time for—”
She was shaking her head before he even finished.
“I’m driving south.”
What? No way! There was only one open route south and that was his, dammit. If she followed him to D.C., she’d be right on his tail when the feds finally put everything together.
How long would it take him to locate the tracker on Sherman’s car? Could he even find it? The only reason he’d been able to remove the homing device from the van was because Jack, the local driver for D.C., had shown him exactly where it was. And it was a tricky son-of-a-bitch. Took him close to an hour, and that was with the right tools and a good halogen lamp.
Rick checked his watch. Jack would be climbing into his own van right about now, making tracks west. Shit. Time to get moving.
“While I admire the vast amount of time and effort you’ve put in to your little plan,” Rick said, “you may have overlooked one small detail. There’s a tracker somewhere on this.”
He smacked his hand on the Hummer for emphasis.
The Doc didn’t flinch like he’d hoped. She gently folded her fan of key cards into a tidy little deck then rubbed a finger along the smooth edge. Her top teeth raked across her bottom lip as she breathed her liquor breath all over him. Her eyes kind of roamed around in her head, looking for a place to light. Then she made a slow turn toward the van.
Her face had that prudy, schoolteacher frown. “Looks like I’m riding with you to Washington.”
“Bullshit!”
“Either that,” she snipped, “or I go upstairs and find out why no one is watching the monitors.”
Why, why, why had he let that slip about security? This was all wrong. He had planned for every contingency, routes to take, places he could hide out if he needed to, time charts for each day. But he’d never given this particular scenario a thought.
“Do you have any idea where all these scrapes on the van came from? Did you think maybe I got stuck in the car wash?” He pointed out the long gash he’d gotten in Jersey City. “These are from gangs out on the highway. They’re just lurking out there, waiting for some dumb shlub to come along. They’ll ram your vehicle, try and run you off the road. Hell, I’ve had them set up blockades.”
Actually, he hadn’t seen much activity out on the interstate for the last two or three weeks, but she didn’t know that.
The bitch had the nerve to pat him on the cheek. “Then it’s a good thing you’re driving.”
He tamped down his frustration knowing he was just wasting valuable time. And she was right. All she had to do was march back upstairs and his whole plan was busted.
He snatched the stack of keys out of her hand. “Once we get there, you’re on your own.”
“Fine,” she snapped.
 
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
What was she thinking? Taeya had just climbed into a vehicle with someone she didn’t know the first thing about, possibly a murderer. He never explained why the security guard was not watching the monitors. Was the man’s body stuffed in a utility closet somewhere?
She knew for a fact these vans had weapons. Was Rick carrying one now? If he was, why hadn’t he shot her and left her at Level One?
Well, that was pretty obvious. A dead body in the parking garage might raise questions, and Mr. DeAngelo didn’t seem the type to ride around with a corpse in his vehicle.
The metal garage door shuddered open and Taeya gripped the arms of the passenger seat as though they were blasting off. Then she scolded herself for letting her nerve slip. She’d been in more alarming situations than this. What about the time in Shenyang, when that old man had attacked, ripping a hole in her bio-suit? Or the Williamsport tragedy? She’d gotten soft this past year at the Medical Center, but she was heading back into the trenches now.
She took a slow, calming breath. This guy may be a jerk, but he didn’t seem like a cold-blooded killer. After all, he’d warned her about the tracking device in the other vehicles. He didn’t have to do that. In fact, it was kind of foolish of him. If he’d let her drive off in that Hummer, the search team would have come after her, giving Rick more time to make his escape.
And he was definitely running, regardless of what he said. She was certain he had disabled the van’s tracker. He certainly didn’t want anyone witnessing his early morning departure with the hospital’s van.
She was about to ask him about his choice of survival supplies when the garage door clanged to a stop and the van lurched left onto 29th Street. She strained to see past the headlights, but it was like looking into a cave. Smoke from all the fires blocked any moonlight that might have illuminated the smoldering city. Rick turned right on First Avenue, heading north. She knew both the Lincoln and Holland Tunnels were impassable. The Brooklyn Bridge was too undependable because of the Brooklyn Queens Expressway. She’d heard the BQE compared to a rat maze more than once. The highway ran below street level in places, like a bob-sled run. Drivers caught down there were sitting ducks for an attack.
They would have to take Broadway all the way up to the north end and cross at the George Washington Bridge.
A few stubborn flames flickered in the burned-out hull of a building. Cars and trucks bulldozed to the sides of the street made it look more like an automobile scrap yard than Manhattan. A chair from a sidewalk café poked out of the windshield of a cab. Part of a riot? Farther down, a delivery truck stuck halfway out of a furniture store’s picture window. Embers glowed inside the massive showroom and Taeya could see that the store was gutted. She thought she saw someone scurry into the shadows.
Mixed in with the tumble of vehicles in the street was debris from collapsed buildings. At intersections, mounds of concrete and steel had been pushed aside, like snowbanks. How would this ever get cleaned up? Was Manhattan even worth saving?
Once she was on her own, she’d have to avoid major cities. Between uncontrollable fires, explosions from gas mains, and maniac looters, all urban areas surely looked like this.
Rick sat hunched over the wheel, pouting.
“What did you do to the security guard?” she asked.
His annoyance came as a sigh. “Roger Masterson was on duty tonight. And if you had done your homework, like I did, you would know that ole’ Rog has a jones for Vicodin. I left half a bottle in the bathroom across from the security desk, with a few Halcyon thrown in for good measure. He was zoned out nicely when I saw him at 12:30. I figure he’ll be in la-la-land for at least three hours.”
She ignored his reference to her last-minute decision to leave. There were more important questions on her mind. Like why Rick was still going to D.C. if he planned to take the van and run?
“Look at this shit,” he said. “It’s all gone. The Village. Tribeca. The huge loft I couldn’t afford. Moshe’s falafel stand on forty-sixth. The New York City Library. I think that’s when the fire department gave up. So many of their guys died.”
Why was he suddenly so chatty?
“And you know what’s really tragic?” he continued. “Most of this was done by good old Americans. Why is it people aren’t content to just steal a TV? They have to set the store on fire, too?”
“You ought to understand the barbarian mentality,” she quipped. “It isn’t enough to take control. Conquerors rape and pillage. They aren’t satisfied until the whole village is burned to the ground.”
“You think I’m a barbarian?”
“I think you’re a looter, just like those people who stole the TVs.” Taeya crossed her legs and leaned on her armrest. “So tell me, did you set the gourmet shop on fire after you took the case of caviar?”
Oh, yes. She’d taken a peek under his tarpaulin while she loaded her MREs in the back. He had cases of escargot in garlic butter, marinated artichoke hearts, and who knew what else?
“That’s not my shit,” he said. “I’ve been rounding all that crap up for the last two days. Orders from the top. Half was for here, the other half for D.C. Evidently, there will be big receptions once the new residents get settled in. Too bad you didn’t stick around, Doc. You could have served punch to Councilwoman Sanders, or made crab puffs for J.J. Martin from the Yankees.”
She refused to let his jabs hit her soft spots again. “Sounds like you’ve already seen the guest list.”
“Yeah, and you weren’t on it.”
She tilted her head, squinting in the darkness. “Why are you so angry at me?”
“Look, Doc. I don’t know what you expect to find out here, but there won’t be any more trips to Cabo or late dinners after the theater. We’re back to ground zero, scraping for food, fighting off renegades. Hell, just living without power is going to do you in.”
“You seem to have me confused with someone else.”
“I doubt it. My guess is you were married to some hot-shot doctor. What was he? A neurosurgeon, cardiologist? Did you get your picture in the society section of the newspaper on Sundays for your charity work?”
“My husband—” That sounded strange coming from Taeya. Randall had never really felt like a husband. More like a mentor. Eighteen years older, Randall had already spent fifteen years with the UK Medical Research Council before joining the World Health Organization.
He was a brilliant man who could lecture on Prokaryotes and the Methanogenic Archaeon with the same admiration a weapons enthusiast might praise a particular bullet and the damage it could inflict. He was a hunter, no different from men who tracked wild game or chased tornadoes. Taeya didn’t fall in love with Randall, she fell in love with his tenacity.
During their four years together, she couldn’t remember a time when they had more than a couple dollars in their pockets.
She cleared her throat and started again. “My husband died in a van similar to this one. Their cargo was food and medical supplies.” She scratched at the anger that prickled her scalp. “World Health had a base set up in Santa Lucia, north of Guadalajara. He shouldn’t have even been in that van, but reports were coming back about a strain of tuberculosis in an outlying village and he wanted to make a first-hand evaluation. When the mobile unit was attacked, the looters didn’t just take the food and meds, they took the hubcaps, the seats, even the wiper blades. I don’t recall them burning the van, but they might as well have.”
She never cried over Randall’s death. But this past year as she’d waged her losing battle against this pandemic, she missed him terribly.
Rick didn’t have much to say as he sped through the theater district. When he got to Columbus Circle, he slowed and swung the van around to shine the headlights into the charred remains of Central Park.
“There’s another prime example why the masses deserve to be extinguished.”
Rumors about the riot in the park and the subsequent fire spread through the hospital as quickly as the blaze itself, but television coverage was nonexistent by then. There had been no pretty blonde on the scene, no studio commentary on why people do what they do. All anyone could see from the hospital was the billowing smoke.
Operators at the suicide center said people were still holed up in some of the apartments on Central Park West. They must have really panicked when the riot started, sitting up in their million-dollar flats watching a mob scream at one of the mayor’s aides, demanding protection. From whom? Themselves?
Estimates varied from a few hundred to thousands of people killed during the protest. The drivers of the incinerator trucks insisted it seemed like millions.
And how could so many acres of lush greenspace be destroyed in a single day? Had rioters carried lit torches like villagers in some Frankenstein movie? No one really knew for sure, there were so few survivors, and so many conflicting stories. But as Rick drove slowly up Central Park West all Taeya saw was the blackened skeleton of the park.
“Maybe China’s right,” Rick said. “Let this disease run its course and start over.”
Let them die. It certainly was the easiest solution. India had adopted the same policy; so had most of the poorer nations, although their decision was based on poverty, not stupidity.
“Problem is,” Taeya countered, “a virus probably isn’t the best judge of who should live and who should die.”
All of those survivors waiting to take over the Medical Center had the right connections, but did they have the right motives for getting the country back on its feet?
Rick remained quiet as he drove through Harlem. Tired of putting his foot in his mouth? Taeya felt a little twinge of guilt, too, over that whole gourmet food misunderstanding. Best that they just keep comments to themselves. They should be in D.C. by dawn and she could scout around for a different vehicle.
Once in Harlem, Rick slowed at 159th Street. Ahead, Taeya spotted rubble strewn on the pavement. To the right, a building smoldered, flames still flickering in what remained.
Rick edged the van forward, driving up onto the curbing of a narrow boulevard of trees. Taeya felt the crunch of bricks under the tires as Rick eased the van through the debris.
To her left, across the boulevard, Taeya caught a glimpse of movement, someone hobbling out of a building. A looter? How many of the survivors in the area now had guns? Were gangs organizing in the city? She shook off the tension in her shoulders. The van was impervious to assault, certainly by someone on foot.
Up ahead, the van’s lights caught someone dashing across the grassy median and into the street. It was a woman, wearing a tattered housedress and bedroom slippers. She threw her arms in the air to stop the van. The dusky gray of her face indicated a lack of oxygen. She was drowning from the fluid in her lungs.
A man stumbled off the curb to help block the lanes. He coughed, spraying blood into the air. The reflex made him teeter to stay on his feet. Was this influenza, or the new virus Johnson had shown her earlier in pathology?
“They look like zombies,” Rick muttered.
He rolled forward, hoping they would step aside, but when they didn’t, Rick stopped.
Two more people stepped out of the shadows. Taeya saw the familiar gaunt faces, the emaciated bodies sagging with death.
A hand slapped on Rick’s window and Taeya cried out in surprise. Rick recoiled from the man who stood peering into the van. His face was blistered with severe burns. What little hair remained on his head was crinkled from fire.
“Help us,” he cried.
The simple statement seemed to take everything out of him. He stumbled backwards, and when his hand left the window, the outer layer of the man’s skin remained on the glass.
Rick almost came out of his seat. “Jesus!”
These people must have been living in the building that burned. They’d been driven out into the streets, with nowhere to go. Perhaps they were waiting for a bus to take them to the Center to die. One last meal. Someone to pat their hand, tell them they were sorry, but it was over.
“Is there a way you can hand something out without opening a window?” she asked.
“Christ, Doc. What do you want to do? Feed them?”
Boosting herself out of her seat, Taeya went to the back for her biohazard box.
“I recall a small tray we could use to hand out passports at the Mexican border. Is this van equipped with that feature?” Taeya tapped Rick’s shoulder with the 6-pack of foil-wrapped pills.
He stared at the sheet in his hand for a moment, reading the label. Then he banged his head against the seat’s headrest. He tilted his face up at her. Then he laid the pills in the passport tray and rotated it outside.
The woman in the housedress shuffled over and took the pack.
“Will this make me better?” the woman asked.
“No,” Taeya said through the glass, “but it will end your pain.”
With trembling fingers, the woman snapped the sections apart and handed then out. Rick didn’t wait to see if they took the pills. He gunned the engine and sped away.
“Bravo, Doc.” He glanced her way. “You must be the pride of the medical profession. ‘Sorry, there are no vaccines, but we’ve got plenty of suicide pills.’”
She refused to get into a debate on the drug, or the logic behind distributing the Nexinol. But she couldn’t resist educating this cretin.
“You don’t understand how vaccines work. They’re a preventive measure, not a cure.” When he didn’t immediately attack back, Taeya continued.
“Every year, vaccines are developed, based on what we think the strain of virus will be. But with this biologically-engineered virus, we had no idea. At least not in time. Once we isolated the strain, identified it, and started manufacturing, it was way too late. You have to get the vaccine before any symptoms appear. It needs to be in your system for at least two weeks to be effective.”
“You know what I think?” Rick said. “You hotshots got caught with your thumbs up your asses and now you’re eliminating as many witnesses as you can.”
Taeya choked out a laugh. “Oh, no. I’m stuck in the van with a conspiracy freak.” She leaned on her armrest. “And I suppose you believe that people are getting rich off this catastrophe, too. Who? The company that developed Nexinol? Oh, I know.” She snapped her fingers. “The incinerating companies that are disposing of your witnesses. They must be making really big bucks on that government contact.”
Rick tried to respond, but she cut him off. “No, wait! It’s a government conspiracy. What better way to wipe out the national debt? I’ll bet the oil companies are in on this, too. And health care providers.”
“Are you done now?” Rick snipped.
“I don’t know.” Taeya shook her hair away from her face. “But if I think of any more conspirators, I’ll be sure and let you know.”
Then she tilted her seat back. Right, like she would be able to go to sleep with this fool at the wheel. What was his problem? Did he think she enjoyed watching people die? With his attitude, Taeya wondered how he’d ever gotten the job with the Center. This pandemic affected nearly every human being on the planet, but Rick was taking it much too personally, like the government, or the CDC, was out to destroy him.
She wondered if he’d ever taken Risperidone or some other antipsychotic medication.
 
* * *
 
Taeya woke with a start. One minute, she’d been checking mileage signs to Philadelphia, and the next thing she knew, the sky was dawning and Rick was dodging abandoned cars on the D.C. beltway. She raised her seat back upright, and blinked at the sun glinting on the horizon in the distance.
Destruction of the nation’s capital looked identical to Manhattan. A gray haze hovered over burned buildings and the streets were clogged with automobiles. She noticed a pattern she hadn’t seen at night. Half of the cars causing the gridlock on the local streets were in long lines at gas stations.
The van slowed and Rick took an exit for Silver Springs. A gas station up ahead on the right had cars still sitting at some of the pumps, with lines snaking through the parking lot and out onto the street in both directions. A few of the cars Rick passed still had people inside.
“My God,” she groaned, “they died waiting for gas.”
Rick swung his head over for a quick look, although she was sure he’d seen plenty. “Another CDC blunder,” he said. “Some asshole goes on national television talking about a quarantine and we have an instant stampede.”
Her face flushed. That truly had been a monumental disaster, but she wasn’t going to let Rick blame that on the CDC.
“Oh, no you don’t,” she snapped. “We never considered quarantine. That guy was just some flunky who worked as an office clerk. You can blame the media for that debacle. They were the ones shoving their microphones in everyone’s face. They never understood that the people who knew the most, said the least. They always zeroed in on some idiot man-on-the-street. My father had a saying. ‘I don’t know, but let me tell you anyway’.”
Rick’s jaw flexed, his mouth in its permanent scowl, but he remained silent as he zigzagged the van through the tangle of cars. Taeya noticed several gaps in the long lines. Had people given up waiting for gas, or had the vehicles been stolen?
“Here you go, Doc. Just your style.” He stopped beside a gold Lexus.
“Very funny.”
 
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
Actually, there was nothing funny about her situation. Taeya’s confidence took a nose-dive. She was on her own now. Regardless of why Rick continued his charade of reporting for work, he intended to put her out here. Did any of these cars still have keys? Or gas?
Unbuckling his seat belt, Rick weaved around their supplies to the back of the van. He popped open a wall cabinet full of weapons — everything from what looked like a rocket launcher to M-16s, handguns, and knives. He jerked an M-16 off its brackets and slipped a Ka-Bar into his belt. Now why did he need the knife?
The instant he slid open the side door, he swept his M-16 left and right, searching for potential trouble. Taeya stood, but the moment she stepped out from between the seats, he stuck a hand up to stop her.
“Hang on there, Mary Poppins. First rule of the road. You never leave your vehicle without a gun.”
She cocked her mouth to the side in a sneer before working her way back to the gun cabinet. She chose a Beretta—lightweight, not much recoil, and continuous firepower if necessary.
Rick had already jumped down out of the van when she stopped him. “Hang on there, Rambo.”
She dug a surgical mask and latex gloves from her medical bag. “First rule in a pandemic. Never leave your vehicle—”
He snatched the mask out of her hand before she could finish.
While Taeya made her way along the street, peering into windows for keys, Rick kept a lookout. They’d walked two blocks when she began to lose hope. Most of the cars not only were missing their keys, but they were locked up tight. If she broke out a window, did Rick’s talents include hot-wiring a car? Evidently not, or they wouldn’t still be searching.
The unmistakable odor of carrion grew stronger, and when she glanced down a side street, she spotted an SUV with the driver’s door open. On the pavement — a body.
She skirted wide to the left and came up on the passenger door. Keys dangled from the ignition.
The body didn’t bother her as much as it seemed to bother Rick. He stood three cars back, his mouth probably puckered in a grimace behind the mask.
The driver was male, and from the amount of decay, she’d guess he’d been dead four to six weeks. That was good. Any virus feeding on the dead host had long since perished as well. The man’s left leg was tangled in the strap of his seat belt. He’d climbed out of his car, perhaps too ill to drive, but had gotten twisted up and hadn’t had the strength to free himself.
Were other car thieves too fearful to move the body?
She trotted back to Rick. “Let me have that knife.”
His eyebrows furrowed, but he slid the Ka-Bar out of its sheath and handed it to her. She cut the seat belt strap to free the man’s leg, and his body slumped the rest of the way to the pavement with a soft squishing sound.
Stepping across the body, she perched a knee on the driver’s seat and turned the ignition key to auxiliary power. The gasoline needle barely rose to a quarter of a tank. At least it wasn’t empty. Hopefully, some of the other cars had enough fuel that she could siphon off another quarter tank or more.
She pumped the gas a couple times, then cranked the SUV. Leaning out of the opened door, Taeya gave Rick a thumbs up. Then she asked, “I don’t suppose you have a garden hose in the van.”
He gave a quick snort and stomped back to the gas station. She thought about offering him a ride, but decided he was too freaked out to accept. After jockeying the car out of the queue, she turned around and headed to the station. But when she pulled into the parking lot, Rick was nowhere in sight. The van was still in the street, but she didn’t see Rick in the driver’s seat.
After cautiously climbing out of her new car, she swept a full turn with her Beretta extended at arm’s length. The air pump was just beyond a row of cars queued in the parking lot. She was sawing through the air hose with her knife when she heard a crash inside the convenience store. Her heart lurched, and the skin on her scalp prickled. Dropping the knife, she yanked her gun out of her waistband and held it with both hands. She bolted back to the SUV, all the while aiming at the broken front door of the store.
Was it Rick or a looter? Had he gone inside for some reason and been ambushed? She hadn’t heard a gunshot, but that didn’t mean anything. She dashed for a Tahoe closer to the building, hoping to get a look inside. Too dark. But she could still hear shuffling as though someone was sifting through debris.
If she called out, and it wasn’t Rick, she would alert the intruder to her presence. She decided to duck down behind the Tahoe’s front fender and wait.
Footsteps crunched on broken glass. Whoever it was, they were right at the door. She blew out quick bursts of air as she counted silently to three, then sprang up, steadied the Beretta on the Tahoe’s hood, and took aim.
Rick stepped through the doorframe, each of his hands gripping two jugs of windshield washer fluid.
Taeya let out a breath that actually croaked. He scowled when he saw her pointing the gun at him.
“What the hell are you doing?” he asked.
“What are you doing?” She nodded at the jugs.
He unscrewed the cap on one of the jugs and began pouring the fluid on the ground. “You can suck on a hose if you want, but I never acquired a taste for gasoline.”
Once the first jug was empty, he strode over to a car, and after taking a quick look around, he crawled under the chassis. She watched him pull a hammer from his belt, and pound a nail into the underside. When he wrenched the nail back out, she saw a trickle of fluid. He quickly stuck the jug under the leak. He’d poked a hole in the gas tank.
As he crawled back out from under the car, he glanced up at her. “You don’t really expect me to do all this myself, do you?”
Taeya snatched up the next jug and emptied out the windshield fluid, then dashed to the next car where Rick was waiting with hammer poised. Once a jug was full, she’d hand him an empty replacement, then scurried to the SUV and dumped the gas in. She was pouring in her fourth gallon when she heard a noise.
From the high-rise apartment complex across the street, Taeya saw a woman emerge from one of the front entrances. Out on the sidewalk, the woman took furtive glances left and right before she dashed to the street on tiptoes. She didn’t stop until she had ducked between two abandoned cars near the gas station.
“Help me,” the woman pleaded in a hoarse whisper. “Take me with you, please.”
Taeya dragged the surgical mask that had been hanging at her chin back over her mouth and nose.
“I can’t,” she said.
“I’m not sick. I promise.” The desperate woman twisted to see if anyone had followed her. “I have lots of cash.”
Digging into the pocket of her slacks, the woman produced a large roll of bills. “I’ve got over four thousand dollars. It’s yours if you get me out of here.”
“I’m sorry,” Taeya said. “But you’ll have to find your own transportation.”
“All the cars are locked. Or there’s dead people in them!”
Taeya gave the woman a reassuring nod. “You can do it.”
After checking her surroundings again, the woman crept into the parking lot. “I’ve got jewelry. And shoes. Over fifty pairs of size seven and a half. Jimmy Choo, Mark Jacob, Chloe. And boots. Christian Louboutin.”
Interesting what different people found valuable.
As the woman listed her possessions she continued to inch her way toward Taeya. Although her long red hair looked matted and dirty, Taeya imagined that at one time the woman must have taken great pride in her appearance. She wore expensive trousers and a stylish blouse, although they looked rumpled. No dry cleaning anymore. The woman had even made the effort to put on a gold belt.
How would people like her survive surviving? Women who were afraid to go it alone, to take chances.
“Please stay back!” Taeya raised her voice. “Don’t come any closer.”
“I’m running out of food,” the woman said. “People are roaming the streets—.”
“Then find a car.” Taeya kept her voice calm but firm. “I’ll leave you this jug. You can use it to siphon gas like we did.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Taeya caught movement farther down the block. A man wielding a club had come out of a different entrance to the apartment complex. He strolled toward Taeya, tapping the wood against the palm of his hand. It looked like a leg from a dining room table.
Another man sprinted out of the same entranceway and across the street, carrying a similar club. He disappeared behind a pharmacy.
Taeya pulled the Beretta out of her waistband and pointed it at the man still striding toward her. “Hold it right there.”
Stifling a scream, the woman ducked back between two cars. “Shoot him!” she insisted.
Oh, sure. The woman could not bring herself to steal a car, but showed no compunction in urging Taeya to kill.
The man with the table leg took advantage of Taeya’s distraction to trot closer. Aiming over his head, she took a warning shot. Then she scanned the parking lot behind her. The second man stood at the corner of the convenience store, waiting.
Another gun fired and bricks beside the man’s face shattered. He quickly jumped back.
Jerking her head around, Taeya saw Rick standing behind the Tahoe in front of the store.
“I’ll give you motherfuckers five seconds to clear out,” Rick yelled.
He looked to see if the man on the sidewalk was running away, but he had ducked behind a car out in the street. Taeya watched Rick’s jaw harden; then he fired a steady volley at the car. The windshield shattered first, then the side windows from front to back. Glass rained onto the pavement. Bullets ticked along the body of the car until they hit the back tire with a loud bang. The car rocked from the impact.
Then Taeya heard the crack of a gun farther away, and the window in the Tahoe exploded. Reeling away, Rick dove under a car at one of the gas pumps.
Frantically, Taeya searched to see where the shot had come from. Up on the roof of the apartment complex, she spotted a man with a rifle.
“He’s on the roof!” she yelled at Rick.
The rifleman fired again, and the man on the sidewalk slammed against the car before sliding to the ground.
Cowering between cars, the woman held her hands on her ears as she whimpered. “Oh, dear God, dear God!”
Rick crawled on his belly to the island of gas pumps, then using one as a shield, he raised to his knees and fired several rounds at the rifleman.
“Shit!” he hissed. “He’s out of range. We’ve got to get out of here. These guns are no match for whatever he’s got.”
Taeya stared at Rick, unsure of what he meant.
“Let’s go, Sanchez,” he snarled. “Leave the car.”
“No way!” She backed toward the SUV.
“Are you shitting me?” Rick growled. “Let it go. We can find another one.”
Clenching her jaw, she shook her head.
“Oh, for crissakes,” Rick mumbled to himself. “I’m going to get killed for a friggin’ Ford.”
Before she could argue, Rick barked, “Cover me!” and ran for the van.
Squeezing hard on the trigger, she fired a continuous barrage of bullets at the man on the roof. At the same time, Rick blasted away with his gun. The noise alone caused the rifleman to back away from the edge.
Taeya checked behind her to be sure the other club man wasn’t sneaking up. A moment later, Rick jumped back out of the side door of the van with a high-powered assault rifle. Bracing the muzzle on the side mirror of the van, he took aim and fired at the man on the roof. Bullets ripped into the brick at the roofline. The man fell back, but Taeya wasn’t sure if he was hit or just regrouping for his next attack.
Swinging around, Rick sprayed another round at the convenience store, but the man who had been lurking there was nowhere in sight.
Rick jumped into the van and started the engine. “Wake up, Doc!” he yelled out of the side door. “If you’re going, then go!”
She sprang into the driver’s seat and cranked the car.
The woman crawled out from under a car, one hand held up to plead one last time. Taeya shook her head sorrowfully.
“I would have helped you!” the woman cried.
Taeya slammed the door shut and hit the gas. The man from the side of the convenience store barreled out, brandishing his table leg. He leaped onto the hood of the car and banged on the windshield. The glass splintered like a spider web.
Out on the street, Taeya turned sharply to the left and the man rolled off, taking one of the windshield wipers with him.
She caught Rick’s gaping expression as she sped past the van. A tick-tick-tick of bullets ricocheted off the back of the SUV, but within seconds she was out of range from the man on the roof.
 
Taeya didn’t stop until she reached a bridge on the expressway. Then when she was sure it was safe, she wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans, climbed out of the SUV and scurried back to the waiting van to retrieve her supplies.
Rick stood in the side doorway with his hands on his hips. “I’ve seen some crazy stunts in my life—”
She held up a hand to stop him, then climbed up and pushed him out of the way. “Let me just get my stuff and I’ll be on my way. You’ll be free of me and on your way to work in ten minutes.”
Curiosity got the best of her, and she yanked the tarpaulin off Rick’s stack of gourmet foods in the back of the van. Behind those cases, she discovered big 40-pound bags of flour, sugar, and rice. There was a case of honey in those little bear-shaped bottles, canned goods, even powdered milk. He also had a box of first-aid supplies, bandages, ointments, Ibuprofen. She counted six cases of MREs.
Wheeling around, she nearly bumped into Rick.
“Why the pretense?” she asked. “You’re running just like me.”
He gave a slight shrug.
“How long have you been planning this little getaway?”
“Since the day I took the job,” he boasted.
“And we didn’t drive to D.C. because you were going to work. You knew the roads were clear.”
Another shrug.
“So what happens if I decide to follow you?” she asked.
“You’ll have to stop for gas eventually.”
So, the man wasn’t a total jerk. He knew a route out of the city and was going to let her follow. Then a more logical answer crossed her mind. The Walter Reed medical complex was just a few miles south of the beltway. Now that she had her own vehicle, did Rick think she might run down there and rat him out for stealing New York’s van?
 
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
Rick had made a trial run from Arlington to Front Royal the week before. Forty-some miles of traffic snarls and wreckage along Interstate 66. It wasn’t easy, but it wasn’t impossible either. The worst was the first ten miles, from I-495 to Centreville. The inbound lanes were less congested than the outbound, so he headed onto the off-ramp and drove west, dodging the few cars that had still been heading into the city.
At least all the zigzagging kept his mind off the Doc. He’d checked his rearview mirror a hundred times to make sure she wasn’t taking a detour into the city, but she was still right behind him.
His attention was drawn to the cars along the highway. In the cities, the cars had mostly been abandoned, but out here on the open road, it looked like a parade of carnage. One car had been rear-ended by another. Both drivers were slumped over their steering wheels, but the passenger door was open on the back car. Half a mile farther, Rick spotted a dead woman, curled up in a fetal position, on the side of the road. She’d survived the crash, but not the flu.
Back in a field, he spotted a small campsite with three bodies decaying in the hot sun. A family? Another car held five passengers. In the middle of the back seat, Rick glimpsed a guy’s head tipped way back onto the headrest, his mouth wide open. The dead woman propping him up had her cheek pressed against her window. The glass was smeared with blobs of crud that she must have coughed out. In this heat, would so much vile pressure build up inside that the windows would eventually blow?
A pickup lay on its side where it had careened off the road and down an embankment. It looked like the driver had tried to push open his door, but it must have fallen back down, crushing his hand. All four fingers were stuck in the door.
How the hell was all this going to get cleaned up? Who was going to draw the short straw on hauling away the disgusting detritus?
Rick sped up. Once he got past Centreville, the barrier along the middle of the interstate gave way to wide medians of grass and trees. He relaxed, rotated his stiff shoulders, and checked his rearview again. The brilliant doctor was still following. He had to ditch her soon.
She almost got him killed back there. Hell, she nearly shot him herself! He couldn’t afford to waste any more time. And he certainly wasn’t going to get out of the van again—for any reason.
Another annoyance niggled at his brain. What was the Doc doing snooping at his supplies? She thought she was real clever, figuring him out. Well, he’d done all the helping he intended. From here on, she was on her own.
He spotted a traffic snag ahead. Slowing down, he aimed for the median and crossed to the other side. The Doc’s SUV bounced across, fish-tailing in the mud he intentionally drove through. Rick chuckled, then zoomed onto the westbound lanes, passing a sign for the Manassas battlefield.
Ahead, he saw the first humps of the Appalachian foothills, and wide-open highway. Thank God. He needed to make up for lost time.
Raising a hand to give Miss Pain-in-the-Ass a wave goodbye, Rick glanced one last time in his rearview. Ho-ho! The Doc was stuck in the mud. He watched her wheels spin, throwing mud and grass high into the air. Perfect. She’d never see him turn off the interstate, never guess where he was headed.
He hoped she’d have to slog through the mud to find something to use for traction under those back tires. Taking his foot off the accelerator, Rick let the van slow as he kept an eye on her. Maybe he’d get to see her slip and fall on that fine ass of hers before he crested a hill.
She stopped spinning her tires, and that’s when he saw a man step out of the thin stand of trees in the median. Rick hit the brakes.
“Shit! Where’d he come from?” Rick rolled down his window to get a better look. The guy was heading straight for the Doc’s car.
He knew Sanchez had the Beretta.
“Shoot,” Rick muttered, waiting to see the quick flash, to hear the pop. If she was smart, she’d hit the guy three times, head, chest, gut.
The guy took two more steps. Rick gritted his teeth. “Shoot now, Sanchez.”
What the hell was she doing? The guy was almost to the car. Rick leaned out of the window and screamed, “Shoot, goddammit!”
His heart was beating so hard it felt like it was in his throat. The guy was standing right outside Sanchez’ window now. Hadn’t she just been through this crap in D.C.? Or did she think she was going to talk her way out of this one?
Well, it was too late to decide the guy was dangerous. No doubt, he was aiming a gun at her head, and ordering her out of the car.
Rick jerked the wheel to the left to zip across the median, but some idiot in the highway department decided this was a good place for a concrete barrier. Rick had been too busy keeping tabs on Sanchez to notice. He threw the van into reverse.
Why didn’t she just plug the guy when she had a chance? What is it with women? Always giving people the benefit of the doubt. Falling for every trick in the book. Hell, he wouldn’t be surprised to see her roll down the window to give the guy directions.
Rick glanced out his window. Sanchez was still in the car. Oh, what? Now she finally got it, and was refusing to cooperate? Like the guy wouldn’t just blow a hole in her head, yank her dead body out of the car, and drive off? What was she thinking?
Rick pulled forward in an awkward three-point turn, since the same idiot in the highway department had added a guardrail at the right shoulder.
Shit! He should have cut harder on the reverse. Now the van was sideways on the highway, and he had very little room to maneuver. His sweaty hands slipped on the steering wheel as he wrenched it to the left.
He hadn’t heard a gun fire yet. That was good. He shot another quick glance at the Doc.
Okay, she was out of the car. “Give him the keys and walk away,” Rick yelled.
But the Doc and the man seemed to be standing there talking. What, was she describing all the wonderful bonus items he was getting with his brand new car? Rations, water, jars of marinated mushrooms.
At last, she finally stepped away from the car. Rick threw the van into forward. All he wanted to do now was get down there and ram that car. After all he’d gone through to get that SUV, he’d be damned if he’d let that fat bastard drive away with it.
But Rick’s heart locked up. The guy was escorting Sanchez into the woods.
“No!” Rick yelled at the top of his lungs. How many more of them were there in the trees? Hell, there could be two, three—more? Jesus, were they hoping for a gang-bang before they cut her up into little pieces? Didn’t that asshole see Rick turning around?
He hit the accelerator, clipping the guardrail with his left front fender. The Doc disappeared into the trees as Rick barreled back down the highway.
It all played out in his head. He was heading for a Mexican standoff. Sure, he might get a few rounds off, maybe take out one of them, but if they all had guns, Rick didn’t stand a chance. He’d be gunned down, left to rot out here in the middle of nowhere. Then they’d rape the Doc, leave her battered carcass for the vultures, and take both the car and the van.
“Goddammit!” he screamed.
He scanned the stand of pines as he roared past. Nothing. The trees were too spindly for someone to hide behind. They couldn’t be perched up in the branches. What was going on?
At the end of the trees, Rick dove the van into the median, blasting the horn. Maybe he could scare them into thinking he had reinforcements with him. He caught a glimpse of Sanchez on her knees, with the guy standing right over her. Christ, she was going to take a bullet to the back of the head.
Skidding to a stop, Rick grabbed the M-16 and leaped out of the van. “Hold it right there!” he yelled.
Sanchez jumped up and sprinted toward him, her arms waving. What the hell? She didn’t shoot the guy when she had a chance, but she’d taken the time to put on a stupid surgical mask and gloves? And now she was blocking Rick so he couldn’t get a clean shot at the guy.
“Move!” he yelled at her, then stepped to the side and took aim at the fat—
Woman? Rick’s eyes jerked wide open. Hell, it was more like a girl. And her belly stuck out like she had a watermelon tucked under her jacket. The sweat on Rick’s back turned cold.
Sanchez jammed a gloved hand into his chest and pushed him back. “This is a contamination zone,” she barked. “Where’s your mask?”
His brain just locked up. What? He’d just risked his life for this woman and all she could do was boss him around? His heart was pumping adrenaline so fast he felt woozy.
“This is a danger zone,” he hissed back. “Where’s your goddamn gun?”
The Doc shot him the bug-eye before she whipped her Beretta out of the back of her pants—and pointed it at him again! Then she cocked her head to the side in one of those female tilts like she was just waiting for an answer.
Rick looked past her to the pregnant girl. Her dirty face had streaks from tears that had rolled down her cheeks; long, stringy hair seemed to be weighing down her frail body. And she definitely was scared to death. He caught snatches of a mumbled prayer. “Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done…”
Just beyond her, someone lay in the weeds. Rick made a move in that direction, but Sanchez blocked him. She laid a hand on his chest again, but she didn’t push him this time.
“It’s her husband,” she said softly. “He’s been beaten.”
She inched her palm up until Rick locked eyes with her.
Her soothing, doctor-talk kicked in. “Why don’t you go back to the van and get your mask. And maybe grab a couple MREs?”
He peered over her shoulder again. “Are they sick?”
She shook her head. “I don’t think so. Their lungs are clear. I’m still assessing.”
Rick’s legs wobbled as he shuffled back to the van. The adrenaline stopped rushing, the hackles on the back of his neck flattened. He tried not to think about how close he’d come to blasting that young girl right in the gut.
By the time Rick got back with the rations, the Doc was babbling with the strangers like they were one big, happy family. She introduced the couple as Lily and Bobby Ray. The boy didn’t look much older than the girl, maybe sixteen, seventeen. He wore an orange Allis Chalmers hat, with long sideburns halfway down his cheeks. One eye was swollen shut, and his mouth was caked with dried blood.
The Doc had decided they weren’t contagious, so now she was checking out the boy’s knee. She’d rolled up the pant leg of his overalls, and was poking at skin so swollen you couldn’t even see the kneecap.
“We come acrosst a crippled man, hobblin’ along the highway on crutches,” Bobby Ray was telling Sanchez. “We couldn’t very well pass him by.”
“Is that what he hit you with?” Rick asked. “His crutch?”
Bobby Ray’s eyes darted away. Guess so. Rick fought the urge to call him an idiot.
The Doc poked the kid’s knee again and he sucked in a painful gulp of air. Then he apologized for jerking!
He sounded like some coal miner from the hills. And his wife—probably his sister—nodded in agreement, her limp, brown hair swaying around her pregnant belly.
Lily Belle glossed over their stupidity by telling how they’d come from some podunk town in West Virginia called Gravel Springs. Some infected white trash from a neighboring town had come to Gravel Springs looking for a doctor. There was a Hatfields and McCoys shootout, so Bobby Ray and the missus lit out in his pickup.
The “crippled man” ended up taking all their supplies and the truck. When Bobby Ray pleaded with the man to leave enough food for pregnant Lily, the guy kneecapped the kid for good measure.
Rick thought about the Doc’s rant on barbarians. Why couldn’t the guy just take the truck and go? Why did he have to whip this wimpy kid’s ass?
Rick made a slow turn, scanning the area with his M-16. “When did this happen?”
“Two days ago,” Lily said. “We tried walking, but Bobby Ray was in so much pain.”
“So you just camped out here — until what?”
The Doc glared at him over her shoulder. “How’s the food coming?”
Yeah, yeah. He’d heard enough anyway. Using the hood of her car, Rick spread out the contents of the MREs. After he glugged some bottled water into the heating pouches, he tucked the vacuum packs of meatloaf underneath and let them warm.
Bobby Ray raised up on his elbows, and broke into a mini-sermon about how he and Lily had been praying for an answer to their predicament. “God provides for all his children.”
He stared at Rick with absolute conviction in his eyes.
“I think you need a new handbook,” Rick said. “The Good Samaritan routine didn’t work out too well for you.”
“Even Jesus had his moment of doubt and pain,” Bobby Ray said. Funny, the kid didn’t look like a Rolling Stones fan. “But you cain’t let your faith falter.”
Well, thank God, the Young Christian Coalition was still alive and well.
 
Sanchez had tortured the poor boy long enough—or she was tired of his bullshit, too—because she got to her feet to check out Miss Lily. She pressed her stethoscope to the girl’s belly. “The baby’s heart sounds strong. Have you felt movement recently?”
“Yes’m,” the girl said. She massaged her belly, like she was trying to wake the baby up. “He was kickin’ away when I woke up this mornin’.”
She told Sanchez her mother died in the “plague”. The local midwife took a bullet to the brain in the Gravel Springs massacre. “We heared they was a hospital in Warshington. Thought maybe I could birth my baby there.”
“Sorry to ruin your plans,” Rick said, “But the D.C. facility shut down a couple days ago.”
That little tidbit took a big bite out of Bobby Ray’s faith. And Lily’s mouth trembled as more tears streamed down her face. Sanchez gripped her stethoscope like she wanted to wrap it around Rick’s neck. Hey, what was the point in giving them false hope?
He turned back to the food, cut open the pouches, and slithered the tasty gray meat into the foil-lined boxes soldiers used for plates. When he handed a plate to Lily, she dropped to her knees to feed Bobby Ray. But before either of them took a bite, they gave thanks to God for the bountiful feast.
Sanchez propped the boy up, then took the rations and fed him, urging Lily to eat her own. After a couple more bites, Bobby Ray took the plate, and blessed the Doc before feeding himself.
When he finished, The Doc eased his head back down, took his empty tray and stood. The kid stared at Rick.
“You know, Mister, God works in mysterious ways,” Bobby Ray said. “After all, He sent the doctor—and you.”
“Oh, yeah, right,” Rick snorted. “I wondered what all that whispering in my ear was this morning.”
Sanchez gripped his arm. “Stop it! You can be mad at me all you want, but don’t take it out on these kids.”
She might as well have slapped him. But she was right. His skin was alive with gnawing anger. He wanted to just rip open his chest and crawl out. He wanted to scream at her and Bobby Ray and Lily. Most of all, he wanted to keep the demons in his head from taking back control.
Rick tried to concentrate on Bobby Ray, but his eyes kept drifting back to Lily’s belly.
The nerves in his palm betrayed him, bringing back the sensation of baby kicks through flesh. That rippling and bumping of a child growing inside that made his heart swell. Goddamit.
He pushed Sanchez toward her car.
“How soon can he walk?”
She shrugged. “Hard to say. I need to drain some fluid off the knee to see if its water or blood. That could relieve some of the pressure. But if he puts weight on it, the fluid will probably build up again.”
Crap! He had to get out of here before it all came crashing down on him.
“Give me your keys.”
Her eyebrows cocked like she hadn’t heard him right. She took a step back, her eyes juggling back and forth between his, like she was trying to get the joke.
“Give me the goddamn keys.”
What was he doing? This was insane.
Sanchez reached into her pocket and held them out. He couldn’t see under her mask, but he could tell from her eyes that she was smiling.
He snatched the keys away and dropped them into Lily’s lap. Then he got his map book from the van and sat down next to the girl, ignoring Sanchez when she hovered over his shoulder.
“There’s a colony on Cape Charles, just across the bay from Virginia Beach,” Rick explained. “Everyone there is healthy. They have food, medical facilities, a place to live.”
Sanchez jumped in, giving Lily and Bobby Ray instructions on delivering the baby if they didn’t get to the colony in time.
“Don’t lie down, squat,” she said. “Use gravity. It makes the pushing easier.”
Rick tried not to listen when she told Bobby Ray how to cut the cord and tie it off. “And make sure all of the placenta is delivered.” For a split second, Rick heard a woman cry, heard a doctor urging her to push.
Jumping to his feet, Rick ran to the Doc’s car. He hauled most of her supplies back to the van, leaving Bobby Ray and Lily a case of rations and water. The work eased his panic. And spared him from watching the Doc drain off Bobby Ray’s knee.
Rick twisted his stiff neck, flexed his clenched fingers. After a couple deep breaths, he felt back in control.
Sanchez gushed about how great it was that the fluid she sucked out was only water. Then she wrapped Bobby Ray’s knee, and Rick hefted him into the back of the SUV. Once he was settled, Sanchez asked if Rick thought they should give Bobby Ray a gun.
“Why? So someone can take it away and shoot him with it?”
 
Finally back in the van, all the tension Rick had been holding back spewed out. “What the hell were you thinking back there? Did you even stop to think it might be a set-up, like the crippled guy with crutches? That maybe the girl wasn’t even pregnant?”
Taeya lashed back. “Did she really look like she’d pull a gun on me? Or that Bobby Ray could wrestle me to the ground?”
“That’s not the point.”
“No, it isn’t. And what exactly is the point?” She twisted in her seat to face him. “You did a good thing. Why are you so embarrassed by that?”
“I’m not embarrassed.”
She choked on a laugh. “For a minute back there, I thought you were going to get all misty-eyed about that girl.”
Shit. The hamster wheel was squeaking in her head.
“Wait a minute.” She lowered her elbows onto her armrest. “You lost your girlfriend.”
“No.”
“Your wife. Was she pregnant?”
“No!”
Sanchez’ voice got all soft. “So you had a child. How old?”
“Shut up!”
Bam. Just like that, little Richie came toddling into the kitchen like he’d never left. “Dad—dy.”
His little arms shot straight into the air, waiting to be picked up and buckled in his high chair. “Feed me.”
Then, like a Chinese fire drill, all these other memories pushed to get out — the doctor gently laying his newborn son in Rick’s arms, Michelle sitting in that second-hand rocker, breast-feeding Richie, Rick standing in the doorway, leaning on the doorjamb for support, dizzy with love, little bitty tennis shoes, stinky diapers, the silky feel of baby hair on his cheek.
Sanchez reached over and touched Rick’s shoulder, and he realized he had slowed almost to a stop.
“Tell me,” she said.
His happy memories drowned in a tidal wave of rage. He squinted his eyes in anger. “Ever hear of Williamsport, Pennsylvania?”
 
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
Williamsport. The name hit Taeya like a punch.
“Every summer,” Rick said, “kids gathered there to play their annual World Series Little League Championship. Four teams from the U.S. competed against teams from Canada, Japan, Latin America and Europe.”
Cupping her hands, Taeya pressed them to her lips. She never heard the name Williamsport without getting a nauseous roil in her stomach. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.
“Yeah. Everyone was, the officials of the league, the city council, the state government, the feds. Hell, the bastard who wasn’t paying attention to the scumbags hanging around his airplanes even shot himself. Course, he had to before somebody else did. He’s the one who let those pricks fly the banners around the stadium during the tournament. Claimed he never saw the tanks of that shit.”
Lycoming County, the source of one of Taeya’s most frequent nightmares.
“Well, we were unfortunate enough to live in that town. My two-year-old son died in the first twenty-four hours.” Rick spoke between gritted teeth. “My wife survived three days.”
Sounds bombarded Taeya. Wailing mothers, hysterical children writhing in pain, angry confrontations, accusations, death threats, makeshift tents, biohazard suits, doctors and nurses screaming at each other.
Dear God, had she treated Rick’s wife or son? Had she taken the time to console the woman or had she rushed by, treating her like all the other faceless victims?
It was months before Taeya stopped smelling the stench of rotting flesh, decaying corpses. How many disinfecting showers had it taken before she felt safe again?
Rick eased up on the stranglehold he had on the steering wheel. “Well, screw it. It’s been so long, sometimes I can’t even remember his face.”
“I’m not over it yet,” she said without looking at him.
“You knew someone there?”
The fleeting thought that she might need her Beretta ran through her mind. “I was on the first team called in to investigate.”
Rick’s eyes widened. His lips pinched. Taeya’s hand edged toward the gun stuck in the pouch on the door. “It seems so obvious now,” she said. “But at the time, we just couldn’t figure out what was happening. We recognized the black skin lesions immediately. But then other symptoms occurred that weren’t consistent with anthrax. Some victims had blisters that looked like smallpox. Others got high fever and internal bleeding.” She sighed. Even the retelling of the story was exhausting. “Every time we thought we had a handle on what we were dealing with, another disease, with a longer incubation, popped up. We could hardly keep up, much less figure out why they were all occurring in Lycoming County.”
His jaw flexed and she watched the muscles in his arms twitch. Was he thinking of pulling over and putting her out?
She hurried on. “Then we discovered groups in other states—in other countries—with similar outbreaks. Someone finally found the tanks used to spray the toxic virus over the ball fields. The CDC discovered five different pathogens in the mix.”
Slowly, Rick leaned his head back against the headrest. He was too caught up in memories to fight.
“By that time,” she said, “it was too late.”
Televised broadcasts from around the world condemned the terrorist attack. Everyone voiced the same incredulity. Who would target children? It was months before the assault was linked to Al Qaeda.
There had been speculation in the past year that the North Koreans had used Williamsport as a model for their own pandemic. They’d learned that even a biologically enhanced virus could not be sufficiently spread from a single location. That’s why they’d gone global.
She braced herself for more lambasting from Rick. Why didn’t our government act sooner? What good was the CDC if they couldn’t stop an outbreak like Williamsport?
But Rick had nothing to say. He just drove with his dead eyes staring straight ahead.
Once Williamsport returned to some semblance of order, a memorial service was held for all who had died. In an act of pure cowardice, Taeya decided not to attend. Had Rick been there? Would he have been one of an angry mob just waiting to tear into her?
The only consolation to Williamsport was the assurance that after that disaster the CDC was ready for anything. What a joke. No one in the world had been prepared for this Korean flu.
Rick’s face lost the rigid lines of anger. His eyes showed no pain or sadness, his lips were still. She didn’t kid herself that perhaps he understood how hard she had tried, that he might absolve her of the guilt. He had merely learned how to block his emotions, just like she had.
But one thing she understood now—he hated her and he hated the CDC.
Why should he be different from anyone else? All over the world, people united against the CDC, the World Health Organization, any medical entity that had tried to arrest this current pandemic and failed. Cell phone towers shorted out from overload. Tweets spewed rumors 140 characters at a time. Blogs spread hysteria faster than the virus itself. In the end, the Internet crashed. According to one of the techs at the hospital, the problem was routers. They directed the flow of information traffic to the right address or destination, and they diverted data when a connection broke. But there was so much information traveling along the superhighway that the routers couldn’t redirect the data fast enough. Traffic backed up into jams so big that data was just electronically discarded.
It wasn’t overload that killed television. It was simply a lack of manpower. As cameramen, floor crews, and even on-air personalities succumbed to the virus, stations cut back on broadcast time, and eventually just faded to black. Underground radio stations grew popular, with anarchists spewing hate, like that shock jock in New York who incited the riot in Central Park. And the clown in Geneva who told listeners on his shortwave radio that he was going to the World Health Organization headquarters and set himself on fire. He became an instant cult hero. For what?
Rick drove on autopilot, going through the motions of zigzagging around the few cars on the highway. Sooner or later, Taeya believed, he would put her out. Hopefully, near a car with keys.
He passed a sign for the Skyline Parkway, and it seemed to snap him out of his preoccupation with the tragedy. He hit the brakes and backed up. She actually unbuckled her belt so he wouldn’t have to order her out of the van.
To her amazement, he turned onto the Parkway and kept on driving. A big brown road sign welcomed them to Shenandoah National Park. They were immersed in forest almost immediately. And she couldn’t help noticing there were absolutely no other cars on the scenic two-lane road. Was Rick going to put her out in the wilderness?
She reached for the map book he’d reviewed with Lily, and looked up Virginia. The Skyline Parkway wove down the state, linking up with the Blue Ridge Parkway in Waynesboro. She followed the line on the map to the southern border and had to flip to North Carolina. The Blue Ridge Parkway went all the way to Asheville.
Taeya hated to admit that Rick’s plan was brilliant. The military had limited resources, so if they decided to pursue him to recover their van, they would probably concentrate on major highways. Who would think of searching a scenic parkway along the top of a mountain range?
She wanted to compliment Rick on his strategy, but he was busy compartmentalizing his grief into manageable sections. She remembered how much effort that took.
When Randall was killed, she learned how to divide and conquer all those feelings. Rage was simple enough. She let it out whenever she felt frustration. She snapped at co-workers, she turned a deaf ear to patients who whined too much, she beat herself up for letting Randall get into that van. She even delivered elaborate tirades to his ghost for his stupidity. After a while, she just got weary from the rage and it went away.
Loneliness wasn’t that difficult either. Before Randall came into her life, she’d always been on her own.
But the pain, the memories—those were the toughest. They’d come at you from out of nowhere. She’d be standing in line to buy a bagel, and suddenly Randall would pop up, complaining that people didn’t wash their hands before they handled food. Or she’d see a silver-haired man up ahead, and catch herself walking faster, trying to catch up.
Memories hurt the most, and they were the hardest to contain. It took determination to tuck them deep down, and vigilance to keep them there. Rick’s memories had gotten loose, and he was fighting a terrific battle to get them back in their cages. She left him to his task.
 
They’d been riding along in silence when Taeya saw an old stone tunnel through what was called Mary’s Rock. Rick pulled up to the opening and stopped. The clearance marker read twelve feet, eight inches.
“How high is the van?” she asked.
He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Twelve feet, four inches.”
She knew the clearance was for the top of the arched tunnel; the sides were lower. Could Rick squeeze through the middle? Probably not. She shot a glance in her rearview mirror to see where he could back up.
“We’re not turning around,” he snapped.
As he eased closer to the tunnel entrance, Taeya held her breath, waiting to hear the crunch when the van hit the rock arch. Rick rolled down his window, then opened his door and made a point of sticking a gun in his belt before stepping onto the open windowsill to get a closer look.
After he climbed back down, he disappeared along the side of the van. Taeya decided not to push the surgical mask. Instead, she crawled over to the driver’s seat to see what he was doing. He was at the back wheel, taking off the air valve cap. He was going to let some air out of the tires. She fought the temptation to ask how far they could drive with under-inflated tires.
When he came back to the door, his top lip curled away from his teeth so she hopped back into the passenger seat. He turned on a small monitor in the dash console and called up the schematics for the van’s tire pressure. Then he was gone again.
Skittering from wheel to wheel, he’d let out some air, then stand back to see if the van was low enough. Now why couldn’t he just ask her to help?
Once Rick was satisfied that he had clearance, he drove slowly into tunnel. At one point Taeya heard the AC unit on the roof scrape along the tunnel ceiling, but it didn’t sound like it got knocked off. At the far side of the tunnel, he hopped out.
She felt like a kid tagging along. When he turned on her, she drew up short, then showed him the gun in her waistband. What was he going to do? Order her to stay in the van?
Rick blew a lot of hot air, but she didn’t imagine he could fill four tires. The next thing she knew, he was crawling under the van. He came back out with an air hose.
She couldn’t help laughing. “Are you kidding? They put an air tank under there?”
Rick snarled back, “They’ve made a lot of modifications since your old man got whacked.”
Now why did he have to be so malicious? Sure, he’d lost a wife; she’d lost a husband. For the rest of their lives, they’d both be encountering people with a story to tell. Rick needed to learn some tact.
“Why didn’t you just leave me back there with Bobby Ray and Lily?” she asked.
“I’ve been asking myself that same question.”
She thought about reminding him that he’d given away her transportation, but another thought niggled in the back of her mind. Why hadn’t he left her?
She could have ridden with Bobby Ray and Lily to Cape Charles and gotten a job on staff.
More significantly, she wondered why she hadn’t thought of that particular alternative. Maybe because the idea of subsisting in one of FEMAs canvas tents or temporary trailers didn’t hold the allure of the accommodations in Arizona. If she got that far.
She chased away her doubts with a flip of her hand. “Well, that’s water under the bridge. So why don’t you fill me in on your schedule so I understand what the rush is all about.”
He turned and cocked an eyebrow at her. “I’m expected at the D.C. Center at eight a.m. But the last couple weeks, I’ve been showing up late, so they won’t start worrying until maybe eight-thirty or nine. D.C will call New York to see what time I left. But Roger won’t know. So they’ll dick around, maybe think about rewinding the videotape. That could take until noon, if I’m lucky.”
“But then they’ll see both of us getting into the van and know what’s going on.”
For almost sixty seconds, he’d been civil. She knew it couldn’t last. Just like clockwork, his demeanor turned nasty again. “I was supposed to be on the parkway by six, but with all your bullshit finding a car, and then stopping to play Mother Teresa—”
“Hey, you wanted to help them as much as I did.”
“—I’ve only got about a two and a half hour lead.”
It took a second for Taeya to follow his train of thought. “Because they’ll come looking for you.”
“Yeah, right. I’m such a valuable employee.”
“I mean the van.”
“The brilliant doctor has figured it out.”
“But the last place they would look is on the Blue Ridge Parkway.”
“That’s what I’m hoping.”
“And you disabled the tracking device.”
He threw a hand in the air. “Jesus, no wonder you make the big bucks.”
 
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
Rick expected Sanchez to make some snarky comeback, but she heaved out of her seat and went to the back of the van. He could hear her rustling around, but she had her back to him, so he couldn’t see what she was doing.
A few minutes later, the aroma of food filled the van. Damn, what he wouldn’t do for a nice plate of beef stew. When he was fixing that meatloaf for Mountain Boy and his first cousin, he’d been tempted to help himself to a bite.
Sanchez dicked around in the back for a couple more minutes before she came back with a hot plate of something. Rick waited for her to sit down and eat it right in front of him. She held the plate right under his nose to torture him. His stomach growled.
“You’ve been driving all night,” she said. “You’re starving. Why don’t you at least let me drive while you eat? Then if you think I can be trusted, maybe you can get a couple hours’ sleep.”
He didn’t need her help driving. He had this trip planned for a single driver and that’s what he was going to do.
Her hip cocked out to the side like women do when they’re pissed. “Don’t you ever get tired of being Mr. Macho?”
Two hands gripped his stomach and wrung it tight. That was exactly what Michelle called him. Mr. Macho. He was getting waterboarded with all these memories.
His energy just seemed to drain away. And Sanchez made it worse by waving that hot food in front of him again.
“Fine.” He pulled over and let her drive. But he never took his eyes off the road while he tore into that meatloaf.
After a couple miles, the Doc settled in. “This isn’t much different from a med-evac truck,” she said. “A little tricky on the curves, but hey, no traffic.”
Fighting the urge to lick the last of the gravy off the tray, he set it on the floor and opened the bottle of water she’d given him. His eyelids drooped, and he kept slugging water to stay awake. At one point his head jerked and he knew he’d dozed off. Hopefully, the Doc hadn’t noticed.
He woke with a start again, completely disoriented because his seat had been reclined all the way back. Wiping drool with one hand, he fumbled at the seat lever with the other. According to his watch, he’d been asleep for over two hours. Sanchez looked over and smiled.
“Have you seen any choppers?” he growled.
“No.”
“Were you looking?”
“Every chance I got,” she said dryly.
He dug into a small compartment for the National Park Services map of the parkway. “Where are we?”
“I saw a sign a little ways back for James River.”
Unfolding the map, he started at the top and trailed down. Damn, she’d gone a pretty good distance. “So we’ve got another two hundred fifty miles. What’s your speed?”
“Sometimes I can get up to fifty-five, but usually more like forty-five.”
He checked his watch. Five hours. They were almost on target for his designated stop and it would still be light out. It didn’t seem possible.
“So, you hungry?” Rick asked.
“I dined on some meatloaf a couple hours ago. Remember?”
No, he didn’t.
“Oh, what?” she cracked. “I’m not allowed to eat before your royal highness?”
Why did she always have a burr up her butt? He rolled out of his seat and went in search of a granola bar and more water.
As soon as he was back in his seat, she started jabbering about seeing deer grazing along the side of the road. And how she’d love to check out some of the trails along the route. Then she was off on some story about camping in Yosemite when she was a kid. Her mom and dad and brother had hiked a trail that zigzagged down the face of a cliff.
“And did you all sit around the campfire at night, hold hands, and sing Kumbayah?”
Her head tilted to the side. “Now what brought that on?”
“Let me tell you about the only road trip I ever took with my family. My grandmother died and left an old beat-up Buick LeSabre to my dad, but he had to go get it. So he loaded up four kids and my mom and dragged us all to Cincinnati. We didn’t have any money, so we all slept in the car at a rest stop. My mom made bologna sandwiches from this huge pack she toted in a cooler. The whole way there, my mom and dad screamed at each other. We didn’t play games or sing songs. We all just sat like little statues in the back seat, hoping my dad wouldn’t turn around and whap one of us in the head.
“When we got to Cincinnati, my dad knocked on the front door, demanded the keys, told his stepfather to fuck himself. Then we turned around and drove back to Utica.”
“Wow.”
Rick lashed out. “And don’t give me a bunch of crap about how sorry you are. The only reason I’m telling you this is so you’ll realize that not everybody’s life has been peaches and cream, okay?”
He watched Sanchez shut down like his sisters used to do whenever their father was around. Muscles in the face relaxed to show no expression, the eyes blank and focused far away. Why had his old man been so bitter? It wasn’t like he’d lost his wife and a beautiful baby boy. Maybe he was mad because he did have a family holding him down. One thing was certain. His dad lived his whole life as an angry son-of-a-bitch. Is that what Rick would end up doing?
No doubt the Doc was calculating how many miles to Asheville, where she could find her own car and get as far away from him as possible.
 
Rick drove the last couple hours, stopping for the night at a large tunnel in an area called Little Switzerland. Driving all the way through to the far side, he parked where he could see out but it would be difficult for a chopper to see in. He had no idea how long the Army would search, or how wide a grid they would set. Or even if they had the manpower to try. But he’d be damned if he’d get caught now, after all the bullshit he’d been through.
Sanchez hadn’t said a word all afternoon, just stared out her window at the passing scenery. As soon as Rick turned off the van, she grabbed her gun and opened the door.
“Where are you going?” he asked.
She barked like some grunt in the military, “To take a walk, SIR!”
Then she slammed the door.
Swell. He slung the M-16 over his shoulder and hopped out.
The woman was off like a shot and Rick had to trot to catch up with her. He expected her to tell him to buzz off but she never broke stride.
He had to admit it felt good. His muscles were tight, his back ached. She picked up the pace, swinging her arms, rotating at the waist.
The road curved ahead. “Let’s not get too far from the van, okay?” he said.
No reply. But when she got halfway into the curve she circled back. At a stand of trees, she stopped. “I need to make a detour here.”
“What?”
He got the head-tilt that was becoming familiar.
“Oh, okay.”
He was getting the call, too. Probably that meatloaf at lunch. “I’ll meet you back at the van.”
He took off to find his own grove of trees. The van’s portable toilet didn’t offer much privacy. Not with two passengers.
Once Sanchez climbed back on board, Rick rummaged through cases for two packs of beef stew. There was an awkward moment when they met in the middle of the van. He wanted to get up front to close the shutters. She said she wanted a bottle of water. They kind of danced around each other, leaning away to keep from getting close.
The steel shutters for the windshield clanged and Sanchez jumped. Then she wandered up front to watch the smaller shutters enclose the side windows.
“Nice.”
He refrained from pointing out that her old man would probably still be alive if his mobile unit had had shutters like these.
“Yeah,” he said. “This baby even has covers for the wheel wells. Keeps the riff-raff from tampering while you sleep.” Rick demonstrated by turning the switch that lowered the wheel shutters. One of them made a whining noise as it dropped. Crap. Now he’d have to check that in the morning.
After she finished eating, Sanchez picked up the park service map. “So, are you taking the parkway to the end, or just to Asheville?”
“Asheville. I want to start heading west on Interstate 40.”
Rick tossed his empty plate in a small chute behind the passenger seat, then unlatched the cot on the right side of the van and folded it down. A mesh pouch held a pillow and blanket. He turned on an overhead light like they have on airplanes, just to demonstrate it for Sanchez.
While communing with nature back in his grove of trees, Rick had decided that maybe he was a shit. Did he really think Sanchez was personally responsible for Richie’s death? He’d been trying to punish her like he thought she did, ever since she’d climbed into the van.
The weird thing was, when she brought all those memories crashing down on him, he was glad to see Richie again. Like running into a long-lost friend you haven’t seen in ages. Maybe people were right—talking about a loss helped. But it was kind of like ripping a band-aid off your leg. You know it’s going to hurt like hell.
Sanchez opened her own cot across from him and sat Indian-style with the map book in her lap. Maybe it was time to cut her some slack.
“I figure I can make it to Arkansas tomorrow easily,” Rick said. “Unless you want to take a tour of the Biltmore Estate.”
Her mouth puckered. Instead of looking up, she flipped to Arkansas. So much for trying to lighten the mood.
“What’s after Arkansas?” she asked.
“That’s it.”
Now he had her attention. She tore those dark eyes away from the book and stared at him, waiting for information.
He told her that his friends Devin and Judith lived in Arkansas, then waited for a barb about him actually having friends. But she just nodded, her body rocking slowly as she went back to studying the map.
“Where?”
“Southeast of Little Rock.”
More rocking. “Through Memphis?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Can we stop and see Elvis’s grave?”
Was it possible the Doc was ready to call a truce too, or was she just a dweeb? Her mouth loosened into a crooked smile, and her eyes rolled up to his. Damn, some poor sucker could get in a lot of trouble if he read that expression the wrong way.
Rick lay on his side facing her and propped his head on his hand. “Devin’s one of those computer wizards. The military got their hooks in him and the next thing I heard, Dev was dreaming up robotics and combat maneuvers like something out of Star Wars. He’s the one who put the kibosh on that whole Syrian mess.”
“Impressive.”
“Judith was raised on a kibbutz in Israel. Joined the military when she was, like fourteen. They met during some skirmish in the Middle East. I can’t remember where. It was love at first sight. They were both into high-tech missions. You know, like impossible rescues behind enemy lines. All that gung-ho crap. They can free-fall from sixty thousand feet. Scuba dive to crazy depths.”
“Scale mountains with their bare hands.”
Rick grinned. “How did you know?”
She gripped her bottom lip with her front teeth to squelch her own grin. Rick stared too long and had to force his eyes away. “Then the government, in its infinite wisdom, decided the Geneva Convention was for wusses and adopted a ‘take no prisoners’ policy like every other country. So, Dev bailed. He and Judith came back to the States, and ended up in Arkansas. Just the two of them.”
“When’s the last time you saw them?”
“About three years ago. I went to check out their new farm. Ended up staying for almost a year. They’re really cool.” Rick pulled back. Christ, he was jabbering like a teenager trying to get to first base. He glimpsed over at her. She was waiting to hear more. What the hell.
“They grow their own food, keep goats and chickens. Judith weaves hemp on a loom, makes their clothes. By now, they’re probably growing cotton. They’ve got a good chunk of land.” His heart pounded. Was he that excited to see his friends again?
“Devin even builds furniture. I helped him cut down the trees he used to make a new frame and headboard for their bed.”
The Doc leaned back on her cot and stretched up out of her waist. He wished she wouldn’t do that.
“They sound like pioneers,” she said. “I suppose she churns butter and washes their clothes in a nearby stream.”
“Oh, yeah. They’re totally comfortable living in the nineteenth century. There’s no plumbing or electricity.”
Rick expected her to say that she admired people who lived like that, but it wasn’t her style. She needed the structure and sterility of someplace like the Medical Center. But all she did was stare at the map pages.
“How do you know this couple?” she asked.
“Dev and I went to high school together.”
“In Williamsport?”
Shit. There she went. Picking at that band-aid again.
“Yeah.” He turned off his overhead light and laid back. “Think I’ll get some sleep.”
But would the Doc take the hint? Of course not.
“How did you manage to survive the outbreak?”
The ache started in Rick’s chest and slowly radiated out. The only way he’d ever been able to stop the pain was with anger. “I drove a long-distance rig for Consolidated Foods. I was slamming back beers in some dive in Raleigh when I saw Williamsport on the news.”
He draped an arm over his eyes, fighting back the memories. “I couldn’t even go back, because of the quarantine. My wife and son died in some tent. I never got to see them before they were dumped in a mass grave.”
“And you think if only you’d been there—”
Rick shot off his cot like it was on fire.
“Don’t give me your psychological bullshit. I know if I’d been there, I would have died too, okay?” he yelled. “But if I’d had a better job, I wouldn’t have worked so many weekends.” He paced up to the seats in front. “I might have been like Bobby Ray, and got my family out before they locked all the doors.” His head was just too heavy to hold up anymore. He wrung his hands to stop the prickling. “Or we could have packed up the car and taken a vacation, away from the traffic and mobs of people who took over Williamsport every year.”
He stopped in front of the Doc and screamed in her face, “Every day I blame myself for being such a shit father. Okay?”
Staggering backwards, Rick slumped onto his cot and rolled to face the wall.
“What was your son’s name?”
Jesus, Sanchez was like buzzard, pecking at his open wounds. He turned and glared at her.
“What are you, some kind of grief counselor, too?” He slammed the side of his face against his pillow. “Don’t bother.”
 
The Doc didn’t turn off her light and go to sleep. She lay on her cot wide-awake. But surely not with guilt. Probably with a sense of pride that she’d brought a man to his knees.
After a few minutes, Rick heard her get up and quietly let herself out the passenger door. Now what? Was she going for a moonlight stroll to think up more questions to torture him? He was tempted to start up the van and drive away. Leave her with her mouth gaping open. Maybe she’d think twice next time she felt like psychoanalyzing some poor bastard.
The only thing keeping Rick in that tunnel was the headlights on the van. They cast a beam that would be easily detected by a flying search party.
Punching his thin pillow, Rick dropped his head and tried again to sleep. But how was he supposed to do that with Sanchez out there wandering around. What if she drifted off the edge of the pavement and tumbled down one of those ravines? Or intentionally left the road for a late night latrine stop? She could easily get disoriented and lose her way back to the van.
That would serve her right, though, for going out alone. Women were famous for acting without thinking. Then, of course they expected some dump schlub like him to bail them out when they got in over their heads.
Rick was still debating on whether he should go after her when the Doc popped her head back in the passenger door. “I think you should take a look at this.”
Grudgingly, he eased off his cot, rubbing his face like she’d just disrupted his sleep. Anxiety caused his heart to pick up the tempo a few beats though, as he crawled over the seat and stepped out into the darkness.
Instead of leading Rick to the near end of the tunnel, the Doc shuffled through the pitch black to the far end. They came out on the side of a ridge. By the light of the moon, Rick could see down and across a wide valley to the northeast. He scanned from left to right and back again, looking for trouble. When he didn’t see anything, he turned to Sanchez.
She held up a finger, like women do when they don’t want to be interrupted.
“There!” she said.
In the distance, Rick saw a faint dot of light, like a star, but close to the ground—and moving.
“Do you think that’s a helicopter?” she asked.
“Could be.”
Rick wasn’t sure how far away—fifty miles? One hundred? The light intensified for a moment. “He’s sweeping in a search pattern, but it looks like he’s flying in a westerly direction.”
“When I saw him, he was flying east. He must have turned around.” After a hesitation, she added. “The light seems closer now.”
After clicking his tongue in what he hoped was a cavalier tisk, Rick mumbled, “whatever,” and headed back for the van. His mind whirled with his next contingency plan.
If the chopper got close enough that Rick thought he was in trouble, he’d pack up the hand-truck with rations, slip on the rigged harness, and haul ass for the woods.
He was quite proud of his ingenuity. He’d added a second set of wheels for stability on rough terrain, and the harness straps were double-padded so his shoulders and chest wouldn’t get rubbed raw. It might take a day or two to hike out of the mountains, especially towing a hand-truck loaded with a couple hundred pounds of supplies.
There was no sense making it tough for the military guys. If they found the van, Rick’s best bet was to leave the key card on the dash. Let one of the fly-boys drive it away and get out of Rick’s hair so he could move on.
As a precaution, he turned on a monitor built into the dash. A small camera was mounted on the van’s roof. He’d used that camera more than once to check out his surroundings before leaving the security of the van. Another flashback on Sanchez’ husband, getting ambushed zipped through his head.
He didn’t plan on staying awake all night, watching the screen, but he turned the volume up all the way. If the choppers got close, hopefully he’d hear them soon enough to make his escape.
Now was that with, or without the Doc?
 
* * *
 
Rick woke with a start and pressed the button to illuminate his watch. Six a.m. He rolled onto his stomach to check the camera monitor. It was dawn outside, but he didn’t see a helicopter sitting in the road, or soldiers with weapons creeping up on the van.
Lurching off the cot, he grabbed the toggle on the camera and panned to the back of the van and the far tunnel entrance. Clear.
Sanchez wobbled to sitting, but Rick raised a finger to cut her off before she could ask any questions. Then he slipped outside for a quick reconnoiter. Nothing was shaking. He’d dodged a bullet.
As he gazed out over the valley below, he inhaled deeply and stretched. It was kind of strange. He felt like he’d had surgery last night, and a huge tumor had been removed from his gut. The heaviness was almost gone. He didn’t feel the familiar ache when he breathed too hard. That pain hadn’t just developed since he’d lit out of New York with a stolen van. He’d been living with the added weight a long time.
But last night, he’d had a dream about Richie. Michelle had gone to work so Rick was staying home to babysit. Richie sat in his high chair while Rick fed him a jar of strained peaches. Each time Richie took a bite, his arms jerked like the sweet fruit was giving him an electric charge. The sun shone through the kitchen window. A little mirror hanging from a red and blue and yellow mobile glimmered as it spun in a circle.
Then suddenly, Richie was a year old, and Rick was pushing him in a stroller. Mister Franken’s fat beagle waddled up to Richie and pressed his cold nose against the boy’s bare foot. He squealed, reaching out to try and touch the old dog. Then, zip, Rick was at the small park behind the church, and Richie was two years old. Leaning back in a molded plastic seat, the boy’s curly brown hair fluttered each time Rick pushed the swing.
God, how he loved that little guy. Why had Rick let Michelle drive him away? Once it was too late—when it was all over and Richie was gone—Rick wished he’d just taken the boy and moved out.
For a while in the van last night, Rick thought Sanchez wasn’t going to let up until she had him crying. Fat chance. Tightening his lips, Rick set his jaw and marched back to the van. He’d done all of that he was ever going to do.
 
He cranked the van and pulled out of the tunnel so he could get a better look at the wheel covers. But as soon as he got out, here came Sanchez, tagging along instead of doing something constructive like fixing breakfast.
Just as he thought, the right rear shield was stuck halfway. Shit. Should he take the time to get that sucker retracted or just drive with it down?
Miss Know-It-All hunched next to him. “Can’t we drive with it in that position?”
Oh, she must have been in a real hurry to get to Asheville and her own car. Well, too bad. He was going to get that shield back up if it took all morning.
He lay on his back and scooted under the carriage. It looked like he’d have to get the housing cover off the shield spool first, then see what the problem was.
Sanchez squatted to get a look, too. What, like she’d be able to fix it?
“Look, Doc, why don’t you get my tool box out of the van? It’s under my cot.”
After she left, he crawled all the way under the van to get a look at the housing. He’d need a twelve-millimeter socket to get the bolts off. The shield had to run on a track, hopefully pulled by a chain or cable. Maybe one of the teeth on a sprocket had just gotten out of synch. Could he get that lucky?
He heard Sanchez at his feet and told her to find him a socket wrench.
A low growl answered. He looked toward his boots and saw a mangy shepherd staring back. One eye was dark brown, but the other was a creepy pale blue. The dog bared his teeth. Rick heard a second growl and tilted his head to look above him. He saw another dog crouched on its front legs. This one was built like a friggin’ pit bull, but the nose was smashed in like a boxer. A big glob of drool sagged from its jowls.
“Oh, shit,” he muttered.
The dog at his feet danced on his front paws, waiting for a signal to attack.
Rick ran through his options. He could get the Glock out of his waistband and blast the dog at his feet. But Rick was far enough under the van that all the shepherd could latch onto was his boot, or maybe his pant leg. Better to save his face first and go for the pit bull.
There actually was a third option. Wait for Sanchez. She’d distract the dogs long enough for him to crawl out and shoot. Now was that before or after one of the dogs ripped out her throat? No, he didn’t need her help. He had this under control.
He rolled his eyes back to the dog at his feet.
That miniscule move turned all hell loose. Rick heard the dog scrabbling on the dirt near his head, crawling closer.
Fumbling for the gun in his waistband, Rick raised his arm towards the pit bull. But before Rick even got his hand past his shoulder, the pit bull clamped onto his wrist, sinking his teeth to the bone. Rick gritted against pain so intense it made his eyes water. The shepherd at his feet latched onto his boot and tried to drag Rick out from under the van.
He kicked at the shepherd with his free leg, but his pant cuff caught on a bolt, and he raked a layer of skin off all the way up his shin. It felt like his leg had been flayed open with a dull hunting knife.
Then when he tried twisting the wrist in the pit bull’s mouth to get the Glock aimed in the right direction, all he accomplished was widening the tooth gashes in his skin. He swore he could hear his bones crunching.
Okay, now he needed help. He screamed for Sanchez.
The pit bull evidently didn’t like that because he used those beefy shoulders to tug harder. Rick felt his arm pop out of the socket. At first, he thought he might barf from the pain, but then everything just went numb. His ears started ringing, and he couldn’t focus.
A disturbing image flashed through his mind. Sanchez grinning as she peered under the van, seeing him helpless. He watched her feet as she dashed to the driver’s door, heard her cackle as she started the van and hauled ass.
It would serve him right, after being such a shithead. He’d pissed the Doc off one too many times.
Maybe she’d take out one of the dogs with a wheel as she sped away.
 
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
Every nerve in Taeya’s body prickled when she heard a dog growling under the van. She dropped the toolbox and snatched her gun out of her pants, aiming at the open passenger door as she crept forward. Was it some drifters and their dog?
She took quick glances out the windshield, while keeping her gun trained on the door. Nothing. Then hunkering down between the seats, she crawled onto the driver’s seat and peeked out the rearview mirror. No desperados were edging their way up the side of the van.
But the grumbling dog had grown more frantic. It sounded like her brother’s yellow lab when those two played tug-of-war with a rawhide bone. Craning her neck up higher, Taeya caught sight of the hindquarters of a dog, digging his back claws into the pavement and tugging. Who was he with?
She ducked back down and crawled into the foot-well on the passenger’s side. If she stuck her head out the door, would someone blow it off? Why hadn’t she closed the door when she got back in the van? Then she could at least check the rearview mirror before leaping out to her death.
Rick’s next cry sounded desperate. Surely, he wouldn’t coax her out to an impossible situation. If there were men with guns, wouldn’t he warn her away?
She eased her gun out, then her head.
A dog crouched halfway under this side of the van as well, his hind quarters missing patches of fur. As the dog’s claws dug into the road, scrabbling to back out, Taeya heard Rick bellow. She squeezed off three quick shots. The dog yelped and flipped onto its side, its hind legs quaking. Its mouth snapped twice in a reflex, and then gaped open.
Taeya charged past the dead dog to the back of the van, then skidded to a stop and slammed against the side panel. Maybe whoever owned these dogs was lurking in the tunnel, allowing his lead team to do the dirty work. Then he would step out of the shadows, finish her and Rick off, and take the van. She squinted as she scanned the dark cavern ahead. The rising sun cast a good beam of light into the far end but she saw nothing. So were these dogs wandering on their own—wild? Rabid?
Holding her gun in front of her, Taeya stepped around the corner of the van.
A huge black dog with a massive jaw leaped into the air, straight at her. His front paws hit her in the shoulders, sending her reeling. She felt herself tumbling backwards, the dog’s claws raking down her chest. She squeezed the trigger twice before her head cracked on the pavement. Her teeth slammed together. Pain exploded in her skull. She couldn’t see past the tracers zipping in front of her eyes.
A sudden calm washed over her and her eyes rolled back in her head.
Then a split second later, the dog’s lifeless body crashed onto her chest, driving the butt of the pistol into her sternum. She gasped for air, felt warm blood spread across her belly.
One thought. Get the dog off. She released her grip on the gun, let it flatten on her stomach. Air, she needed air.
Gripping the dead dog by the neck, she tried to roll it to the side. He gave a short yelp and came alive. His legs scrabbled to gain traction. It snarled and lunged at her with jaws that snapped like a steel trap. She dug her fingers deep into its matted fur and pushed.
He inched his way closer, his teeth clacking, his hot breath smelling of carrion. Her arms trembled as she fought to hold him back. Closing her eyes, she lowered her chin to protect her throat and braced herself for the attack.
Over the years, she’d played out different scenarios of her demise. A crash in one of the puddle-jumpers she flew in, caught in the crossfire of mercenaries. She’d never envisioned herself reaching old age, but she never dreamed it would end like this either.
A gunshot rang out and warm blood rained on her face. The dog’s head slumped onto her shoulder, its lips quivering as blood oozed over its lolling tongue. Two more shots rang out.
She felt a blissful weightlessness like she was floating. Was she dying?
Pain at the base of her skull jangled all the way down her spine, so she wasn’t dead yet. She eased open her eyes. Rick was on his knees beside her, panting.
Ever so gently, he brushed a lock of hair off her face. “Sanchez?”
She made a slow assessment. Her neck turned without snapping, her fingers moved, her toes curled.
When she tried to sit up, Rick slipped a hand under her neck and helped her. The motion sent her equilibrium on a roller coaster ride.
She heard Rick’s voice echo from far away. “Maybe you should lie back down.”
Bile gushed up her throat. She rolled onto her elbows and retched. Concussion? Headache and nausea, certainly. But had she lost consciousness? She didn’t feel confused. She remembered the whole attack, from the time Rick yelled until the dog somehow got off her chest. Had Rick dragged it off?
She eased to sitting and wiped her mouth on her sleeve. No blurred vision. But what she saw was startling. Tears had pooled in Rick’s eyes. He quickly blinked them away.
“You scared the hell out of me, Doc.”
“Yeah.” Her voice came out breathless. She inhaled deeply to settle her stomach and calm her still-trembling hands. Blowing out a gust of air, she sighed. “What a way to start the morning.”
She glanced up at Rick, but he didn’t look too happy. His left hand supported his right elbow, and his right wrist was dripping blood onto the gun still in his fist.
“Oh, God!”
He gave her a weak smile. “The bastards tag-teamed me.”
In an instant, she was on her feet. She gripped his elbow and twisted it upward to get a better look at the bite. A dull pop shocked her.
Rick let out a scream that echoed in the tunnel. Then he gently rotated his shoulder. “Huh.” He shrugged a little. “Well that took care of the dislocation.”
Where was her professionalism? She needed to slow down. And get Rick into the van for a proper examination.
 
She studied the deep gashes on his wrist as she ran through a list of drugs she had brought from the hospital. Broad-spectrum antibiotics, anti-viral medications, heavy-duty pain relievers. She’d been so worried about her long trip to Arizona by herself that she’d even brought along Elavil and Valium. But it never occurred to her to bring rabies serum. She didn’t even recall seeing any vials in the cabinet at the Center.
Symptoms raced through her head, the throat spasms and paralysis, the convulsions and delirium as the rabies virus made its way to the brain, and finally death. Rick probably never thought his life would end this way either.
“Take it easy, Doc.” He pulled his arm free. “I didn’t think you people got sick at the sight of blood.”
She shook her head, unable to make eye contact. “I can’t do anything about it.”
“Come on. It’s not that bad.”
He didn’t get it. She made herself look into his eyes. “It’s not the blood. It’s the bite. If the dog had rabies—” She let the sentence hang.
It would be two weeks before they even knew if he had the virus. And then it could be weeks of progressively worse symptoms until he finally succumbed. She couldn’t even be sure if he would come to a swift ending with cardiac or respiratory arrest, or if he would merely slip into a coma.
Rick gave her this lewd grin and cocked an eyebrow. “Do you remember how I told you I’ve been planning this trip for a long time?”
 
He directed her to a cupboard where he kept his own first aid kit. She ripped it open and pawed through bandages and bottles. Her numb fingers plucked out the tiny vial. “You brought rabies serum?”
“Yeah, well, where I’m going, it seemed like a good idea.”
While she ripped open a pack of sterile cotton, she nodded at his cot. “Let’s get the wounds cleaned and see what kind of damage we’ve got. Take off your pants. I need to see every place you were bitten.”
He hesitated with his fingers clenched on his jeans. Typical male reaction. A woman doctor ordering him to strip down. She turned to give him some privacy and searched for antiseptic wash and clean gloves.
When she turned back, he was sitting on his cot. His pants were gone, but he had his tee shirt balled in his lap. Like she might sneak a peek? Puh-leeze.
A gash ran from his knee to his ankle in a dot/dash pattern of surface abrasions and deep lacerations.
“Did the dog do that?”
“No. That was a rusty bolt.”
“Swell,” she said. “When did you have your last tetanus shot?”
“You’re kidding me, right?”
“Okay.” She pursed her lips as she twisted the cap off the antiseptic. “Let’s get started.”
Just as she expected, he whined like a kid when she scrubbed the wounds. Men were such babies. She injected serum around the site at his wrist, then the rest into his hip. “You’ll need another shot in three days, another in seven, and the last in fourteen. I can show your friends how.”
She threaded a needle, but when she aimed for his leg, he growled. “Jesus, Doc. Aren’t you going to at least numb it first?”
Stifling a grin, she explained that the wash she used contained Zylocaine. She even jabbed the needle into his skin to show him. He snarled, his eyes squinted tight, so she backed off. She was having way too much fun torturing him.
While she stitched, she took a stab at a normal conversation. “So did you play basketball in high school?”
“No, I was a loser in high school. We moved around too much to be good at anything but getting high.”
“Was your father in the military?”
“No, he was a drunk.”
His surly attitude was getting old. “When I get done with your leg, I think I’ll slip a few stitches in that mouth of yours.”
“Mmm, Doc,” he crooned. “Getting feisty.”
“Is that what you’re into?” She asked. “Hard women who don’t take crap from anybody? Well, I’ve never mud-wrestled, or been in a beer-drinking contest.”
“And what are you into?”
She paused, like she was straining. “Let me see if there’s anything you can relate to. How about baseball? I used to keep up with the L.A. Dodgers.”
“You do know they were originally from New York,” he said.
“Really?” She gave him her best dizzy-blonde expression. “Is that why they were called the Brooklyn Dodgers?”
“Who played in the last World Series?”
She choked back a chuckle. “What? Are you testing me to see if I’m knowledgeable enough to have a conversation about baseball?”
He stammered and fidgeted.
Closing her eyes, Taeya shook her head. Didn’t women ever challenge this man?
“The last World Series went six games,” she said. “Philly beat Boston, four out of six.” She went back to stitching.
“Sorry,” Rick mumbled.
There was no point in rubbing the man’s nose in it. She was shocked he actually apologized.
“So, who was your team?” she asked.
Rick gave her an indignant look like there was no question. “The Yankees.”
“Of course. Team of the up and coming third-baseman Jake Peterson, whose home plate slide dislocated his knee.”
Rick’s jaw dropped open.
Throwing a hand in the air, she asked. “Who slides in spring training?”
As though some invisible barrier had been broken, they dropped their defenses. Rick harped on what he termed ridiculous mid-season trades, they agreed on the worthlessness of the all-star game, and gossiped about the pitcher for the White Sox who got a sixteen year-old girl pregnant. They even discussed the perfect ballpark frank. Taeya discovered they both ate them loaded, with extra onions.
By the time she finished, it had taken Taeya twenty-seven stitches to close Rick’s leg, and another ten for his wrist. He stared at her as she packed away her supplies.
She felt a surly annoyance rising to the surface. “What!?”
He winked an eye shut and gave her a smile that he probably practiced in his bathroom mirror. “You’re a really good shot. I checked out that dog. You got him square in the head. Two to the chest.”
“Wasn’t that the point?”
“Where did you learn to shoot? You and hubby belong to some exclusive gun club?”
She opened her medical bag again and pulled out her otoscope. “I need to check your ears. You don’t seem to hear very well.”
Rick’s face wrinkled in confusion.
“I’m not a Park Avenue doctor. I’ve never owned a car, or a house, or a pair of three-inch heels. I’ve lived in tents, huts, and hovels that would repulse even you.”
For emphasis, she tossed the otoscope back in the bag, then stood and stretched her back. “I need a walk.”
“Hang on now.” Rick sat up on his cot. “You’ve got doggy goo all over you.”
He circled a finger around his face and she crinkled her cheeks. The blood was beginning to dry and stiffen.
She pulled a big hunk of cotton from a roll. Reaching for a bottle of water, she soaked the cotton, and dabbed at her face. The water and blood ran down her neck and into her shirt.
“Wait a minute.” Rick took the bottle away. “You’re just smearing it around. That shit’s even in your hair.” He tucked two more bottles of water under his arms. “Come on.”
He slid open the door and took a good look around before easing out on his good leg. “You might as well get that shirt off. It’s toast.”
She hopped down, then hunched over and raked the shirt off from the back to keep from getting more blood on her face. When she straightened and shook her hair away from her face, she glanced down. Her camisole was soaked, too.
“Mmm. Lovely,” Rick muttered. Then his face flushed. “I mean the shirt.”
She wouldn’t have given his first remark another thought, until he threw that in about the shirt.
He covered nicely by carping at her. “Just bend over.” He twisted open a bottle of water and aimed it at her head. She leaned out, wrapping a fist around her hair.
He poured the water slowly and she rubbed with one hand.
“Give me that.” He gripped her ponytail while brushing her hand away. “Now scrub.”
As Taeya rubbed, he directed: up to the left, over by your ear, get the hairline. She eased her fingers over the tender lump swelling on the back of her head. There was no break in the skin.
He managed to rinse off the top of her head without getting her totally soaked. She used the back of her tee shirt to dry off.
“Okay, let’s have a look.” He let go of her hair and stepped back. “Holy shit.”
“Now what?”
“You’re hurt.”
Again with the fingers, making a very vague reference to her chest. Taeya craned her neck, chin to chest. Red claw marks ran from her shoulders to beneath the camisole. “Oh, great.”
“You better put something on those.” His face blazed redtalking.
“Would you stop ogling?” she snapped. “Geez, let me get a new shirt.”
She stomped for the van, then turned. “I think I liked you better as a jerk.”
 
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
Thank God they were finally on the road. Rick let Sanchez drive. She was just as anxious as he was to get away from there, because she took the first bend in the road on two wheels. Twisting her mouth, she gave him one of those “oops” grins. Then she eased back on the throttle.
That whole scene back at the tunnel was surreal. He’d heard Sanchez plug the first dog, and once his hand was free, he’d blasted that shepherd right between the eyes. He’d thought that was the end of it, but then he heard Sanchez fire again, saw her head slam onto the pavement. He was sure she was dead.
That would have really capped it: the Doc getting killed because he’d been so stubborn about the damn wheel cover. That sublime body of hers—those firm tits, the long legs, that fine ass—chewed up by friggin’ dogs.
Sanchez glanced over and caught him ogling again. He blinked back at her, like he was innocent.
“You know,” she said, “I’m not going to go any faster than this, so you might as well knock it off with the bug-eye.”
“Fifty’s fine.” Rick glanced out his window, pretending to enjoy the scenery. “So, Doc. You ever shoot anybody?”
“Not yet. But lately, I’ve been considering it.”
She got a big kick out of that little dig, squelching a smirk, staring him right in the eyes. But then she nestled her shoulders against the seat to get comfortable.
“Why don’t you tell me some more about your friends?” she said. “Do they have any children?”
“Funny you should ask that.” He perched both elbows on his armrest and went back to staring at Sanchez’ body. “Judith and Devin have been together for about nine years. But still no bambinos. I don’t know if it’s intentional or if there’s a biological problem. Could be they think the world’s too screwed up for kids.”
“Of course, they would be second amendment freaks like you.”
“Come on, Doc. Don’t bust my balls. Let’s pretend we’re on a nice afternoon drive and we actually like each other, okay?”
Without taking her eyes off the road, she said, “It’s a stretch, but I’ll try.”
It was like something Judith would say. Now, that woman never let him get away with anything. If he said something stupid, Judith called him on it. And if he shot off his mouth, she expected him to back up his claim with facts. She wasn’t some girly chick who agreed with him a hundred percent. But she wasn’t some moody bitch who pouted and whined either.
Rick flashed back to the day he told Devin and Judith he was leaving. They were shocked. And there was no way he could explain why he had to get away. He hardly understood himself. There was just something about watching those two that made his heart ache.
“You said something about a brother,” Rick said. “Is he a doctor, too?”
“Yes.” The Doc sounded a little leery.
“But not a member of the country club.”
She cracked an itty, bitty smile. “No. He had a practice in Los Angeles, but he also did a lot of mission work. You know, the doctors without borders. The last time we talked, he was going to Guatemala. But then all this hit. And of course, communication collapsed in poorer countries a lot sooner than it did here. So, I’m not sure where he is.”
“Bummer.”
The whole close-knit family business was a mystery to Rick. He and his sisters had spent their childhood watching their mother get slapped around by his alcoholic father, and trying to stay invisible to avoid the old man’s wrath themselves. One time, when Rick was fourteen, he tried to defend his mother. His dad had come stumbling in, drunk on his ass, and thrown a full plate of food at his mother. Said it was cold. She managed to deflect the plate with her forearm, but the spaghetti got her right in the face. It was so humiliating. Rick mumbled something about the food being hot when she’d set it on the table an hour earlier. His dad grabbed him by the hair and bashed his face into the wall.
Later, when Rick was in the bathroom pulling dried toilet paper from his bloody nose, his mom came to the door. At first, he thought she was going to thank him for standing up for her. But all she told him was to mind his own business next time. When the pandemic hit, Rick took a distinct pleasure in imagining his father dying a slow, agonizing death.
At first, when Michelle found out she was pregnant, and they got married, he got a few tugs from the kind of family ties Sanchez talked about. Especially once Richie was born. Lying in bed on a day off with the baby nestled between him and Michelle. Parading around the dinky neighborhood with the baby in his buggy.
But the fussing, and dirty diapers, and spit-up on clean clothes got to Michelle. She really hated having to wake up in the middle of the night, too. She wasn’t working. Money was tight. Her frustration frayed those bonds. At the time, he was glad to have the driving job that took him away from her nagging.
There were no vacations, no weekend trips, no pictures of a day at the lake even.
But of course, Sanchez had this fantasy family that actually cared about each other. He bit his tongue to keep from saying something rude about her brother. After all, Rick was the one who insisted they play nice.
“Where are your folks?” he asked.
“I don’t know that either.” She must have conjured up some sort of fond memory, because she smiled. “I bought them a shortwave radio a few years ago, when I was abroad most of the time. But they couldn’t get the hang of it. My father thought he was supposed to say ‘breaker, breaker’ and ‘ten-four’.”
She didn’t think her old man was a dork, she thought he was sweet.
“And I suppose he had a camera in his hand for every birthday, every holiday.”
“He manned the movie camera. My mom snapped the photos.” Again with the toothy grin. “You should have seen the bookshelves full of photo albums in our family room. Each one had a typed list taped on the spine with the year and what was inside. My mom was a little anal about staying organized.”
“Did you ever look through the books?”
“Oh, yeah. Photo albums are addictive. You think you’re just going to flip through to find a particular picture. Next thing you know, you’re sitting on the floor, studying every photo. And you’re thinking, ‘I didn’t know Aunt Carmen had red hair when I was a baby.’” Her smile faded. “I suppose they’re all gone now. Burned up with their home.”
Rick wondered if there were any pictures of his family in some old photo album somewhere. He couldn’t recall ever see one. As far as he knew, his dad didn’t own a camera. Hell, his mother never even wanted to pay for the packet of pictures the school took each year.
 
* * *
 
In Asheville, Sanchez slowed to check out a small traffic jam. Was she looking for a suitable vehicle? Surely not, after he’d insisted he was in too much pain to drive. He’d even staggered before he climbed into the passenger seat, pretending that whatever she’d given him had made him a little loopy. A true threat behind the wheel.
At first, he wasn’t quite sure why he’d done that. But then he’d decided that all the bullshit about being on his own, the one-man road-trip, was just that—bullshit. He enjoyed having someone to talk to, even if it was Sanchez. And there was that whole safety-in-numbers thing to consider.
But the Doc wasn’t feeling it.
“We had pretty good luck finding a vehicle at a gas station last time,” she said. “Shall we try it again?”
Shit. And just when she was starting to grow on him.
“You’ve got plenty of time,” Rick said as he shifted his weight and winced in pain again. She bought it and kept on driving.
“So, where exactly are you heading,” he asked. “Once you get your own car?”
“West.” Her eyes blinked like she’d just let some deep, dark secret out of the bag.
“Could you narrow down the locale just a little bit more for me,” he said. Was she worried he might try to follow her?
After raking her teeth over her lips, and checking her rearview for cops a couple times, she finally told him she was going to Arizona.
“Arizona?” Rick asked. “Jesus, Doc.”
She tossed her hair back, and straightened in her seat. “I have a friend near Tucson.”
“A friend?”
“She and I went to UCLA together.”
With that, she was off and running, telling him that she and her friend Mai roomed together their freshman year, then spent a summer in Indonesia after a tsunami hit. Mai stayed in Sumatra for a couple years and ended up with a nursing degree, but Sanchez came back to the States and got her degree in Epidemiology.
She was up to Mai’s work in Chicago with displaced children when Rick squinted an eye shut. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were stalling, Doc. What’s the deal? Is Mai an old lover of yours?”
“No!”
“Well it seems to me that Arizona is a rather inhospitable place to hunker down. From what I hear, the air is so dry the inside of your nose cracks and bleeds in the summer. And when it does rain, it’s monsoons that wash everything away. Now if it was Texas—”
Sanchez interrupted. “What difference does it make?”
Oh-ho. He’d found a hot button.
“What could there possibly be in Tucson—.”
“She’s living in the Biosphere, okay? So have your fun now and get it over with.”
“The Biosphere.”
“That’s right.”
“The colony in a bubble.”
“Right.”
Sanchez sighed and propped her elbow on the window ledge, waiting for him to rip the idea apart.
Rick remembered hearing about the place years ago. It was some kind of experiment to see if people could live in an enclosure without any help from the outside. The place even recycled its own air and water. But hadn’t the project gone bust?
“Are you sure she’s still there?” he asked.
“She was two days ago.”
“And why aren’t folks busting the door down to get in?”
Taeya shrugged. “Mai didn’t sound worried. The place isn’t very well known. And it’s in the middle of the desert. It’s not like anyone’s going to just happen onto it.”
The van slowed, and Rick’s heart lurched. He quickly glanced out the windshield to see if she was pulling up next to a car. But they were cruising passed a high stone wall and a sign for the Biltmore Estate.
“Hey, here it is.” Rick searched down the tree-lined road, but there was no mansion in sight. When he glanced back at Sanchez, she was hunched over, looking for the house, too.
“Do you suppose it’s been looted?” she asked.
“Oh, hell, yeah.”
“Maybe some survivors will move in,” she said. “Wouldn’t that be something? Living in that castle?”
“Too drafty.”
A smile actually crossed her lips. Was he finally making some headway?
“Just think of all the estates and villas and castles all over the world, sitting idle now.”
“Yeah,” Rick nodded. “Hell, I could go live in the Playboy mansion.”
“Yes, but you’d be alone,” she reminded him. “What about the White House?”
“That would be a fitting end,” Rick snorted. “The White House full of homeless people.”
Sanchez’ mouth turned into a frown. “Did a lot of the historical buildings burn in D.C.?”
“You mean, like the Washington Monument?”
“No.” She rolled her eyes, but he didn’t see the same flicker of anger like before. Maybe she was starting to get his humor. “I mean like all of those museums: The Smithsonian, the American History, the National Art Gallery.”
“I never got down into the historical part of the city, so I can’t say. But sooner or later, somebody’s going to blow up the FBI building.”
Rick was primed for a rant on the billions of dollars the government had spent over decades, scavenging dirt on people who were probably all dead now. But Sanchez had drifted off into her own private nightmare.
“Think of all the priceless artifacts, the works of art, the historical documents.”
“Yeah. All ripe for the picking. No alarms, no locks, no security. Anything can be taken.”
Her mouth gaped as she sucked in a breath. “My God. The Mona Lisa.”
“I’d bet that’s already gone. Or somebody has spray painted a moustache on her face.”
He got the scowl. Witty banter goes just so far with chicks.
“Think about Fort Knox,” he said. “All that gold.”
“I hope St. Peter’s in Moscow doesn’t burn, or the Louvre.”
“Or Buckingham Palace. Versailles.” He added a solemn click of the tongue to show how tragic those losses would be.
She shot her hand out to stop him. “The Baseball Hall of Fame. I could get Babe Ruth’s baseball glove.”
Rick groaned. “Or the Honus Wagner baseball card.” That one card alone was worth over a million. Or at least it was a few years ago.
A giggle bubbled up out of Sanchez. “Maybe I’ll make a side trip to Roswell, New Mexico, and see if there really are aliens.”
“Maybe they’ve just been biding their time, waiting for all of us to croak so they can take over the planet.”
 
* * *
 
The subject of Sanchez’ own transportation didn’t come up again, and before Rick knew it, they were skirting around Nashville on a side road that ran along a big reservoir. He saw a sign for a boat ramp and told Sanchez to take a left.
“Let’s check it out. Maybe we can get some lunch and stretch our legs.”
The neglected road wove through trees, opening up on a narrow boat launch and a couple of picnic tables. Sanchez drove through the grass along the perimeter while Rick searched for any signs of life. When she finally parked, she had the van nosed back up the road.
“In case we need to get away fast.”
Rick nodded like he’d been thinking the same thing. They made another reconnaissance on foot, then parked four guns and two knives on a picnic table.
She told him he had lunch duty since she’d fixed breakfast. While Rick cooked, Sanchez sat on top of the picnic table, her feet on the bench, the map book in her lap. Instead of the page for Arizona, she was studying the highway grid for the entire United States.
When the idea popped into his head, Rick thought for sure he’d lost his mind. But before he even had a chance to put on the brakes, the words were spewing out of his mouth.
“Look, Doc.” He tapped on the page. “You’ve got to take I-40 right through Little Rock. Why don’t you come with me to Devin’s place? You can drop me off and take the van.”
What did he just say?
“No thanks,” she replied.
Now he knew he’d lost it, because a rational man would be grateful for the easy escape from his lunacy. But as soon as she refused him, he had a hundred reasons why she couldn’t.
“Come on, you’ve got to show Judith how to give me the rabies shots. And how to change my bandages.”
Sanchez made a little pooh-pooh face.
“Doesn’t someone have to take the stitches out?” he asked.
“I figured you could just chew them off when they started itching.”
“Line drive, Doc. Right between my legs.” The woman was a sassy one. Bet she liked to get rough when she wrangled under the sheets.
Digging his Swiss army knife out of his pocket, he opened the meal pouches. Beef and noodles slithered onto the foil trays.
“Besides, what are we going to do with this big hog? Turn it into a chicken coop?”
“I’m not taking the van,” she insisted.
It was a red flag in his face. “Listen, we’ll get there in time for dinner. I bet they’ve got fresh tomatoes on the vine as big as my fist. Green beans. Summer squash. Wouldn’t you like some real food before you get back on the road tomorrow?”
Sanchez got this dreamy look on her face. It wasn’t his good looks or boyish charm that won her over, it was a ripe tomato. Rick stabbed at a chunk of beef.
“What?” she said. “Aren’t you going to say a blessing for this bountiful meal?”
Rick smiled as he remembered Bobby Ray and Lily.
“Those two were a trip, weren’t they?” Then before Rick blundered his way into another argument, he asked, “Are you into that whole religious thing?”
“No.” Sanchez shook her head and smiled. “But I kind of liked that part about us being sent to help.” She took a bite of food and chewed. “My grandmother was very religious, so I tried it when I was younger. She had this conch shell her mother had given her. You know, the kind where you hold it to your ear and hear the ocean? Only my Abuela said it was angels whispering. She told me if I listened hard enough, I’d hear their message.
“For years, I listened to that shell. But I never got any message. As I got older, I had a hard time understanding how God was this benevolent deity who had his eye on the sparrow. Why wasn’t it on sick children?”
Relieved of prayer duty, Rick plowed into his own meal. “Remember that saying, ‘Drugs are for people who can’t handle reality’? That’s what I think of religion. Just another drug.”
She nodded. More stuff in common. He tried to remember why he’d thought she was such a stuck-up bitch, but it was getting kind of fuzzy.
Her head turned to take in the lake and trees. “People look at all this and they call it a miracle. I see millions of years of evolving protozoa and natural selection.”
 
They were discussing near-death experiences and reincarnation when Rick pulled back onto the road heading west.
“So, Sanchez. If you’d died back there at those dogs, do you think you’d have come back to haunt me?”
She gave him a wicked smile. “Oh, definitely.”
Then she went cosmic on him, questioning whether they really had died back at the attack, and now they were ghosts tooling around America.
“I mean, you certainly don’t seem like the same man from the Medical Center. Perhaps we’ve stumbled into an alternate universe. You know, where everything is the exact opposite.”
“No way,” Rick said. “If that had happened, you’d be this ugly crone with big fat hips and little bitty—” Oops.
 
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
Rick was just about to talk his way out of another blunder when he caught movement in his rearview mirror. A pick-up truck had come up out of nowhere.
“Oh, hell,” he mumbled.
Sanchez glanced out of her own mirror. “That’s odd.”
It was a lot worse than odd. What were the chances that some guy was driving along the same road as Rick? He tried to get a look at the driver, but the truck was hanging back.
“Can they get us?” Sanchez asked.
“No,” he snorted. “But they’ll probably try. I used to get chasers when I was making runs back in New York. Usually young punks who thought they were invincible.”
Ahead, Rick scanned possible turn-offs. That’s when he spotted a second truck careening toward the van.
“Damn!”
The driver of the second truck hit his brakes and skidded sideways for a few feet before he got his truck turned around. Then he hit the gas, his tires smoking. He managed to stay ahead of the van, but not without laying down two black tracks on the pavement.
Great. Rick hated organization. He’d take mindless chaos over a thought out plan any day. No doubt, these two were boxing Rick in, leading him to some big surprise up ahead. He hit the brakes just to see what happened. The trucks stopped and waited.
Sanchez was watching them, too. “I suppose if you try to get around that guy, he’ll cut you off.”
Rick began driving again, his hands twisting on the steering wheel, wondering what kind of options he had. No point racing to the showdown, whatever it was. He kept his speed at forty.
“How many rounds you got in your gun?” he asked Sanchez.
She snatched up her Beretta and checked. “Five.”
“Better get another clip.” He jerked a thumb to the cabinet in the back.
She was rummaging through the gun case, when Rick spotted the set-up just beyond a curve in the road. These hooligans had set up a roadblock with all kinds of crap: two beat-up cars, a tractor, a fully-loaded hay wagon, and a twenty-year-old pick-up with a sofa in the truck bed.
“Shit!” He jerked his foot off the accelerator. “Get up here!”
Off to the right, was a dirt road. It looked like those good ole boys were hoping to divert the van. The lead truck even pulled onto the side road to show Rick the way.
“Take over,” he snapped at Sanchez. To her credit, she never missed a beat. He hopped out of the driver’s seat and she slipped right in.
“Don’t stop,” he said. “Just take it slow, I need a minute.” As he dashed to the back, he shouted, “Whatever you do, don’t turn.”
Once he found what he needed, Rick stacked two boxes on top of two boxes to give himself some stability. Then he unscrewed the hinges on the overhead hatch. He’d only used the hatch once, when he was washing the van. He remembered how tight the fit was. He’d barely been able to get his shoulders through the opening. This was going to have to go fast. The boys in the back no doubt had shotguns.
Bending his knees to get some spring action going, Rick pushed up on the hatch, watched it fly off and heard it bang on the roof twice before it fell away. Raising the rocket launcher over his head, he squeezed his shoulders tight and rose up through the hole. Immediately, he propped his elbows on the roof of the van and nestled the butt of the launcher against his shoulder.
No time to think about the rednecks behind him taking aim at his head. He sited on the pick-up with the sofa and fired. A small rocket hissed as it shot ahead, the tail sparking as it flew straight into the truck.
And then everything was quiet. The truck did not explode into a ball of fire. It didn’t even rock from the impact.
A dud? A few choice words for the military sprang to mind, but before Rick could get them out, a bullet ricocheted off the back of the van. He dropped to his knees, scraping through the opening, and banged the rocket launcher on the rim as he ducked.
Off balance, he tumbled off the boxes. The butt of launcher caught him in the ribs while the barrel whacked him in the face. Just as he rolled to his feet, the pick-up blew.
Sanchez hit the brakes as metal fragments and cotton batting blew in all directions. Rick righted himself in time to see part of a truck door fall from the sky and hit the windshield. Thank God the glass held.
Billowing smoke from the burning hay wagon hid the damage to the roadblock, but Rick had no choice.
“Hit it!” he yelled.
Sanchez aimed for the roiling black cloud. Rick’s gut twisted. If he’d blown a chunk out of the pavement, they drive right into it.
The van took a quick lurch to the right just as part of the sofa crashed onto the road. Sanchez clipped one of the beat-up cars and set it spinning as she passed through the opening.
From both sides, gunfire exploded, pinging off the metal shell of the van and leaving tiny pockmarks on the windows. Once Sanchez cleared the rubble, she floored it.
Stumbling forward, Rick dropped into the passenger seat and check the rearview. First one pick-up and then the second burst through the flaming carnage, hot on their tail.
“Son-of-a-bitch!” Half-rising from his seat, he asked Sanchez, “You want me to drive?”
“What?” She even took her eyes off the road to glare at him. “You don’t think I can handle this?”
“That’s not what I said.”
“You’re implying that I can’t keep this van—”
A bump on the back of the van knocked Rick back on his butt. It took an instant to realize what had happened. Then he got pissed. “Okay, that’s it.”
Wrenching out of his seat, he stomped to the gun cabinet for another rocket. Before he could get the missile loaded into the launcher, one of the redneck truck drivers tapped the van’s bumper again.
“They probably think I’m loading up for another volley,” he called to Sanchez.
“Really?” Sanchez dragged out her little sarcastic quip. “And they’re ramming the van to keep you off balance?”
Okay, so he deserved that. “Just try and hold it steady until I get into position.”
“Aye, aye, sir!”
Rick growled from deep in his throat before realigning the boxes he had stood on before. Climbing up, he held the launcher in one hand while gripping the edge of the opening with the other. His shin was throbbing like a son-of-a-bitch, and his wrist was screaming. He’d have to do that bobbing squat again to get the launcher and himself through the hatch, knowing it was going to hurt like hell. All the more reason to make the shot.
He counted in his head: one-two-wham!
The van took a hard hit and Rick toppled off the boxes. He banged his shin on the way down, and instead of breaking his fall with his bad hand, he took the impact with his elbow; so now he could add that to his list of injuries.
The guys in the trucks got tricky. One driver would bump the left side of the van, then the other guy would tap the right, trying to throw Sanchez off.
She wasn’t into their game. The van lurched forward, picking up speed. But Rick knew there was no way to outrun those dudes.
“Hang on!” she yelled at Rick. Then she slammed on the brakes.
He managed to grip the open gun case door to keep from being thrown across the van. He heard the squeal of tires outside before one of the trucks bashed into the bumper. The back wall actually caved an inch or two. Guns flew off their brackets. Rick dropped the launcher.
Still holding the cabinet door, he reached down to retrieve the gun, but Sanchez blasted off again, making a sharp swerve to the left. The launcher skidded away.
Damn! He should have taken over the driving. He definitely had to get up front and see what the hell was going on. But Sanchez took her foot off the accelerator again. The cabinet door ripped of its hinges and Rick hurled into the boxes.
“Now!” she yelled. “Get up there and shoot!”
With another snarl, Rick righted the boxes, bounced his knees twice for momentum, and heaved the launcher and himself through the hatch.
About a hundred feet back, one of the trucks sat on the pavement, its engine spewing steam. The second truck driver must have hesitated, maybe checking with his buddy, but he’d gotten the all clear because he was barreling toward the van.
Bracing on his elbows, Rick aimed the launcher at the asshole’s windshield and fired. The guy was closing on the van fast. Hell, he was probably going to hit the van before the delayed rocket ignited.
“Go!!” Rick screamed at Sanchez.
He heard the engine whine as she gave it the gun. The gap widened between the van and the truck. At the last second, Rick realized flying shrapnel was eminent. Bracing for the pain, he let go of the roof and fell back down through the hatch.
 
Sanchez didn’t slow down until she’d gotten back on Interstate 40. And then she picked a spot up on a ridge where they could see in both directions. She was trying to calm down, but Rick could see the cords in her neck flexing, watched her swallowing the fear.
His own heart was racing like a mother, and his body ached all over.
Once she had the van stopped, she blew out a long, shaky breath. “Shall we assess the damage?”
He admired her grit. Most women would be blubbering by now, but Sanchez was definitely holding it together. And she was right. He needed to see if the van had been compromised.
Wearily, he gripped the handle and opened the passenger door. But Sanchez reached an arm across to stop him. “I meant your leg.”
He saw fresh blood soaking through his jeans.
This time she was much gentler as she swabbed his wounds. She did seem a little disappointed that he wouldn’t need more stitches. As she dabbed his shin, her hand trembled.
“You did good back there, Sanchez,” he said.
She gave a slight shrug. “Sorry you got so banged around. It was all happening pretty fast.”
“Yeah. Lucky for you I’m such a nice guy or I might be fussing at you right now.”
Her lips fought between a smirk and a smile. The smile won.
“You know,” he said, raising up on his last good elbow, “this is why you need to take the van. You’re not even halfway to Arizona. Once you’re out there on your own—”
“I get it,” she said. “I’ll take the van.”
“Atta girl.” Rick flopped back down onto the cot. Sure, he was relieved that she’d be safer in the van, but he was also a bit giddy that she’d be coming with him to Devin’s place in Arkansas.
As she pressed the tape of a new bandage onto his leg, she said, “I wonder why those guys didn’t attack us at the lake. We were sitting ducks at that picnic table. They could have easily ambushed us and stolen the van.”
Rick nodded. “I figure that was plan A. But by the time their reinforcements arrived, we’d packed up.”
“They sure got that roadblock set up in a hurry.”
“That might have been a contingency plan, in case we escaped from Plan A.”
“You know, I don’t usually have this much bad luck,” she said, her left eye winked shut. “I’m beginning to think its you.”
 
* * *
 
The roads got narrower as Sanchez steered the van through the backwoods of Arkansas. Rick warned himself that once they got to Judith and Devin’s, The Doc might grab a quick bite to eat and take off immediately for Arizona. But a glimmer of hope made his heart do flip-flops. Maybe she wanted to spend more time with him, too.
He stopped her at a dirt lane called Old Mine Road. “We go about two more miles and turn left.”
The van lurched and bounced down the dusty road but after two miles there was nothing—not a lane, not a trail, not even a footpath—only a dense thicket of underbrush.
“This has to be it.” Rick climbed out to have a look.
He stepped up on the bumper and scanned the area. “It is. Look at the trees.” A gap split the forest in two. “They’ve been here so long, their road grew shut.” He hopped back down and brushed his hands.
Sanchez balked at driving into the brush. “What if we get stuck halfway in?” Then just to prove how little she trusted him, she made him take the wheel.
 
Rick was pumped. He plowed through weeds and brambles. Low branches slapped against the roof. Sanchez had to clutch her sissy strap with both hands as they rolled in and out of ruts. He came to a turn in the lane and skidded to a stop. For good measure, he threw the van in reverse, and backed between two trees.
Ahead, he pointed out the booby trap Devin had set. A thin layer of limbs and pine straw covered a ditch four feet wide and just as deep. “Nobody gets in here without Devin knowing about it.”
After closing the shutters, Rick locked the van and slipped the key card in his pocket. “Let’s go see if they’re home.”
He grabbed a bottle of Jack Daniels for the host and hostess.
Sanchez followed as Rick limped down the rest of the trail and into a clearing. Just as the farmhouse came into view, a gunshot cracked and a bullet smashed the bottle, splattering whisky all over his pant leg.
“Argggh.” He stared at the jagged neck, the Jack Daniels dripping off his hand. “Now that’s just wrong!” He hobbled into the yard, shaking the shard at the gun barrels sticking out of two upstairs windows. “You goddamn son-of-a-bitch. Why don’t you and your Jewish yenta come down here and try that, old man?” He threw the bottle neck at the house.
One of the guns disappeared, then the other. The sound of feet stomped on stairs. The front screen door burst open and Judith flew off the porch, her tits bouncing under her tie-dyed dress.
“Rick, you crazy bastard!” She leaped into his arms, wrapping her legs around his waist. He staggered, gripping her thighs while she planted a long, wet kiss on him.
“Who are you calling old?” Devin stepped out onto the porch wearing his signature overalls and looking like LLCoolJ on the farm. He slung his gun over his shoulder and smiled.
Judith was still raining kisses on Rick’s face as Devin crossed the yard. Rick peeled her off and eased her to the ground. “Jesus, Dev. You need to give it to her on a more regular basis.”
“Hell,” Devin sighed. “The woman wears me out.”
They went through their elaborate soul-brother handshake, banging knuckles, sliding palms.
“Still got the touch,” Devin said as his calloused fingertips brushed against Rick’s.
Rick wiped the last bit of whisky on his friend’s bibs. “But why the booze, man? You should have taken out a leg.”
“That’s what I was trying to do.”
“Bullshit. You two were probably fighting over who got the shot.”
Judith and Devin both chuckled.
“Look at you, Farmer John.” Rick jangled one of the straps of his overalls. “You getting ready to plow the back forty?”
“I wish.”
Judith cleared her throat and nodded toward Sanchez.
“Oh, shit.” Rick swung around. “This is the Doc. Sanchez.”
She stifled a smirk and held out her hand. “It’s Taeya.”
Judith and Devin exchanged a confused glance before they each shook hands with her.
“Are you like, a doctor doctor?” Judith asked. “Or is that some kind of nickname?”
“Yeah. I’m a real doctor.” She held up her medical bag to prove it.
“What are you doing hanging out with Rick?” Devin asked.
Sanchez looked a little uncomfortable. “That’s a long story.”
“One of many,” Rick added.
“Oh, goody. We love your rambling stories,” Judith said.
“Good thing I brought more booze or you’d have to listen to them sober.”
“Forget that, man. I got plenty of home brew.” Devin slapped Rick on the back. “So, did this epidemic chase you all the way out here to Arkansas?”
Rick glanced at Sanchez. “I’m here to crash your party. She’s off to see the wizard.”
 
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
While Rick was busy embellishing what few facts he knew about the Biosphere, Taeya wandered through the front room of Devin and Judith’s house. It was like something out of a history book: a large stone fireplace with a huge stack of wood piled against the wall, wooden planks twice the width of the usual hardwood flooring, worn to a lustrous gray, and a large weaving loom that took up most of the area. Taeya also noticed a spinning wheel, and two armchairs that must have been handcrafted, angled in front of the fireplace.
“Gee, you really are pioneers.”
Judith smiled. “You mean Rick has finally stopped calling us long-haired hippie freaks?”
“Well, you’re not anymore.” Rick rubbed his hand across Judith’s short red hair.
Self-consciously, Judith tugged at a strand of hair that might have measured two inches. “I just got tired of the maintenance,” she said, then jerked Rick’s ponytail. “Not that there’s anything wrong with long hair.”
They heard Devin banging around in the kitchen. Immediately, Judith rested a hand on each of their shoulders. “I want to go on record right here, that I had nothing whatsoever, to do with the making of his home brew.”
In the kitchen, a black cook stove radiated heat. Steam rolled out of a large pot, but it smelled more like fabric than food. Hanging plants dried overhead, adding an herbal aroma.
Taeya drifted toward the sink, drawn by the metal spout and handle. “Rick led me to believe you had to tote your water.”
“Oh, no.” Judith pumped the handle and water gushed out into the trough sink. “We’re very progressive here. Although we do use an outhouse. And we aren’t wired for electricity.”
Devin hoisted a jug and poured four glasses of amber liquid.
“Take it easy on mine,” Judith warned.
He handed a glass to Taeya. Rick held his up to the light.
Devin beamed like a proud father. “I make it out of sweet potatoes.”
“That would explain the freaky orange color.” Rick took a sip and shuddered. “Jesus, this is awful!”
“Hey, it gets me where I want to go.”
“Cheers.” Judith clinked her glass with the others, shot it down quickly then slammed her glass on the counter with a shiver. “God, I never get used to that taste.”
Taeya sniffed hers.
“Come on,” Rick chided. “Don’t be a baby.” He tickled her under the chin like she had back at the van while she was cleaning up his wounds.
“We used to have lemons, but the tree got killed in a frost,” Judith told her.
“It gets better after the first one,” Devin said.
“No it doesn’t.” Judith gave Taeya a wink.
They all stood watching Taeya, so she slugged it down. The moonshine burned all the way to her stomach. She coughed, her mouth wide open, gasping for air. Her eyes watered, her throat screamed in pain. Once she caught her breath, the bitter taste assaulted her.
Devin hooted. “It’s all downhill from here.”
“How about a chaser.” Judith glugged a thick orange liquid into Taeya’s glass. “It’s juice, made from carrots.”
Without hesitating, she gulped it down to put out the fire. Not only did the juice soothe her burning stomach, it quelled her hunger pangs.
Rick drifted over to the kitchen window. “So, how’s the farm?”
“More of a struggle every year,” Devin said. “The deer have learned how to open the door to the greenhouse. Coyotes dig holes under the fence to get at the chickens.”
Judith poked Devin in his belly, kidding him about all the rabbit stew he’d fixed trying to keep up with his catches. He objected to her insinuation that he was gaining weight.
The harmless barbs they shot at each other were spoken with affection rather than disdain. Taeya knew from experience that some couples just weren’t comfortable with hand-holding and gentle whispers of love. She wondered what the community thought of a black man married to a white woman.
Devin and Rick made some sign language that Taeya couldn’t interpret. Then Rick turned and touched her arm gently.
“Uh, Dev and I have a short errand to run. Will you be okay?”
She wrinkled her nose at him. Why was he acting like the attentive boyfriend? Wouldn’t this behavior seem a little odd to his friends when she took the van and left in the morning? Or did he think she might stay on with him here? Not a chance.
“Leave me the key,” she said. “I want to go get some shorts.”
He gave her the key card without an argument and she slipped it into her pocket.
“Here’s a good one for you, Dev,” Rick said as the two men headed out the door. He started in on the story of the dog attack as he and Devin hustled across the yard and up a dirt path into some woods.
“Boys,” Judith said with a shake of her head, as though that explained everything.
Taeya didn’t get it.
“Devin’s got half an acre of marijuana.” She rolled her eyes.
“Half an acre? That’s quite a crop for just the two of you.”
“We’ve been using it to barter for a few years now. Out here, most folks grow their own food, but they don’t want to fool with pot.” Judith opened the back door and they both stepped out onto the porch.
“So, you take your baggies to market?”
“Sure. The ancient Egyptians traded in salt. The American Indians used beads, trappers used animal pelts.”
With a snicker, Taeya said, “The natives of Borneo used human skulls.”
“That probably won’t catch on here,” Judith said. “There’s a glut in that market.”
Taeya nodded. “My older brother used to watch post-apocalyptic movies when he was a kid. They all had their own vision of what a valuable commodity might be, like water or fuel.”
“Exactly.” Judith stepped off the porch. “I don’t suppose the Jack Daniels brewery will be up and running again anytime soon. So for a while, you can get a buzz from your home brew, or from marijuana.” Judith chuckled. “And believe me, Devin’s much better at growing pot.”
The bleating of a goat caught Taeya’s attention.
“Come on,” Judith said. “I’ll show you the farm. Or what’s left of it.”
At the goat pen, Taeya laced her fingers through the chain links. She watched two new kids frolic, butting each other with their little horns. The nanny trotted over to the fence, hoping for a treat, and the kids tagged along.
“Do you think they have goats at the Biosphere?” Taeya asked.
“If they’re smart, they do. You can’t have cows on a small farm. They eat too much, shit too much. But if you want milk, you can’t beat goats.” A memory made her snicker. “Last time Rick was here, we had this pot-bellied pig, Gwendolyn. She followed him everywhere. Course we don’t bathe regularly out here, so maybe it was just his smell.”
The high fence around the cornfield showed the numerous repairs Devin had made to keep the deer out. The heavy plastic covering a greenhouse had been patched many times.
What a constant battle Judith and Devin fought—animals eating their crops, frost in the winter, drought in the summer. And with no refrigeration, everything had to be canned, stored, or consumed.
Doubts clutched at Taeya. This Biosphere was totally self-sufficient. If they didn’t have it, or couldn’t produce it, they had to do without. Was she ready for that kind of survival?
 
Taeya was slicing tomatoes when she heard Devin and Rick yodeling some song off-key. She glanced out the kitchen window to see the guys saunter into the yard. As if on cue, they both stopped and breathed in the aroma of the corn pudding baking in the oven. Rick broke into a sprint for the back door.
Judith cut thick slices from a loaf of zucchini cornbread on the table and opened a jar of honey with the comb still floating in the golden syrup. Rick gobbled up a hunk of the bread with one hand while the other hand reached for another.
“Better get a slice, Taeya,” Judith said, “before piggy here eats it all.”
Seeing that Judith was right, Taeya reached past Rick for her own slice. Then she sat at the table, drizzled honey over the moist bread, and took a big bite. It was divine.
Tenting his fingers, Devin pressed for more news from the outside world.
“Haven’t you heard? There is no outside world,” Rick said, his mouth full.
“That’s what we gathered. We used to hike down to Holly Grove for supplies,” Devin said. “Then things got weird. And it wasn’t because people were getting sick. I guess we were too isolated for that. But folks lost their jobs, no one was buying crops, supplies weren’t coming in, the power was on the fritz most of the time.
“Then Mooney, the old man who ran the general store, got shot in the back because he wouldn’t give somebody credit for food. The folks in town took sides. Some said Mooney was right to refuse, others said he should have shown some compassion. They started taking pot shots at each other. Last time we went down, there were dead people laying in their yards, rotting.”
Taeya nodded. “That sounds familiar.”
“Mooney’s store was completely gutted,” Devin said. “Even the shelving was gone. We poked around some of the houses. They were stockpiled with his goods.”
Judith came back to the table. “Myra Danbury was probably eighty years old, but her spare bedroom was stacked with tampons and baby formula. Figure that one out.”
Taeya shook her head. “I guess she got there too late for the bagels and steaks.”
“We’ve been through five or six states, and every store has been looted,” Rick said.
“So it’s bad all over?” Devin asked.
“Oh, yeah.” Rick reached over and poured himself another shot. “People got sick so fast that the hospitals couldn’t keep up with the dying. Nine-one-one systems crapped out the first week. People actually rioted outside the hospitals, demanding to be let in.”
“Which was foolish,” Taeya interjected, “because they were already filled to capacity with the dying.”
“So they opened school gymnasiums and sports arenas.”
“Which ultimately became giant holding facilities for corpses,” Taeya said, “waiting to be cremated to keep the virus from spreading.”
“That’s when some bozos decided to dispose of the dearly departed on their own homemade pyres in the backyard.”
“Jesus Christ!” Judith banged a big pot in the sink and pumped water into it. “How have humans survived this long?”
“Good question.” Rick tossed back his shot. He glanced over at Taeya’s empty glass and poured her one. She ignored his nod to drink up.
“So, are there still bodies rotting out there?” Judith asked.
“Not as many as there were.” Taeya hesitated before filling them in on the gruesome details. “Once the power went out, the government had no reason to fear the media attention. Drivers donned HAZMAT suits and hauled bodies to large incinerators on flatbed trucks.”
Devin choked on his drink. He turned to Rick. “Is that what you were doing?”
Rick assured him he had loftier responsibilities than hauling corpses.
Devin slurped a whole slice of tomato into his mouth. “How did this whole flu business get so out of hand in the first place? I thought the CDC was on top of it.”
“First of all,” Taeya slathered honey on another slice of bread, “you can’t blame this on the CDC. No one was prepared for what happened. Not the World Health Organization, not the government or the military. We had a game plan, but the North Koreans changed the rules.”
She glanced from face to face to see if they’d let it go at that. But even Rick was waiting for more. Or he was too drunk to organize an argument. Taeya gulped down her shot of moonshine and continued.
“From what we gathered early on, this whole pandemic was orchestrated. The virus was released in major cities worldwide, simultaneously. We believe as many as twelve, including Tokyo, L.A., Mumbai, Sao Paulo, Moscow. Five days later, the virus was everywhere.”
“Jesus. What was the point?” Devin asked.
“All the super powers were vying for superiority. Then, as you may recall, world leaders insisted North Korea get rid of their nuclear arms. Remember all those sanctions? And the U.N. peacekeepers that scoured the country looking for hidden sites? Did they really think the Koreans would just give up?”
Bending to take her casserole out of the oven, Judith shook her head. “What a waste.”
Taeya jerked a thumb toward Rick. “According to Professor DeAngelo here, this is a good thing. Nature’s way of weeding out the weak and infirm.”
Judith dished a big scoop of corn pudding onto Rick’s plate. “Did you really say that?”
“Hey,” Devin jumped in. “Maybe he’s right. Cull out the herd.” The guys bumped knuckles.
“Morons,” Judith muttered.
“I don’t get it, though,” Devin said. “How do body aches and fever kill so many people?”
“You don’t really want details, do you?” Taeya pointed her fork at her food.
Judith chuckled. “You think you’re going to ruin his appetite? Come on, enlighten us.”
“Well…” Taeya laid down her fork. “ Basically, the virus attacks the respiratory system, but it can develop into complications like pneumonia, where the lungs fill with fluid and the patient dies of suffocation. Or it can affect the digestive system, causing vomiting and diarrhea, and the patient becomes dehydrated and dies. During the 1918 outbreak, people were coughing up blood, even bleeding from their ears and nose.”
“Hang on now,” Rick said. “I’ve never even heard of this 1918 epidemic.”
“A lot of people haven’t,” she said. “It came just as World War One was ending. I guess history books are geared more towards military victories than human suffering.” Neither Devin nor Judith seemed to take offense at her dig at the military.
“Here’s a little factoid for you,” she continued. “Sixteen million died in the war. Fifty million died worldwide from the pandemic.”
“You’re kidding.” Rick clunked his fork on his plate.
She cocked an eyebrow at him. “I never kid about death. More people died in that first year than in the four years of the Black Plague.”
Devin scraped the last bite of food off his plate and shoved it in his mouth. “So if you knew so much about that pandemic, why couldn’t you stop this one?”
“Like I said, the Koreans changed the rules.” She propped her elbows on the table and folded her hands. “Every year, the CDC gears up for the type of flu we think will hit. Avian flu, swine flu. Remember when it was the fad to call it H1N1? Pharmaceutical companies develop vaccines and anti-viral medication to treat and control that particular virus.”
Reaching over to the pan, Devin scooped out the rest of the corn pudding. “So the vaccine we had was worthless.”
“Exactly,” Taeya nodded. “Now consider the viral shedding that took place. You’ve got the usual human-to-human spread—coughing, touching hands. That can occur for up to seven days before symptoms appear. And keep in mind that a virus can survive on a non-porous surface, like steel or plastic, for up to forty-eight hours.”
Hooking his fork onto the edge of the pan, Rick slid it over in front of him and picked at the last few morsels of casserole clinging to the sides.
“More good news,” Taeya said. “A virus can survive up to twenty-four hours after the host is dead. In colder climates, the survival rate can be as high as six days.”
“So millions of people are dropping like flies,” Judith said, “and we don’t have a cure.”
“That’s about it.” Taeya caught Rick eyeing her plate. She aimed her fork at him. “People were dying almost immediately. Our workforce was seriously depleted. We had no one to run our power stations or water treatment plants.”
“No one to pick food and process it into handy little boxes for us,” Judith added. She scraped the last bite of food off her plate, ate it, then slowly dragged her fork back out of her mouth. “I wonder how many people are still alive?”
Devin picked up his plate and carried it to the sink. “I wonder what percentage of the living are the same assholes who got the world in the fucked-up state we were in before this pandemic hit?”
He came back to the table and poured yet another round. How many did that make for Taeya? She’d lost count.
“I wonder how many people died that never even got the flu,” Rick chimed in. “You had your little riot in Holly Grove, but you should have seen the people slaughtering each other in New York.”
A depressing image popped into Taeya’s head. “One of the last newscasts I saw on television was of the riots in California. Some farmers had cornered a man who was stealing tomatoes from a field. They literally clubbed him to death over a basket of produce.”
She tossed back her shot of moonshine, then stared into the empty glass. “That one incident seemed to sum up this whole mess. All these emotions were whirling and colliding. Pain over the loss of loved ones. Fear of who might get sick next. Panic over how long they could survive. Rage at the helplessness of the situation.”
Her drunken philosophical rambling caused her a moment’s embarrassment. But Rick reached over, took her hand in his, and brushed his lips lightly over the top.
“Then that vortex of pain and rage touched down and destroyed us,” he murmured.
Taeya stared at Rick as if seeing him for the first time. Maybe it was the moonshine. Or Devin’s cash crop. Whatever it was, Rick was a different man out here in the wilderness.
 
Once the sun set, Judith lit candles made from beeswax. Water had been heated, dishes washed and stacked to drain. The foursome was back at the kitchen table, and Devin was pouring shots again. The air was thick from the pipe of marijuana being passed around.
“So, Taeya,” he said, “what do you think of our farm? Did Judith give you any tips for the Biosphere?”
“Believe me, it would take years to learn everything Judith knows.”
“And I guess you saw the goats. Too bad Gwendolyn isn’t still around.”
Twisting her head to the side, Taeya shot Rick a little smirk. “Judith said you and the pig were pretty tight.”
Rick glared at Judith, then took Taeya’s hand, pressed it to his chest, and raised a hand like a Boy Scout. “I swear I didn’t know the pig was a minor.”
She laughed and bipped his chin with her finger. Good Lord, for an instant there, she almost thought about kissing him. She needed to stop drinking.
“You know this whole Biosphere business is like a dream come true,” Judith sighed. “It’s like being offered a seat on the shuttle or spending a year on the space station.”
Really? Taeya hadn’t thought of it quite that way. A giggle squeezed out as she imagined herself floating in space. Then she realized she was drunk.
 
Taeya stumbled through the dark to the outhouse, the beam from her flashlight bouncing unsteadily across the ground. Dear Lord, she hadn’t been this inebriated in years. When she caught her head sinking onto Rick’s shoulder, she knew it was time to get moving and sober up.
Once she plopped down on the wooden toilet seat, she cradled her head in her hands to stop the spinning. Closing her eyes, she blew out a boozy breath. She would be in no shape to get up early and head for Arizona. Was that Rick’s plan all along?
A ripple of anger got her to her feet, but too fast.
Leaning against the wall of the outhouse for support, she fastened her jeans, then tottered out. She was going to sober up, get some sleep and keep to her schedule. She sealed her resolve with a firm nod, and almost lost her balance.
First, the sobering up. Maybe she would walk to the van, get a change of clothes, a couple Advil for in the morning. That was a start.
The erratic flashlight beam made her stomach quake so she turned it off. But then she tripped on a root and went sprawling into pine straw.
She giggled as she wobbled back to her feet. Thank God Rick couldn’t see her like this. He’d be merciless, or worse, he might try to take advantage of her. And she was so drunk, she might let him.
She picked pine straw out of her hair as she continued up the path. At the driver’s door, she slumped against her shoulder, swiped the key card and punched in the four-digit code. The light blinked red.
“Rats!”
She swiped again, typed, and waited. Red.
“Oh, come on!” she whined.
On her third attempt she got the door open. The overhead light nearly blinded her. Squinting one eye shut, she reached up to the steering wheel and pulled.
Then, as though she had somehow developed super strength, her body flew up and over the driver’s seat. She landed in a heap on the passenger side. How in the world—
A man she’d never seen before leaped into the van. Before she could react, he yanked her off the seat, threw her face down onto the van floor, and drove a knee into her back.
 
Typically, an attacker expects predictable behavior from his victim: she might fight back, or try to flee, or become hysterical. But Taeya did none of those things. She fought the impulse to struggle, and willed herself to go limp.
It confused her assailant. In fact, he raised one of her hands and let it flop back onto the floor. Then with his knee still pinning her down, he said, “Tony. Do you copy?”
“Roger that,” a voice said over some sort of two-way radio.
“I’ve got the key card,” the assailant said. “The black-haired woman brought it right out here for me.”
“The Mexican chick?” the voice asked.
“Affirmative,” the assailant said.
“What about the other targets?”
“Hold your positions. Just make sure they all stay inside the house. I got me a little side project that’ll take a few minutes.”
Taeya heard a chuckle over the radio. “Save some for me.”
“Roger, that. There’s plenty to go around.”
Clicking off the radio, he laid it on top of a box. “Oh, yeah,” he muttered to himself, “Plenty to go around.”
His knee eased off Taeya’s back and slid down so that he was straddling her torso. Her heart raced. Holding her eyes shut, she blew a breath slowly out of her nose to calm herself. She had to concentrate on her options here. But then he shoved both hands under her chest, cupped her breasts and squeezed hard. Taeya couldn’t stop her body from tensing, and that reflex gave her away. Now, it was time to fight.
Grabbing his hands with hers, she bucked and rolled, driving an elbow toward his groin as he tumbled over. She hit thigh muscle instead, but managed to at least leverage herself away from him. Twisting again, she pushed up, and for the split second that he was off-balance, she got to her knees and managed to get one foot on the floor. The gun cabinet was five steps away. Her Beretta was right behind her, in the door pocket beside the seat. But her assailant was blocking that option. It had to be the gun cabinet.
She was nearly to her feet when he leaped onto her and drove her back down. His weight knocked the breath out of her. And this time, she was firmly pinned.
He rested his chin on her shoulder and said, “Latino women are always fighters. I kinda like that.” Then he scooted closer and licked her cheek.
She jerked her head up and banged his face, but it wasn’t much of a blow.
He caught one of her flailing hands, then the other. While holding her wrists with one of his hands, he wrapped a zip tie around and slid it tight. The plastic cut into her skin. She focused on that pain to keep panic from taking over.
The gun cabinet was no longer an option. She had to get out of the van. The ripping of fabric momentarily distracted her. She felt her tee shirt fall open. Her assailant used some of the material to gag her mouth. Then he eased his weight up, tucked a hand into the waistband of her jeans, and jerked her onto her knees. The side of her face scraped across the floor.
Time was running out. She sensed him crouched behind her; heard the clink of his belt buckle. When he reached under her belly to unsnap her jeans, she dropped her bottom to her calves, like the child’s pose in yoga. Then using her thighs to push upward, she rose with a sharp jerk and drove her head back again. This time she felt a crunch.
She didn’t expect to do any real damage, but he did let go of her pants to clutch his nose. She rolled again, and this time she drew her foot back and kicked full force into his crotch.
He tumbled to his side with a groan.
Staggering to her feet, she lurched for the driver’s seat, wriggled past the steering wheel, and plummeted headfirst. Her shoulder slammed into the ground, dead branches scraped skin from her face, but she didn’t have time to deal with the pain. Inside, she could hear her assailant stomp toward the door.
She ran.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
“No, no, no!” Rick yelled. “Now listen again.”
With a spoon in each hand, he tapped out the song’s beat on the drinking glasses in front of him.
Devin shook his head. “That doesn’t sound like anything I’ve ever heard before.”
Throwing the spoons on the table, Rick sighed. “It’s the Suicide Spiders ‘Tits ‘n Tats’.”
“No way!” Devin hooted. “That goes bum-badda-bum-bum—”
“That’s what I was playing!”
Judith patted the table. “Hey, hasn’t Taeya been gone a long time?”
“Jesus,” Devin snickered. “I hope she didn’t fall in.”
Rick tried to remember where she’d gone, but it wasn’t coming to him. “Where is she?”
“You moron,” Judith slurred. “She went to the outhouse.”
“Oh, yeah.” As Rick nodded, his whole body began to weave. He stopped before it got out of control.
Judith sighed. “I guess one of us should go see if she’s passed out.”
“Well, I can’t go,” Rick insisted.
Devin said, “Neither can I.”
“Yeah, swell.” Judith heaved up out of her chair. “I’ll get her back in here, but you two are hauling her ass upstairs.”
Rick heard the van crank in the distance. The nerves in the back of his neck prickled.
“What the hell?” he said. “There’s no way Sanchez can drive.”
He stumbled to his feet. Would she really take off like that without even saying goodbye?
Devin reeled backwards as he stood. “I don’t know how she made it as far as the van.”
“Well, we gotta stop her before she wraps that beast around a tree,” Judith said.
Aiming for the kitchen archway with an outstretched hand, Rick lurched forward. He slapped a hand on the back of a chair to keep from falling. “That is one stubborn woman.”
After successfully maneuvering through the living room, Rick opened the front door. Bullets zip-zip-zipped into the wooden doorframe from somewhere outside. Splinters exploded, jabbing into Rick’s arms and neck. He got one in the face that came close to taking out an eye.
Devin grabbed him by the shirt and hauled him back before slamming the door shut. Then he pushed him upstairs. At the top of the steps, Devin snapped up his rifle. Judith came thundering up behind Rick with her own rifle.
“My gun’s in the van,” Rick hissed at Devin.
“On the nightstand,” Devin whispered before he slipped into the spare bedroom. Judith was already at the window in their bedroom, scanning outside through her scope. Rick found the handgun and took his place at the side window facing the outhouse. He could see the taillights of the van, and heard the whine of tires as they tried to get traction in the wet leaves.
He still wasn’t sober enough to think straight, but he managed to piece things together the best he could. One: someone was stealing the van. Two: someone else was outside the house taking potshots. And three: Sanchez was missing. Shit!
Judith fired off a volley and whoever was outside fired back. Straining to see into the dark, Rick took a couple random shots at nothing. From the bedroom next door, he heard Devin shooting, and got the satisfaction of hearing a guy cry out like he’d been hit.
“Take over,” Judith snapped before she scurried to a window at the back of the house.
The minute Rick took her place, a half dozen bullets whizzed past and ticked into the back wall. He ducked, then fired at where he’d seen the flashes in the trees.
Then the next thing he knew, a giant explosion rocked the house, and a one of the posts supporting the porch roof launched through the floor of the bedroom and crashed into the ceiling. Dust rained down, and smoke from the explosion roiled up through the gaping hole in the floor. Everything seemed to tilt, and Rick found himself sliding toward the hole. As he tumbled, he slapped a hand onto the windowsill and hung on.
A steady barrage of gunfire from Devin peppered the ground outside, and in the pale light of the moon, Rick watched three figures sprint up the trail toward the van.
Dear God in Heaven, Rick thought. Let Sanchez still be in the outhouse.
The van’s engine revved and zoomed up the trail. Rick watched until the headlights disappeared around a bend before he crawled out of the sloping bedroom.
Devin and Judith stood at the top of the stairs looking down. When Rick came up behind them, he saw the flicker of a small fire in the living room and noticed that the bottom few steps had been blown away.
Grabbing a blanket off the bed, Devin gingerly made his way down the unstable staircase. Rick muscled his way past Dev, leaped off the missing steps, and ran out the back door. With his gun still drawn, he sprinted toward the outhouse at the edge of the woods.
He banged on the door, but it swung open easily. Sanchez was not inside.
“Goddammit!” he screamed as he slammed the door.
Guilt pecked at his sodden brain, like somehow this was all his fault, but he couldn’t quite get a grip on why. Maybe because he’d let Sanchez go out alone while he stayed inside and played ‘Name That Riff.’
He walked around the outside of the house, calling Sanchez’ name and getting no reply. When he got to the front, he stopped with a jolt. The porch was gone. And where the front window used to be, he now stared into the living room. Inside, Devin was beating out the last of the flames with a blanket. Random bits of wood and glass clinked to the floor.
When Judith turned up the light on a lantern, a thick haze of dust and smoke hung in what was left of the living room. Her loom lay in pieces, the once-taught strings curled and frayed. Tufts of yarn hung from the rafters.
Rick stepped through the rubble.
“Any sign of Taeya?” Judith asked.
He shook his head. He didn’t want to think about Sanchez in that van with a bunch of barbarians. Why hadn’t he gone with her?
Judith laid a hand on his arm. “Let’s get some more lights and have a look around. Maybe she got caught in the crossfire and she’s injured.”
Nice of her not to suggest that one of them inside might have inadvertently shot and killed his new girlfriend.
While Judith poured kerosene into a second lantern, Devin reloaded the weapons. Then they headed out into the night.
Rick held his lantern up high, while Judith swept hers through the underbrush and weeds. After checking around the house once more, they started up the trail where the van had been parked. With each step, Rick’s heart squeezed tighter. He wasn’t sure what would be worse—finding Sanchez’ body, or not finding anything at all.
A rustle ahead made everyone freeze. Devin aimed at the noise with his rifle while Judith raised her lantern. The brush covering Devin’s pit across the trail was gone. A head slowly appeared. It was Sanchez. Her mouth was gagged. Her arms were tight behind her back.
Clunking down his lantern, Rick tore up the path and jumped into the pit. He landed on something that felt suspiciously like a body.
Judith skidded to a halt at the edge of the pit, the light from her lantern illuminating the dirt grave. Rick saw some guy dressed in cammo, with a tree branch poking out of his neck.
“Give me a knife,” he yelled as he untied the gag. When Devin tossed one down, Rick cut the zip tie, then lifted Sanchez up into Devin’s arms.
The moment Rick crawled out of that pit, he pulled Sanchez to his chest and hugged her.
“Jesus, Sanchez,” he said with a breathy sigh, “you scared the shit out of me.”
Her body trembled and he hugged tighter. Closing his eyes, he gently brushed some dirt from her cheek. He felt her arms slip around his waist, and then she just collapsed.
 
Lowering to his knees, Rick eased Sanchez onto the blanket Devin spread on the ground in front of the demolished house. Judith came running with the medical bag.
Sanchez was still unconscious. She looked so vulnerable, her face smeared with dirt, her wrists raw from the zip tie. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what happened. Rick took a moment to re-snap her jeans.
“We might as well tend to her wrists while she’s out,” Judith said. “Then we can get her cleaned up.”
The first glug of antiseptic on that raw skin brought Sanchez around, but she didn’t fuss or fight. While Judith wrapped clean gauze around the wounds, Rick used a wet cloth to clean Taeya’s face and arms.
Devin brought out a big glass of the miracle carrot juice and made Sanchez drink it all.
When she finished, Rick leaned closer. “Better?”
She gave a little nod, then her eyes got kind of watery as she looked from him to Judith to Devin. Rick didn’t think she was going to cry. She just seemed grateful for their presence. A thin smile started, but then quickly disappeared as she glanced over his shoulder.
“Oh, no!” she cried.
The sky had lightened enough for her to get the full effect of the demolished house.
“Yeah,” Devin said, clicking his tongue. “It looks pretty bad.”
“Did you get a look at those guys?” Rick asked Devin. “How many were there?”
“I guess eight to ten. They were wearing cammo. Probably some kind of militia group.” Devin shrugged. “They had a grenade.”
Rick searched the yard. “I swear you hit at least one of them.”
“Guess they took their casualties with them.”
“Have they ever bothered you before?”
“Nope.”
Dev was being pretty tight-lipped. He’d already figured it out, but he was waiting for Rick to come to grips with the truth. The shitheads had spotted the van somewhere along the way, followed it in to Devin’s, and waited. Hell, they probably peeked in the kitchen window and watched them all get hammered.
Sanchez wrangled to sit up straighter. “They wouldn’t have gotten the van if I hadn’t gone up there with the key.”
Devin laid a hand on her shoulder. “That key, my friend, is the only reason why we’re still alive.”
“How do you figure that?” she asked.
“Well, if that key had been in Rick’s pocket, he’d be dead right now.”
“Because they would have come busting in to get it,” Rick said.
Devin nodded. “That’s what I would have done.”
Rick shook his head. “I never should have come here.”
“Come on buddy,” Devin said. “Shit happens. Get off your ass and let’s assess.”
Rick wavered to his feet. The lighter the day got, the worse the house looked. “We’ve got a helluva lot of work to do here.”
“Yeah.” Devin trudged up to the rubble and kicked at a board with his toe. “We’ll have to get the rest of the porch pulled off. I don’t think we can salvage any of this.”
They discussed how much wood they’d need to close up the hole. Maybe go with a log front to save time and energy. They’d have to find new windows. Devin said there were plenty in the vacant houses in town.
Judith stepped over the debris for another look inside. “Do you think the fireplace is still sound?”
“Hang on a minute.” Sanchez shuffled up next to Judith. “You can’t stay here. This is major structural damage. There’s a huge hole in the ceiling. And look at those stairs. How do you know the explosion didn’t throw the whole house off its foundation?”
“Jesus, Doc!” Rick said. “Could you paint a little brighter picture for us here?”
She massaged her forehead with her fingers. “Sorry.” She shook her hair out of her face, stared at the house and then down at her feet. “I just think you ought to look at this realistically. What if you have to completely rebuild? How long will it take? Will you be able to find the supplies you need?”
Why was she doing this? Rick’s friends were devastated at their loss, and Sanchez was just rubbing it in. Did she think they were idiots?
Sanchez drifted toward Judith. “What I mean is, if you’d rather just make a fresh start, you could come with me to the Biosphere. In fact, after last night, I’m not sure I want to drive all that way alone. I’d sure feel a lot safer with you along.”
Judith cocked her head to the right. Sanchez cocked her head to the left. There was eyebrow twitching. Girl talk. Then Judith propped her hands on her hips and looked at Devin. He shrugged and grinned.
It looked like a powwow between deaf-mutes. Funny how none of them consulted Rick for a wink or a nod.
 
* * *
 
Holly Grove hadn’t been much of a town even on a good day. Now it looked pathetic, and stunk from rotting corpses. Rick counted three stiffs at different stages of decay. Who knew how many more were liquefying inside homes.
A couple of houses had burned to the ground, and the grocery was nothing but a shell like Judith said. The window of a nail salon was smashed; the clothes at the dry cleaners were gone.
“We’re going to need some wheels,” Judith said.
If it was still around, Judith had her heart set on a Ram quad cab that belonged to some local jerk. He’d given her and Dev grief about their mixed race marriage whenever they came to town. They found the turkey rotting in a chair on his front porch, his rifle still in his lap. A new poster boy for the NRA. The quad cab sat in the yard, gleaming in the morning sun.
“Shit,” Judith grumbled. “I hope the keys aren’t in his pocket.”
“That’s what these are for.” Rick snapped the wrist of his glove.
 
* * *
 
Back at the house, Rick heaved a huge Army duffle bag into the back of the truck. Devin decided to make a quick side trip to his marijuana crop for some tops. When Rick volunteered to help, Judith stepped into his path.
“Bullshit,” she snapped. “You two aren’t getting stoned out of your gourds again.” She poked him in the ribs. “You can help haul all the canned goods out of the cellar. Taeya and I are going to pick produce.”
Rick wasn’t getting vibes that Judith was seething about this whole fiasco. In fact, if he had to pinpoint her mood, she seemed stoked about checking out this Biosphere. Last night, she and Sanchez had chattered about the place like Girl Scouts getting ready for camp.
Judith insisted on bringing her huge iron pot and skillet, even though Sanchez was sure the folks at the Biosphere had plenty of cookware.
“Got to have a contingency plan,” Judith said. “I appreciate you including us in your gig, but it sounds too easy. I can’t believe they’ll just let us come in and join the party.” Judith shoved the pot to one side. “So, once we get there, if they don’t have room…well …I guess we’ll push on.”
Sanchez waved away Judith’s fears. “All I know is the last couple times I’ve talked to Mai, it sounded like they were short-handed. The place was built for probably ten to twelve at least. And it didn’t sound like she and her new boyfriend could handle all the work. Who better to step in and help than you and Devin?”
“We’ll have that place humming like a finely tuned machine.” Rick threw that in, just to remind Sanchez he was part of the team, too.
Judith pushed her wooden treasure chest of seeds into his hands and nudged him along. They had the truck packed when Devin came trotting around the back of the house with a bulging canvas bag slung over his shoulder. Surely their special cargo would buy them some favor with the residents at the Biosphere.
After Devin threw the bag into the back seat, he draped his arms on Judith’s shoulders and looked into her eyes. “Got everything?”
She nodded.
“You okay?” he asked.
Wrapping her arms around his waist, she pulled him close for a kiss. “I got you. That’s all I need.”
What Rick wouldn’t give for a woman who felt that way about him.
Their tender moment didn’t last long though. Judith broke away and climbed into the back seat of the truck. She wanted to make tracks.
Devin banged the tailgate shut, then turned for one last look at the house. Rick shuffled up next to him, slipped an arm onto his shoulder.
“Look, man. About this mess—”
“I’m fine,” Devin insisted.
“You’re stoned.”
“Yeah. But I’m still fine.” Devin looped an arm under Rick’s and patted him on the other shoulder. “We’ve been through worse. Every now and then Mother Nature gives us a good swift kick in the nuts to remind us none of this is really ours.”
Rick scoffed. “Maybe I’ll start wearing a cup.”
“That’s a thought.” Devin glanced down and saw his jug of moonshine next to the tire.
He bent to pick it up, but Rick grabbed it first. “Here, let me find a good place for that.” He flung it as far as he could out into the woods.
 
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
Taeya climbed into the back seat with Judith. “This must be very hard for you.”
“Why?” Judith never even turned to take a last look at their place. “You said you jumped around all the time. You know what it’s like to pack up and move on.”
“Yes, but that was tents and jeeps,” Taeya said. “I’ve never gotten attached to my own home.”
Without the first hint of emotion, Judith said, “Neither have I.”
Granted, Taeya had never become attached to a house. But as she’d watched Judith and Rick load belongings into the back of the truck, a revelation struck her. The jerks who stole the van also got her laptop bag, with Randall’s Baume and Mercier wristwatch, a gold locket her mother had given her, and the only pictures she had of her family.
It was small consolation that her abuela’s conch shell that talked to angels was safe in her medical bag. Apart from that, Taeya had nothing to remind her of her loved ones.
Rick poked his head in the front window. “All right, boys and girls, we’ve got at least an eighteen-hour drive ahead of us. I figure we’ll break it into four-hour shifts for now.” He seemed more chipper than he should be—considering. “There’s no way we’re pulling over except to take a piss and siphon gas. Anyone want to drive first?”
When no one answered, Rick hopped into the driver’s seat.
Instead of driving up to Little Rock to pick up Interstate 30, Devin suggested Rick head south on back roads. “We’ll catch the highway in Texarkana.”
As the miles piled up, the guys talked about football, speculating on how many years before the first franchise was back on the field; and how soon colleges would be up and running so they could watch basketball again. Taeya found their optimism interesting, more probability than possibility. They just assumed life would get back on track.
At one point, Rick glanced in the rearview. “Hey, Sanchez. How many shutouts did Donnie LaPeeto pitch the last year they played?”
“Regular season?”
“Yeah.”
“Seven,” she said nonchalantly.
Rick nodded his head at Devin. Taeya bristled. Was he playing some juvenile game of one-upmanship? My girl’s better than yours?
In the middle of nowhere, they drove up on an old farmhouse. A man was stooped over some crop in a field, perhaps chopping at weeds. When he heard the truck approaching, he dropped his hoe and sprinted to the edge of the field where he swept up a rifle. He looked scared as he ran for the house, urging his legs to go faster than they could, and stumbling in his haste.
As Rick drove closer, Taeya spotted a woman in the backyard hanging out her wash. She turned at the sound of the truck and dropped the shirt she was hanging. Snatching up her own rifle, she dashed into the back of house.
“Paranoid, aren’t they?” Rick said.
“Wouldn’t you be?” Devin asked.
The image of that man tearing across the field stayed with Taeya. At first, she’d thought he meant to protect his property. But once she saw the woman, Taeya knew the farmer’s bigger concern was his wife. She thought about how tenderly Rick had treated her after she’d been attacked in the van. Was that the kind of devotion she’d sometimes longed for?
An hour later, the truck was out of farmland and she was enjoying the rolling hills of southwest Arkansas, with nothing but forest in all directions. It was so tranquil, so isolated. No billboards or gas stations, no tire stores or Walmarts. When America was first being settled, it must have looked a lot like this.
Judith scooted up from the back seat and tapped Devin on the shoulder. “I smell smoke.”
“Me too,” Devin said. “I thought maybe a farmer was burning, but I haven’t seen anything.”
It was impossible to see beyond the tall pines that lined the road. But a few miles later, when the truck hit open fields, the sky in the distance held the unmistakable haze of smoke.
“What do you think?” Rick glanced nervously at Devin.
“Keep driving,” Devin replied. “The fire is probably miles away.”
It was miles away, but unfortunately, in their way. After another ten miles, the smoke became so thick it hung in the air like fog.
“This doesn’t look good,” Rick said. “Maybe we should turn back.”
Reaching for the map book, Devin flipped to the page for Arkansas. After studying it for a moment, he said, “There’s a highway fifty-seven coming up. Let’s see if we can get that far. Maybe find out if the fire is north or south of us.”
Rick drove on. But within a few more miles, the smoke was so thick, Taeya’s eyes started burning. She felt the smoke collecting in her lungs, making her choke.
When Rick spotted a road sign that read: “Ouachita 11”, he hit the brakes. “What’s this?”
“Just some country road.” Devin opened his door. “Give me a minute.”
He stepped out, craning his neck to see which direction the clouds were blowing. It was impossible to tell.
Climbing back in, he said, “Take it.”
After a quick skeptical glance, Rick turned south on the winding, narrow road. But instead of escaping the choking smoke, the sky grew darker. Frantically, Taeya dug into her medical supplies for masks, quickly soaked them with a bottle of water, and handed them out. They didn’t do much to filter out the smoke.
Rick sat hunched over the steering wheel, coughing and wiping at tears that streamed from his eyes. The visibility was so bad, he slowed to a crawl. As the truck rolled over an old country bridge, Taeya spotted three deer galloping through the water.
The road took a turn to the left, and suddenly off to Taeya’s right, she spotted a burning line of trees about a hundred yards away. A raccoon dashed in front of the truck and Rick swerved to avoid hitting it.
“Shit, shit, shit!” Rick yelled. “We’re screwed!”
He was right. If they’d been in the van, with its filtered air system and reinforced bulk, they might have had a chance. But in this pickup, they were sitting ducks for the first burning tree that fell in their path. Or on the truck.
For another half a mile, the road headed east before curving south again. Then it hit a dead-end at another country road running east and west. Rick turned back east. But behind them, Taeya heard the rumble of what sounded like a train.
“It’s gaining on us!” Devin yelled over the roar.
A gust of wind came up from behind and the forest on both sides of them burst into an inferno. It was like a giant wave of fire washing over them. Burning leaves and limbs pelted the truck. Taeya swung around to look out the back window. Flaming branches dropped on their supplies. Husks flared on the basket of corn they’d picked that morning. A burning branch landed on one of the duffle bags and the canvas began to smolder.
Taeya jerked back around to the front. The firestorm was actually outrunning them. But it was also pushing the smoke ahead of it. The road cleared enough for Rick to pick up some speed.
He tried to keep at the front line of the fire without driving ahead into the smoke, but the heat quickly became intense. The skin on Taeya’s face grew taut, as if she was standing too close to a campfire.
When they came to another country road, Rick swerved to the right.
“No!” Devin yelled. “This is cutting back west. We’ll hit the fire again.”
“Goddamit!” Rick stripped the gears reversing the engine, then careened back onto the soft shoulder, skidding in the dirt until the front wheels jumped back onto the road east.
The canopy of trees overhead sagged with the fire. Chunks of flaming debris rained down ahead of the truck. The whole top of a pine tree exploded and crashed onto the hood, the burning branches shriveling before their eyes. Rick jerked the steering wheel to the left, and the fireball rolled off.
As the truck zoomed over another small bridge, Taeya wondered if it was time to abandon the truck. Was the water in the stream below deep enough that they could swim to safety? She doubted it. The deer she’d seen at the last creek were splashing through only a foot of water.
Taeya’s head jerked from side to side, watching the horror unfold. Why had she agreed to join Rick in Arkansas? What was it about him that had made her go against her better judgment? If she’d just gotten her own car and headed for Arizona, she’d be there by now.
“Take this road!” Judith screamed.
Grabbing the handgrip above her window, Taeya held on as the truck skidded sideways onto yet another country road. The sign simply had a number and an “S” on it. They were headed south again.
If the smoke overcame Rick first, Devin might be able to take the wheel. But probably not. So the truck would travel out of control until it went down an embankment or hit a tree. Even if Judith and Taeya survived the crash, would the truck still be drivable? How soon would Taeya be overcome by smoke? Hopefully, she’d be unconscious by the time the fire heated the truck’s gas tank and it exploded.
Rick broke through the frontline of the fire again. He was coughing in spasms, along with the others. He would become disoriented soon. Taeya found it nearly impossible to draw a breath. And still the pickup barreled on.
After another mile, the smoke faded from dark gray to a dirty white. A short time later, the heavy fog was back to a haze. The road dipped into a small valley and a town called Buena Vista appeared. Devin croaked out a hoarse cheer at finally finding a road that appeared on his map. He directed Rick west.
 
For the next hour Taeya and the others coughed out smoke. Her hands trembled as she blew soot from her nose. That had been more terrifying than the assailant back at the farm. Of course, the attack had happened so quickly that she hadn’t had much time to react. But the idea of burning to death had made time slow to a crawl.
It wasn’t until they reached Texarkana that Rick pulled over. As soon as he turned off the engine, he leaped out, leaving the truck door open. Devin was right behind. Taeya climbed out with Judith to check their supplies.
Big holes had burned through their duffle bags. The skins on the tomatoes had burst. The basket of corn was literally steaming. Devin came up alongside Judith, snaked an arm around her waist, and nuzzled against her cheek. “Looks like lunch is ready.”
“Yeah,” she said. “Got butter?”
 
* * *
 
The general consensus was that they would stick to the interstates from then on. The possibility of a traffic jam seemed insignificant after the fire. And they could make much better time on wide expanses of paved road.
As Rick zipped along Interstate 30 toward Dallas, Devin scanned the highway.
“This is so weird, not seeing other cars coming or going.”
“I told you, man,” Rick said. “The mass exodus is over. People got to wherever they were going a long time ago. There’s no one left but us stragglers.”
Devin chuckled. “They’re all hunkered down now, waiting for their refrigerator to kick back on.”
“Or in their bomb shelters,” Judith added, “organizing for the revolution.”
Massaging his bald head, Devin said, “I’m just not so sure they’ll stay put.”
“Why not?” Rick asked. “Either they’re in a safe place, or they’re dead.”
“Not necessarily,” Devin said. “I think we’re heading into phase two.” He swiveled in his seat toward Rick, and the two women in the back. “First all the stores are looted, the spoils are stock-piled. And I’m not talking televisions, here. I’m talking necessities. But there’s only so many cans of corn out there. Once the stores and warehouses are emptied, people will start robbing each other. You with me so far?”
“Yeah, yeah, I get it.” Rick propped his arm against the window, his hand twisting at his ponytail.
“Phase two will be all about the hysteria,” Devin continued. “No one knows how long this will last. So how much food is enough? You may have twenty-four cans of tuna. But wouldn’t forty-eight cans be better?”
“So people will venture out to rob their neighbors,” Rick grumbled. “I can just see it in the history books—Starkist Wars.”
A short chuckle escaped from Taeya, but it triggered another coughing jag. Devin raised an eyebrow to see if she was okay. She nodded through teary eyes.
Once she got her breath back, Devin continued. “Some groups will band together. Like us. The whole safety in numbers thing. Sooner or later, the hunter/gatherers will evolve into farmers. That’s what the cavemen did.”
Rick grunted like a caveman before turning to the women. “Me hunt. You gather.”
Judith grunted back, “You moron.”
“So we’ll be back to tribes,” Taeya said.
“But it won’t all be folks like us,” Judith said. “You’ll get the slackers who don’t want to work, and the marauders with their gang mentality, shooting up peaceful settlements. We’ll make all the same mistakes again.”
Rick slapped the steering wheel. “Can’t we just live together in peace and harmony?”
Judith settled back in her seat. “Hasn’t happened yet.”
 
* * *
 
West of Dallas, Judith took over the driving, with Devin riding shotgun. Taeya had just dozed off when she heard Devin tell Judith to slow down.
Glancing over, Taeya saw Rick peering out of his side window. “Is that what I think it is?”
She had to unbuckle her seatbelt to see over his head. Off to the right, beyond the highway fence, was a gas station with some kind of truck parked in the middle of the lot. A black hose ran from the truck into the pavement. Two motorcycles were parked near the truck.
She studied the small tanker. It didn’t really look like the trucks used to deliver propane gas, although it was about the same size. The tank on the back was green and opaque.
“That’s a friggin’ septic truck,” Rick said. “You know, like they use to suck the shit out of your backyard.”
After stopping, Judith leaned over to get a look out of Devin’s window. “He’s sucking gas out of the underground storage tank.”
Taeya wasn’t sure who they were talking about because no one was in sight. But suddenly a man with a bright red mohawk flew out from behind the truck as though he’d been punched. Two men charged after him, both swinging fists. When the red-haired man fell to the ground, one of the men drove a knee into his chest, pinning him down. He tried to get something out of the red-haired man’s hand, while the other thug kicked his head.
The poor guy managed to roll onto his stomach, tucking his hands underneath to protect whatever the men wanted. Was it the keys to the truck?
His position left him defenseless; the men punched and kicked him mercilessly.
“Now that’s not right,” Devin said. Opening his door, he swung out of his seat and into the back of the truck in one fluid motion. Judith handed up his rifle without being asked.
Taeya heard the gunshot and saw the front tire on one of the motorcycles exploded, knocking the bike to the ground.
“Nice shot,” Rick said.
The attackers stopped in mid-kick and swung around in all directions, looking to see where the shot had come from. Devin fired again, and the bullet snicked into the pavement right at one of the men’s feet.
Rick opened his back door and leaned out, brandishing his handgun. Standing at the driver’s door, Judith propped her rifle on the roof and sighted through her scope.
The two men glanced briefly at each other, weighing their chances in a gunfight, then scrambled for the remaining motorcycle. They drove off, away from the interstate.
“Let’s check it out,” Devin said when he climbed back into the cab.
After driving off the exit ramp, Judith swung the truck into the gas station. When she got closer to the red-haired man, she stopped again. He was still on his stomach, but he’d raised his head to watch them approach. Probably fearing another attack.
His hair wasn’t cut in a Mohawk as Taeya had thought. It was like a topknot on a bird. The rest of his head was shaved. He had a chin beard like a billy goat, also flaming red. Blood trickled down between his eyes.
“If you’re going to travel alone,” Devin called, “you really need to carry a gun.”
Pushing up with his arms, the man staggered to his feet. He tried to discreetly slip his keys into his pocket. “I’ve got one in the truck, but I’m out of ammo.”
“Bummer,” Devin said.
Squinting one eye shut, the man studied their group before breaking into a smile. “Yeah.” His two front teeth were gold.
“I like your fuel truck,” Devin said. “You willing to barter?”
The man took a swipe at the blood on his face with the heel of his hand. “What you got?”
Devin puffed out his lower lip like he had several options. Then he said, “I got some weed that’ll knock you on your ass.”
Men. Just like that, they were best buddies. Devin reached into the back for his athletic bag of pot while Rick scrambled out of the backseat. He had to get a closer look at the tanker.
Taeya thought about insisting on masks and gloves, but after counting all the spikes in the man’s eyebrows and the studs on his lips, she decided the potential for infection must have been astronomical during the worst of the pandemic. If he’d survived that last wave, he must be healthy. She cringed at the huge gauges in his earlobes. He couldn’t have been more than twenty years old. What other parts of his body had he mutilated?
The man introduced himself as Eric, and after the usual knuckle bumps, he answered Rick’s questions about where he’d found the truck, how long it had taken to get the crap cleaned out of the tank, and how much fuel he was getting from the underground storage units.
Grabbing her medical bag, Taeya got out of the truck. As she approached Eric, he gave her the standard once-over, lingering too long on her breasts. Judith hopped out and slung her rifle over her shoulder. As she sauntered up to Eric, he gave her the same ogle.
“You like what you see?” she taunted, her arms spread wide.
“I sure do,” he drawled.
Stepping up closer, she said in a husky whisper, “You take one more look, and I’ll blow your nuts off.”
Rick and Devin giggled like teenagers, then Rick slapped Eric on the back. “At least she’ll leave your dick intact.”
The blood drained from Eric’s face, making his freckles stand out even more, as well as the piercings. And it also emphasized the blood that was still drizzling down his face.
“Would you like me to take a look at that?” Taeya held up her medical bag.
Judith parked the truck under the gas station awning, out of the sun. Then the guys perched on the sides of the truck bed. Eric couldn’t get over the zipper bag full of marijuana tops. Taeya decided it was a good thing he didn’t have any ammunition. He might be tempted to try and steal the bag. And she would hate for the boy to die so young. While she tended to the gash on Eric’s head, the guys got high.
Once she closed the cut with a butterfly bandage and put away her supplies, Eric vaulted over the side of the truck and opened a side compartment on his tanker. Taeya stared at the rows of canned goods, jars, and boxes. He made his selections, then hopped back into the truck. Using a pocketknife, he cut open a can of chicken and passed it around with a bag of pita chips. Taeya was amazed that they weren’t stale.
The conversation turned to destinations, so Rick told Eric about the Biosphere. Taeya expected Eric to try and weasel an invitation, but he was all gung-ho about heading to California. He wanted to stake a claim in the San Joaquin Valley before all the prime acreage was gone. It sounded like the old gold rush days.
After a while, Judith decided the siesta was over. The men insisted they wanted to stay in touch, so Taeya gave Eric her shortwave call letters. Not that she ever expected to hear from him again, but it had been an uplifting experience to meet up with a fellow survivor. To feel like they were part of a new movement in the country.
 
* * *
 
It was dark when they got to Tucson. Taeya was exhausted. She checked her watch—five a.m. She’d slept off and on, but didn’t feel rested. Rick was driving again. She’d taken her turn in El Paso. There was a moment of exhilarating activity when they found a storeroom in a small cantina jammed with masa flour, dried beans, jugs of honey, and jars of salsa.
Judith discovered a cache of canned tamales, and as Taeya drove through New Mexico, Rick had sat up front and fed her bites of the cold but tasty treats.
North of Tucson, Taeya directed Rick to Highway 77, but it was useless looking for the Biosphere in the dark. All the map showed was a red dot in the middle of the desert. With a groan, Rick pulled off the road, and locked his door. She’d been struggling to stay awake to keep him company, but the moment she heard the lock click, Taeya closed her eyes—her fingers securely wrapped around the Beretta on her lap.
 
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
The early morning sun was already heating up the truck’s cab when Taeya snapped awake. She glanced over at Rick. His mouth lolled open, though he wasn’t snoring. She swung around to see if Devin and Judith were still asleep, but the back seat was empty. Her gasp woke Rick with a groggy, “Wha-a-a?”
That’s when she noticed Judith and Devin quietly talking outside by the tailgate. Were they changing their minds about the Biosphere? If so, what would Rick do?
He squinted at his watched, then banged his head against the headrest. Three hours sleep. He rubbed his eyes, and when he spotted his friends in his mirror, he rolled out of the cab. Taeya got out on her side and joined them in the already oppressive heat.
Judith passed her a jar of spiced apples. Digging a slice out, Taeya slurped it down.
“So, what’s the plan?” she asked.
“We find the Emerald City,” Judith said.
Rick handed her a box of Froot Loops. She crunched on the stale cereal and washed it down with water.
As Devin drove along the desolate two-lane road, the others scanned the wasteland for any sign of the Biosphere. There was nothing to see in any direction but small scrub and cacti. No roads, no buildings, no fences, no nothing.
“We’ve gone too far,” Rick said, looking up from the map book. “Turn around.”
“We already turned around.”
“Well, do it again.”
“No wonder they stayed locked up inside for so long,” Judith said without taking her eyes off the barren landscape. “If they ever went out for burgers, they’d never find their way back.”
“Hang on.” Devin took his foot off the gas. “What’s that?”
“Looks like a wash,” Rick said. “It must have rained recently.”
Devin stopped and the guys got out. Taeya opened her door to catch any available breeze.
“No tire tracks,” she heard Rick say.
“That doesn’t mean anything.” Devin squatted down. “It definitely looks worn here. Let’s try it.”
They must have gone a mile when Rick and Devin started arguing about whether the road veered to the left or went straight.
“Okay, just stop,” Judith ordered. She got out and trudged up a small rise, with Rick and Devin right behind. With a sigh, Taeya got out. How had Mai ever found this place?
Up ahead, Rick groaned. “What the hell is that?”
Taeya trotted up to see. A small town sat in the middle of the desert like someone had photo-shopped it into the scenery. “Maybe that’s the town of Oracle?”
“Not according to the map.”
“There’s a couple of cars down there,” Devin said. “Let’s check it out.”
As they drove closer, Taeya studied the town over Rick’s shoulder. “It looks more like a shopping center.”
He angled his head close to hers. “Why would they put a shopping center out in the middle of nowhere?”
“And why are there cars here?” she asked.
“A summer madness sale?”
They all grabbed guns and climbed out. Devin took the lead, his gun aimed at the closest car. “Empty,” he said when he drew alongside.
The car in front was empty, too.
Taeya whispered to Rick. “Maybe one is Mai’s. She drove here from Chicago.”
Like a member of a SWAT team, Devin crept toward the buildings, his rifle sweeping from side to side. Judith brought up the rear, walking backwards, checking roofs.
It could hardly be called a shopping center. But in its heyday years ago, the Biosphere must have attracted enough tourists to support a small café, a couple souvenir shops, the obligatory fudge and candy store, and a Starbucks.
“We’ve got to be close.” Taeya pointed to a window display with a faded beach towel featuring a picture of the structure. She wiped the grime from a window to get a better look.
The illustration on the towel showed the Biosphere in sections, like Quonset huts; three white humps in front with three taller greenhouse humps behind. A giant glass pyramid to the front and left dwarfed the Quonset sections.
“Why did I think it looked like a giant glass igloo?” Rick asked.
The shops had been looted. One door hung open at an angle. Glass from another shimmered on the pavement. A tangle of clothes lay on the floor. Sand had blown in, covering other scattered merchandise.
At the end of the shopping area, Taeya spotted two motorcycles. Devin motioned for Rick to check it out while he covered him with his gun.
They were both touring bikes, with the wide windshields and black saddlebags. Unbuckling a strap, Rick poked around inside, found a couple shirt, with a bottle of Captain Morgan wedged in between.
“Rum.” He held it up for their inspection. “Not my first choice, but then beggars can’t be choosers.”
When he didn’t find anything else of value, he climbed onto the first bike, raised up and jumped down on the starter pedal. The first time, it didn’t crank, but the next time, the bike roared to life.
“That ought to get someone’s attention,” Rick said. He left it running, but climbed off and crunched through broken glass in front of the snack bar. He waited just inside the door. Judith picked a spot across the plaza, and hunkered down at the corner of the gift shop. Taeya darted into the souvenir store with Devin.
They all expected someone to come running when they heard the motorcycle, but five minutes later, they were still waiting.
“What do you think?” Devin asked Taeya.
Taeya shook her head. “I don’t have a clue.”
Leaving Devin at his post, she wandered through the store to a rack of shorts and tank tops. That wasn’t a bad idea. Her duffle bag had been stolen with the van so she had no clothes. She held a pair of khakis up to her waist. She’d selected a couple tank tops as well when Rick stomped into the store.
“Judith’s over there shopping,” he snarled at Devin.
Devin jerked his head back toward Taeya. Busted, with an armload of clothes.
“Oh, for the love of God,” Rick snapped. “Come on, man.”
He and Devin stormed off. The rumble from the motorcycle stopped.
Out on the plaza, Taeya and Judith compared their finds. Halter tops, sun visors, shorts with lots of pockets.
“Where did the guys go?” Taeya asked.
“Let me guess.” Judith nodded at the Starbuck’s across the way.
When Taeya walked in, Rick was nowhere in sight, but Devin was leaning over the coffee counter, and she could hear Rick moaning. She and Judith dashed to the bar.
There sat Rick, cross-legged on the floor, with a pile of foil-wrapped pouches raked into his lap. He held one of the coffee bags to his cheek as he faked a dramatic sob.
After he’d stuffed every bag into his pockets, and Taeya’s, the four strolled toward a plaza at the end of the stores. A few pitiful trees struggled to survive without a groundskeeper. Through the branches, Taeya caught a glimpse of glass.
She and Rick were already tearing down the sidewalk when Devin yelled at them to stop. “You two knuckleheads just tripped a sensor.” He pointed at a blinking light at the edge of the sidewalk. “I would suggest we proceed with caution.”
Like naughty children, Rick and Taeya crowded behind Devin as he led the way. They bumped to a stop when the whole structure came into view.
Taeya was awestruck by the size of the glass pyramid. Inside, tropical plants, tall trees, and vines jammed their leaves against the glass as though trying to push their way out.
“Oh, Mama.” Devin wrapped an arm around Judith’s neck and pulled her close. “I’ve got to admit I had my doubts, but this is unbelievable.”
The huge front pyramid was linked to a smaller pyramid farther back by a long glass-covered enclosure about a hundred yards long. To the right of the pyramids, the three white domes that looked like Quonset huts sprawled, with a tower rising out of the middle section like a giant white mushroom. The larger semicircular greenhouses loomed behind the white sections, just like in the photographs at the visitors’ center. In front of the structure was an area the size of a soccer field, now under a couple inches of water. So it had rained recently. Taeya’s euphoria over the mammoth structure was cut short by the unmistakable odor of carrion.
She spotted the first body—face down, arms sprawled—about fifty yards out from the closest white Quonset. From the cloud of flies, she’d guess he’d been dead a while. To the right, another corpse. And on the far side of the building, what looked like skeletal remains. In this heat, and with the help of buzzards, a body would decompose quickly.
Taeya pulled a surgical mask out of her back pocket and tied it on.
Rick stifled a grin. “What? No gloves?”
She dug into her front pocket and pulled out a pair.
“Okay, nobody moves,” Devin barked. His thumb rubbed up and down the barrel of his rifle as he studied the scene through his scope.
Judith’s rifle turned with her as she scanned the area. “Got a dead deer at one o’clock. Another carcass at four o’clock, maybe a rabbit?”
Devin nodded. “Give me one of those hangers.”
Unclipping a pair of shorts, Judith handed him the piece of plastic. When he tossed it toward the building, the hanger burst into flames, the metal clips sparking.
“Holy shit!” Rick jumped back, knocking into Taeya.
“What was that?” she asked.
Devin snapped his fingers for another hanger. “Keep your eyes on that little box over the front hatch.” He tossed the plastic and a bolt of light flashed from the box. The hanger disintegrated. “That’s a laser sensor.”
Squatting on his haunches, Devin pondered the situation. “I wonder if they can hear when the lasers fire?”
“They must know we’re here from the sensor those two tripped back at the shopping center.” Judith turned to Taeya. “Do you think your friend will recognize you out here?”
Taeya hesitated a moment. “I hope so.” She pulled the mask off just in case.
Moments later, the small hatch door in front of the Biosphere swung open. Mai came tumbling out, dressed in a dark blue jumpsuit.
“Mai!” Taeya ran to her friend and they flung their arms around each other in an awkward embrace. Taeya was close to a foot taller. She wrapped her arms around Mai’s neck and Mai clung to Taeya’s waist.
“I can’t believe you came,” Mai squealed.
Taeya pushed her friend out to arm’s length. “You look great!” The ill-fitting jumpsuit was tight around Mai’s waist and thighs, the pant legs rolled up several times. But Taeya thought she looked thinner.
It took a moment for the odor of death to catch up with Mai, but when it did, she squinched her face. “Oh, my God.” She fanned at the smell with her hand. “Let’s get inside.”
Tightening her hand gently around Mai’s arm, Taeya stopped her. “All four of us?”
“Sure!” Mai smiled briefly at Devin and Judith before giving Rick a more thorough inspection. Then she winked at Taeya. “You’re all more than welcome.”
Everyone packed into a small antechamber as Mai chattered non-stop about how great the Biosphere was, and no one was going to believe how many different foods they were growing. Devin barely had the outer door shut when a vacuum sucked out the air, and the inner door sprang open.
Taeya found herself face to face with a man sporting a manicured goatee and equally well-groomed black hair combed straight back. “Greetings!” he said.
“Michael!” Mai pushed her way out of the small airlock. “This is my friend, Taeya Sanchez.” She nudged Taeya in Michael’s direction. He shook her hand, dazzling her with a perfect-teeth smile.
He was dashing in his crisp blue jumpsuit with a stitched Bio2 logo. And it looked tailor-made to his frame, not like the suit Mai wore.
His voice carried a warmth that shone in his eyes as well. “How good to meet you. I’ve heard so many wonderful things about you from Mai.” He didn’t really pump her hand in a shake, he just held it. “She certainly was taken by surprise when she saw your little band of nomads out front.”
“Sorry to barge in like this.” Taeya pulled her hand away, embarrassed that she was gawking at Mai’s boyfriend. She tipped her head to include the others. “We took a chance that you could use some extra hands.”
“Farming hands.” Devin reached out to shake. “Devin Barnes. This is Judith Goldman. We’ve been living off the land in Arkansas for the past five years. We can grow food, weave clothes, build furniture.” He leaned in for a stage whisper. “I can even brew moonshine.”
Behind him, Rick snorted.
“Well, now, that’s impressive.” Michael glanced at the Devin’s rifle. “And I see you’re handy with a gun. What is that?”
“An M-4. U.S. military.”
“I used to have a Cooper with some sweet glass. A Swarovski scope.”
Devin nodded. “What did you hunt?”
“Mostly deer and elk,” Michael said. “Couldn’t bring the gun with me, of course. A stray bullet in here would be disastrous.”
“Definitely.” Devin popped the clip out of his M-4 and stuck it in his pocket.
Judith popped the clip out of her own rifle.
Michael smiled and took Judith’s hand to shake. “Pleased to meet you, Judith.”
He quickly yanked his hand away, as if Judith had squeezed too hard.
“Just wanted you to know that we’re not a bunch of freeloaders,” Devin said. “Well, except for Rick here.”
Rick gave Michael’s arm a couple vigorous pumps. “Don’t listen to a word this man says. I’ll do anything you need me to do.”
Slipping his hands into his pockets, Michael rocked back on his heels. “I appreciate that. We’ve fallen on hard times here. Our agricultural specialist ran off with our chief medical officer a few months ago, and we’ve been doing the best we can since.”
Mai snuggled an arm around Michael’s waist. “That’s how I found out about this place. He was looking for a doctor, and I was the next best thing.”
“Come on upstairs.” Michael swept his arm toward a dramatic curving staircase. “We were just having breakfast. Have you eaten?”
“Oh, yes, don’t worry about us,” Judith said.
Rick’s eyebrows shot up. Taeya knew the jar of spiced apples and stale cereal they’d shared earlier hardly constituted a meal for a big guy like him.
“Well, you must come and meet the rest of the crew.” Michael took a step toward the stairway, but Taeya and the others gravitated to the glass double doors across from the landing. Through the doors, they could see the mainframe of the huge greenhouse and the vast garden. It didn’t exactly look like the lush farm Taeya saw in the pictures back at the shopping center.
“I promise to take you all on a tour of the facility just as soon as we’ve eaten.” Michael stood at the landing and waited. After another long look, they grudgingly followed him upstairs.
Rick punched Devin on the arm as they lagged behind. “Thanks, pal.”
“What did I do?”
“We weave our own clothes,” Rick mocked, “grow our own food.”
Devin chuckled. “We do.”
“Yeah, well you could have at least let me carry the pot. Now I look like a loser.”
Judith held onto the railing and leaned back. “You are a loser.”
 
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
At the top of the stairs, Rick got another glimpse of the three humps of the greenhouse through a second set of glass double doors. But they were up too high to see the garden. Michael turned to his left and led them along a short corridor with two numbered doors on the right.
“Here are two of our apartments. The rest are back the other way.” He knocked on the only door to his left. “Sickbay, good doctor. We’ll get back here eventually. But right now, I’m sure the others are dying to see who’s here.”
Michael trotted down three steps.
“Okay, you can relax,” he said as he strutted to the head of a long table. “We have some wonderful new guests.” With a wave of his hand, he coaxed the newcomers into the dining room. The only other people seated at the big table were some old dude with a shaggy beard and a haggard woman who could have been forty years old, or sixty-five. Neither of them felt the need to wear the dorky jumpsuits Michael and Mai wore.
“Come and sit down,” Mai said. “Surely you could eat a banana.” She picked up a bunch from the middle of the table and broke one off for each of them. Rick unzipped the peel and shoved half the banana into his mouth. He glared at Judith but she wasn’t paying attention.
Michael sat in the head chair and scooped up a big bite of something beige and gooey. “Please excuse Mai and me while we finish. Meals have been rather sparse lately.” He waved a spoon like a king urging a jester to perform. “Why doesn’t everyone introduce themselves?”
Taking a seat, Rick gave the woman across from him a perky smile, but she wasn’t interested. Her frizzled hair hung over sunken eyes. She wrapped her hand around her bowl, as if Rick might try to take it from her. It was empty.
The man beside Rick sipped from a cup, his little finger poked in the air. He was Jerry Garcia at finishing school, with shaggy gray hair and a full beard sprouting from his fat cheeks.
Mai reached over and laid her hand on top of Sanchez’. “Since Taeya is my very dear friend, let’s start with her.”
“Well, I’m Taeya Sanchez, and I’m a doctor. My specialty was epidemiology, but I’m pretty good at diagnosing illnesses and stitching people up.”
Rick sniggered. “Oh, she loves those needles.”
The old man chinked his cup down on his saucer. “Epidemiologist? Then perhaps you can enlighten us on the progress of this pandemic.”
“That’s John Parker,” Mai threw in. “He’s been here a couple years.”
“Hi, John.” Sanchez gave a little finger wave before she plunged into another rendition of As the World Ends.
“As far as the influenza virus, I’d say that last wave a month ago was probably the end of it. The problem is we’ve discovered some new viruses. We were unable to determine if they were mutations of the flu virus, or if they were intentionally developed and released in the U.S.”
“Do you have any estimates on how many survivors are still out there?” John asked.
Taeya shook her head. “I wish I could answer that. But with no organized communication, we just don’t know. We were keeping data for a while, but—” she shrugged.
“Do you have any idea how this all happened in the first place?”
“We have a pretty good idea. I saw some video from a surveillance camera at Penn Station in Manhattan. A woman wandered through the rotunda, stopping now and then to spray what looked like a bottle of cologne. On closer examination, we noticed that the sprayer was aimed away from her. In the course of an hour, she went down to each platform.
“At five o’clock in the afternoon, thousands of people pass through Penn Station, coming and going anywhere from JFK International Airport to upstate New York.”
For the first time, the haggard woman spoke. “So the woman wanted to smell good.”
Mai introduced her as Carol. No last name.
Taeya leaned on her elbows. “We think the sprayer contained the virus. And I’ve seen similar surveillance videos from Heathrow in London, LAX in Los Angeles. We believe twelve cities were targeted. Once the virus was in the air, everyone inhaled the organism and carried it with them. Since it usually takes seventy-two hours for the virus to incubate before symptoms occur, all of those people had five or six days to keep spreading the virus before they became ill.
“Then for the next twenty-four hours, symptoms manifested themselves, but no one understood how many were ill until hospitals were deluged with sick patients.”
Steepling his fingers, John did a mental calculation. “So every hour, the number of victims grew exponentially.”
“Exactly,” the Doc said.
“Hang on now,” Carol butted in again. “Why would those women spray germs in the air, knowing they’d die, too?”
Rick jumped in. “Do you remember years ago when a bunch of Muslim extremists flew suicide airplanes into the World Trade Towers?”
Carol aimed a bony finger at Sanchez. “She said this flu was all over the world. Was the whole country of Korea willing to die?”
“Good point,” Sanchez said, “but if the North Koreans could develop a deadly influenza strain, they certainly could develop the vaccine to protect themselves.”
“So we don’t even know who is still out there,” John said.
Sanchez blew out a soft sigh. “Sorry. All we know is that there are indeed pockets of survivors just like us. And in time, we’ll get back on our feet, and life will go on.”
“Tell ’em about the last wave,” Rick prodded.
“Oh, come on,” she moaned.
Okay, he’d tell them. “There were all these corpses lying around waiting to be picked up for disposal. But some greedy bastards wanted to get busy looting so they just shoved the stiffs aside. Or they stole their watches, necklaces, diamond rings. They didn’t realize that the flu was still feeding off dead bodies. So, some of those fools got sick and died, too.”
Rick eased back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head.
“Are you done now?” Sanchez asked.
“I believe I’ve sufficiently grossed everyone out—yes.”
“Then can we move on?” Judith asked.
He waved a hand. “Be my guest.”
Before introducing herself, Judith glared at Rick. Probably pissed she didn’t have a topper for his story. She rattled off some quick facts about being born on a kibbutz in Israel, and how she had served in the Israeli Defense Force as a captain.
“Devin and I know a lot about farming,” she said. “We lived in a commune for a while, so we’ve got a good background for this kind of socialist environment.”
“We’re not socialists!” Carol barked.
“I think what she means, Carol,” Michael said softly, “is that we don’t own private property. We all share the duties here, and we all get paid with food for our work.”
“Oh.” Carol went back to eating her second banana.
“I’m Devin and I’m with her.” He pointed to Judith. “Not much more I can tell you.”
Rick shoved the rest of his banana in his mouth and reached for another. “I don’t have any kind of specialty, like strangling a man with his own shoelace, but you show me what you want done and I’ll do it.”
John chuckled and gave Rick a little slap on the back. “That’s the spirit.”
He made eye contact with each of them as he spoke. “Like Mai said, I’m John Parker. I came here almost three years ago as a consultant. My company designed most of the equipment here, and I was needed for a little fine-tuning. I’ve been here ever since.”
Carol was next, but she didn’t look too eager to join in. “I work in the garden, I cook, and I clean.” She glanced at Michael. “I don’t know anything about socialist communes, but I do know we barely got enough food to feed the bunch we got.” Then she turned to Judith. “I hope you got some fancy tricks up your sleeves. We’re gonna need ’em.”
Michael flopped back in his chair. “Why, thank you Carol, for making our guests feel right at home.”
Judith came to her defense. “She’s right. You’ve got four more mouths to feed, and I think the sooner we start earning our keep, the better.” She pushed her chair out and stood up.
“Absolutely right,” Michael agreed. “How about if I give you the nickel tour?”
 
Michael swung open the double doors with a flourish and said, “Ladies and gentlemen. Biosphere Two.”
Rick and the others pushed and shoved to get out onto a catwalk that overlooked the farm. Sunlight streamed through the glass arches above, beating down on a garden as wide as a soccer field, but longer. Set up in a grid, each section had its own crop, with narrow aisles separating each bed. A wider main aisle cut through the middle lengthwise.
Sucking in a lungful of the moist air, Rick blew out a sigh. “This is incredible.”
Judith and Devin immediately ditched the tour. Rick followed as his friends thundered down the metal stairs to the garden below. At the first plot, Judith came to a screeching halt. The broccoli had gone to seed before it was ever picked. In the next bed, there were barely any leaves on the plants. Two plots down, the entire bed lay empty.
From the balcony, Michael clapped his hands to get their attention. “You are standing in what was originally called the Intensive Agriculture Biome. We just call it the farm. On approximately one acre, we grow everything we need, plus food for our animals.”
He sounded like a tour bus driver talking to senior citizens as he led Sanchez and Mai down the stairs. Rick had a bad feeling that they were going to get more than the nickel tour. Michael even recited the number of pounds of food per person per year that could be produced.
Judith whispered to Devin. “What bullshit. They aren’t getting close to that yield.”
When she squatted to pluck a potato bug off a vine, Michael hesitated. He watched the insect squirm between her fingers.
“How many of those pounds per person do you suppose these little fuckers consume?” She squeezed until the bug popped.
Michael flinched. “We’ve been doing the best we can. Naturally, any pesticides we use must be organic. Sometimes those ‘little fuckers’ get the upper hand.”
“Not with me around, they won’t.” Judith wiped the bug on her pant leg. When she caught the scowl on Devin’s face, she gave Michael a thin smile. Geez, she was going to get them thrown out before Rick even had a chance to use the bathroom.
As the group filed along the main aisle, Michael rattled off a few factoids about the Biosphere. “There are approximately twenty-five hundred electronic sensors throughout, to monitor our air and water. We can make it rain wherever and whenever we want.”
“Too bad it didn’t rain on these,” Judith mumbled as she passed a bed of wilted plants.
At the far end of the garden, Sanchez spotted a small grove of trees and made a beeline for a big, juicy orange dangling from a branch.
She batted her eyes at Michael. “May I?”
Michael nodded. She ripped open that sucker, and dug her top teeth into the fruit.
As she slurped, Rick snorted. “You act like you haven’t eaten a fresh orange in months.”
She gave him a big grin, the bits of pulp clinging between her teeth. “Try one.”
“I think I’ll wait until I have a knife.” He caught a drip of juice clinging to her chin. “Not that it doesn’t look delicious on you.”
Dropping the rinds, she yanked at Rick’s tee shirt like it was a paper towel dispenser in a public toilet and wiped her face on it.
“Hey!”
Michael linked an arm through Sanchez’ and tried to snag Judith. It didn’t work. “I can’t wait to show you the banana trees in the rain forest.”
As he ushered the women toward another set of doors, he rambled on. “The wilderness biomes must be closed off from the greenhouse to keep the proper humidity. We have four tropical biomes here, the rainforest, the savannah, an ocean, and a marsh.”
The double doors closed, cutting off the rest of Michael’s lecture. Devin trotted after them. When he pulled open the door, he asked Mai, “Do I see wheat?”
“Yes!” Her stubby little legs churned like Fred Flintstone’s as she trundled into the so-called wilderness biome. “This is the savannah. We grow wheat for flour and cereal.”
Rick got his first look at the enormous glass pyramid they had seen outside. It must have been ten stories high, and jammed to the top with plants.
“I think there’s acacia trees,” Mai said. “But I’m not sure what for. We should catch up with Michael. He knows all about the ecosystems.”
“Just for fun,” Rick ducked his head closer to Mai’s, “let’s pretend I don’t know the first thing about biomes and ecosystems, and you just tell me what all this is.”
She laughed, her slanty eyes squinting shut. “Basically, we need the rainforest because plants breathe in carbon dioxide and breathe out oxygen. We need the marshes and the ocean because they have lots of water to keep it humid. And that keeps the rainforest happy. Plus all that humidity condenses on the glass overhead and runs down into some trays that eventually funnel all the water to a tank in the basement. That’s the water we drink.”
Now things were starting to make sense to Rick.
Devin nodded to a drop-off ahead. “It looks like part of your savannah fell off.”
“Oh, this is fabulous.” Mai snatched their hands and dragged them to the edge of a sheer-faced cliff. They looked down at a small ocean, about the size of a municipal swimming pool, with waves that broke on a sandy beach to the left. Rick could see fish cruising a small reef.
Mai tried to remember how many gallons of water were in the ocean, but Devin assured her they would never need to know that.
Down at the beach, Rick saw Sanchez kick off her shoes and wade into the water. When Michael turned to suggest Judith take off her boots, she waved him off before disappearing into the thick stand of banana trees. No doubt she was searching for food sources in the jungle like the guy on that survivor TV show. Hopefully, not giant hissing cockroaches.
Rick trotted down the long stone staircase that led to the beach, kicking off his shoes as soon as he hit the sand. “Can we swim in here?”
“Oh, we do more than swim,” Michael said. “There’s so much plant life it’s sometimes necessary to strap on an air tank to weed the reef. Although, since our ag specialist Charlotte left, it has been neglected as well.”
So far, it sounded like Charlotte had done most of the work around here. What did Commander Michael and the rest of the citizens do all day? This thought was overridden by more pleasant images. Like taking a moonlight swim with the lovely Doctor Sanchez.
“Fantastic!” Devin said. “I’ll take over tending the reef.”
A relieved smile lit Michael’s face.
“Originally, the designers included a fog desert, like the Baja.” Michael reverted to his tour speech. “But it was just too damp in here. The last time the Biosphere changed hands, the owners ripped up that lower pyramid and reconfigured it for rice. Did you see the paddy?”
Rick nodded. “Mai was just telling us how she’s been working her ass off getting the crop ready for harvest.”
Michael smiled and gave Mai’s butt a little pat. “Well, maybe not quite off.”
Mai playfully slapped his hand away, but the smile on her face looked forced.
 
* * *
 
Judith walked between Rick and Devin, their legs swishing against the wheat in the savannah. Sanchez hung back with Michael and Mai.
“Jesus!” Judith scratched her head with both hands. “I was afraid he was going to tell me how many light bulbs they used annually. All I want to do is get busy on that garden.”
Rick shivered. “Did you see what they were eating for breakfast? God, we fed our terminal patients better than that.”
“Hey, that may be all there is for a while,” Devin said. “We haven’t seen their larder, but if they’re living off what they produce, they must be starving.”
Catching up, Michael insisted they check out the animal bay, but instead of letting him turn it into another production, Judith whittled it down to a quick glimpse at the two pens.
The goats looked like midgets; at first Rick thought the nanny was a baby until he saw the kids. They weren’t much bigger than cats. The chickens were nothing but bones and feathers, but Judith assured everyone that they would soon have milk and eggs.
Michael threw his head back and crowed. “You’re the answer to our prayers. What other talents do you possess?”
“Well, let’s see.” Judith propped her hands on her hips. “I can weave cloth on a loom, and I can break a man’s neck with one arm.”
“Whoa!” Michael held his hands out in front. “That sounds pretty intimidating.”
Judith gave him a more genuine smile. “Good.”
Michael seemed to find her insinuation entertaining. He was about to grope her again when she turned away.
“If this concludes the tour,” she said, “perhaps we can put in a few hours on the garden?”
 
* * *
 
Carol was already on her hands and knees, weeding one of the plots.
“So, who’s in charge here?” Judith asked Michael. “I mean, since your ag specialist left?”
He gave her a politician’s smile. “I’d say you are.”
Carol’s head bobbed up, her face pinched.
“You got a problem with that?” Michael propped his fists on his waist. “Do you think maybe we should check out her credentials more thoroughly before we let her get started?”
Carol shot him the bird then went back to weeding. Turning on a heel, Michael stomped to the double doors and went back inside the living quarters.
Judith hesitated for a moment, thinking he was coming right back. He wasn’t.
“Okay.” She gave Carol a tight smile which she ignored. “Why don’t we all head over to the first bed. I’ll tell you what needs to be done, and one of you can do it.”
Brushing the dirt off her knees, Carol grudgingly joined the others.
At the first plot, Judith squatted and grabbed a handful of leaves. “These are beets, but the tops are too thick. The plant is spending too much energy on the leaves, and not on the root, the beet. So, you’re going to nip off some of the older leaves, and then pinch out this cluster of young leaves in the middle. Got it?”
Rick didn’t notice any change in Carol’s expression, but Judith took her deadpan stare as an acknowledgement, because she stood back up.
“Great,” Judith said. “Get a bucket. I want all the greens you cut taken to the kitchen.”
The scowl on Carol’s face got deeper, if that was possible, and her eyebrows flickered at the idea of eating the beet leaves. She must have watched that survivor guy on TV, too. But then she shrugged and went to get one of the buckets stacked at a workbench.
Judith moved down the line barking out orders for the rest of them. Then she grabbed Rick by the front of his tee shirt. “You’re going to pick bugs off these plants. See if you can find something to put them in, because they’re all going to the chickens. Got it?”
He gave her a Nazi salute and snapped his heels together.
 
The trick was to get the lid off the jar without bugs crawling back out. If Rick banged the jar on the ground, all the bugs fell to the bottom; then he quickly dropped in his latest victims.
He rose up on his knees and stretched his stiff back. Drops of sweat rolled down his cheeks and made rivers that soaked into his shirt. His bug jar wasn’t even half full and he was dying from the heat. Holding the container so Judith couldn’t see that it wasn’t full, he snuck to the animal bay.
It was a lot cooler than out in the sun. Unlatching the coop gate, Rick shuffled to the middle of the pen and sat. With his shirt, he wiped sweat from his face, smelled the orange juice from Sanchez’s face, and smiled for like the hundredth time. How had he lucked into this gig?
He opened his jar and laid it on its side, then lounged back on an elbow. The instant the chickens spotted the grub, they came squawking and gobbled up the treats—way too fast.
With a groan, he hobbled to his feet and brushed the dirt off his butt. Pushing open a side door, he investigated a hallway leading off the animal bay. Ahead, he spotted the hatch they’d come in and the stairway up to the second floor. Slowly plodding up the steps, he fanned his sweat-soaked tee shirt to cool off.
In the kitchen, he opened drawers until he found a paring knife. He pulled out a fistful of fabric in front of his thigh and cut a slit, then with both hands he ripped the pant leg free and let it drop to his ankle. When he had the second leg cut, he kicked off his shoes and shook away the cut ends. The cool air felt great on his legs.
He doubled over to get a closer look at the stitches in his shin. They were healing nicely. Stretching back up, he flexed his wrist. The pain was almost gone. A couple more shots from the Doc and he’d be good as new.
A girl’s voice said, “Who are you?”
Rick swung around to see a nubile young thing leaning in the doorway. She was wearing a pink tube top, and it was working overtime to support some bodacious knockers. A tattoo of a snake slithered around the belly stud in her navel. The Daisy Dukes she had on barely hit the tops of her thighs, and her long legs went all the way down to bare feet—with polished toenails.
People were running for their lives, but this chick had taken time to pack polish? Rick felt a distinct rustling in his nether-region when her full mouth parted in a classic fuck-me smile.
“I’m Rick DeAngelo,” he stammered. “We just came in this morning.”
“We?”
“Yeah, there’s four of us.”
“Wow!” Her whole body wiggled. “Do they all look like you?”
Mayday! Mayday! Rick coughed to catch his breath. “No, actually two of us, of them, are women. And Devin’s got a better tan.”
“Ummm.” She swaggered into the dining room and bent way over the table to grab one of the bananas in the center. Holy mother of God, she had another tattoo on her right cheek.
He gripped the counter for support. “And who are you?”
She sauntered back to the kitchen, peeling the banana. Then she shoved it way into her mouth, wrapped her lips around the fruit, and slowly pulled it back out. Rick felt his heart seize.
“I’m Kat. You probably met my mother, Carol? The scrawny bitch with an attitude?”
All he could do was nod.
“Looks like it’s pretty hot out there.” She bit the end off the banana.
“Yeah, well I’m not used to the heat yet.”
She sauntered over, laid a hand on his chest and dragged her palm down toward his waist.
“Good morning, Katherine,” an annoyed voice said.
Rick reeled back. There stood Michael, his arms crossed, his mouth in a tight pinch.
Kat rolled her eyes, not even bothering to turn around. “Good morning, Michael.” Then she got a wicked smile on her face, and stared right into Rick’s eyes. “I’ve got dibs on this one.”
“Very funny, Katherine. But I don’t think Doctor Sanchez is interested in sharing.”
“Doctor Sanchez!” Her eyes drifted down to Rick’s crotch. “You don’t act gay.”
Michael stepped up behind her. “Doctor Sanchez is a woman. Now why don’t you put some clothes on and go help in the garden.”
Thank God she finally turned away so Rick could take a breath.
“I am dressed.” Kat hugged her fingers around her bare hips. “And in case you haven’t noticed, I just did my hair, duh. Why would I go outside and get all sweaty?”
Time to escape. “Hey, man. I was just cutting off my jeans.” Rick snatched up his shoes. “Judith’s probably wondering what’s taking so long. I better get back.”
He practically scraped his back along the wall getting as far from that little minx as he could, then he bolted down the hall and back out into the kind of heat he knew how to deal with.
 
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
“Good news,” Judith said as she sat down to their meager lunch. “We’re done in the garden for today.” Taeya gave a silent cheer. Working out in that greenhouse was like toiling under a giant magnifying glass.
Judith made a point of glaring at John Parker, probably wondering the same thing as Taeya: why hadn’t he worked out there? He seemed duly chagrined. Michael wouldn’t meet Judith’s stare. He’d never come back to help with the work either.
“But we made good headway,” Judith said. “I promise not every day will be this hard.”
Everyone sighed, even Devin.
Halfway through the meal, a Lolita in a tube top pranced into the kitchen, picked up a plate and started for the stairs.
Michael called out to her, “Katherine, why don’t you come in and eat with us? You can meet our new residents.”
Taeya noted the bleached blond hair that was spiked, the skimpy shorts and the excessive makeup. The girl must have been wearing a dozen earrings, and that was just in her ears. Taeya could only guess what else she had pierced.
The young girl took an empty seat between John and Devin. John lifted his arm off the table in a subtle move, as though she may be contagious. Taeya wondered if she was.
“So.” Judith didn’t waste any time. “Do you go by Katherine or Katie?”
“My friends call me Kat.”
Michael snickered, and she hissed at him, clawing the air with her polished nails.
“Well, you missed the introductions this morning, Kitten. I’m Judith. The gentleman next to you is Devin.”
Kat held up a fist. “What up, nigga?”
Rick choked on something, and Mai had to pound his back.
“The gentleman choking is Rick,” Judith said, “and down at the end is Doctor Sanchez. She’s the one to see for STDs.”
Kat ignored the remark and took a bite of food.
Judith continued. “For the time being, I’m organizing the work detail in the garden. We need everyone out there tomorrow.”
Kat bobbled her head. “I don’t think so.”
“How old are you, Kitten?” Judith asked.
“It’s Kat.”
“Oh, I don’t think you’re old enough to be a cat yet.”
Carol cackled, displaying a mouthful of bad teeth. “She’s sixteen, going on twenty-one.”
Judith reeled back. “This is your daughter?”
“She ain’t my sister,” Carol snapped back.
Nodding slowly, Judith turned back to Kat. “So if you don’t want to garden, do you know how to cook?”
Kat gave her a smirk.
“Any computer skills?”
A roll of the eyes.
“So basically, you’re unskilled labor.”
“Oh,” Kat propped her chin on her hand, “I have some talents.”
Rick choked again, more violently this time.
“Well, Kitten,” Judith said. “After we get settled into our quarters, I’ll show you what a vacuum looks like, and how it works.”
 
* * *
 
Michael decided to pass the tour of the living quarters on to Mai. As she stood in front of Apartment One, she told the others, “The only thing that’s kind of a drag is that we share bathrooms, like in the old dorm suites.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Rick said. “Open up.”
When Mai swung open the door, Taeya gasped. The far end of the apartment was one big expanse of glass. The view looked out on the greenhouse and the mountain range beyond the Biosphere.
“This is so cool!” Rick said.
“Yeah,” Taeya agreed, as she took a moment to sit on the comfortable sofa. On the opposite wall were shelves with a television and audio equipment. “Much nicer than what I had at the center.” She snorted. “And they insisted our quarters were top notch.”
Rick grunted. “You should have seen where I lived.”
Judith and Devin huddled at the bathroom doorway.
“I told you the bathrooms were tiny,” Mai said.
She was right. A small sink, no cabinets, the toilet, and a mini shower stall. Straight across was another door that led to apartment Two.
“The toilets are a trip,” Mai said. “We don’t use toilet paper, we use water.” She tapped a control panel beside the tank. “Once you’ve done your business, you press a button and your ass gets a blast of warm water. Like a bidet. It even has a blow dryer.”
Devin blurted out a laugh, and Taeya could see that Judith was a little skeptical. “Don’t worry,” Taeya told her. “You get used to it. We had these in New York.”
“I’ll bet it didn’t have heated air,” Mai said.
“It didn’t even have heated water,” Rick grumbled.
After pointing out the spiral stairway that led to a loft bedroom up one level, Mai led them back out and across the hall.
“This is where you’ll find Michael,” she said. “He calls it the command center.”
Taeya stepped into a spacious room with a vaulted dome ceiling. Sure enough, there was Michael, sitting at a desk with several computers. He leaned past one of three monitors to wave at her, but made no move to get up. When she wandered closer, he shut down whatever he was working on and clasped his hands behind his head.
“This is where I work, monitoring all our systems, evaluating air pressure, moisture content, oxygen levels.” He stretched his chest out. “It’s a constant juggling act.”
“I can imagine.” Actually, Taeya couldn’t. The idea of an enclosure providing its own air and water supply, and the power to keep all of this equipment operational was mind-boggling.
 
“We’ll hold off on sickbay,” Mai told Taeya over her shoulder as they meandered down the grand staircase to the lower level. “I doubt if the guys are interested. But I’ve got something I know they’re going to like.” She stopped next to the hatch where they’d come in. “Now this is where I’ll be able to find you two.” She pointed to Devin and Rick, then turned to her right and ushered them into a lounge.
The large room would have looked like a hotel lobby if not for the red felt pool table right in the middle. Rick and Devin fondled pool cues, caressed the felt, clutched the shiny balls possessively. Taeya drifted around the room with Mai, imagining evenings seated on the plush sofas and chairs arranged for conversation. Maybe a cup of tea and music.
In one corner, a tall cabinet held dozens of board games, playing cards, even jigsaw puzzles. The designers had thought of everything.
“The idea for the Biosphere originated as a possible enclosure for the moon,” Mai said, “or was it Mars? This prototype was built here to see if it could work. But I think this room was mostly for show. Visitors would gawk through the windows, see all this stuff, and think the Biospherians lived a life of leisure.”
“Maybe someday you will,” Taeya said.
 
* * *
 
Sickbay was state of the art. A portable X-ray machine. An EKG. A better lab than most clinics Taeya had seen. The curtain behind Mai concealed a motorized hospital bed, for an extended-stay patient.
Mai pulled down the step to the examining table and sat. “So, what do you think of your new digs. Impressive, huh?”
“There’s no way I’m horning in on your position here,” Taeya told her.
“Bullshit.” Mai kicked her short legs out. “I’m a nurse, Taeya. I’ve never tried to convince anyone otherwise.”
“But this is different from anything I’ve ever done.”
“Thank God. I don’t know how you put up with the CDC as long as you did.”
“What a mess.” Taeya pulled out the chair behind a small desk and sat. “Viral shedding was out of control long before we could convince the government to close schools and businesses.”
“Tell me about it. We must have printed a million flyers,” Mai said. “Every night, the news was urging people to stay home, wash their hands, cover their mouths.”
Taeya nodded. “You know, I blame some of this on the media. Every year they made dire predictions about a flu pandemic just to boost their viewership. People were so numb to the hype that they didn’t listen.”
“Like ignoring the flight attendant when she’s telling you how to survive a plane crash.”
“I don’t know how they handled it in Chicago, but New York was rationing supplies and anti-virals, holding off for round two.”
Mai snorted. “Based on archaic data from a pandemic over a hundred years old.”
“Exactly. And of course, they were geared for H5N1.” Taeya shook her head. “Those people were in complete denial about the severity of this virus.”
“Oh, I know. I saw the city’s emergency plans. What a joke. They wanted tech specialists three deep, in case their first string was home hugging the bowl. And there were all kinds of telecommuting options. Social distancing, they called it. Didn’t anyone think we’d lose power?”
Taeya jerked forward in her chair. “And those shortwave radios. What an antiquated piece of equipment. You can’t text, or even leave a message.”
“I thought I was never going to hear from you again.” Mai lounged back on her elbows. “So tell me all about Rick. You both worked at the medical center?”
“There’s nothing to tell,” Taeya said. “We barely know each other. Sorry.”
“You should be. He is one hot hombre.”
Taeya considered telling Mai to help herself, but decided she just might. Rick would actually be an improvement over Michael. “Why did the medical officer take off?”
Mai allowed the detour in the conversation. “I suppose it was the hard work and the isolation. You’ll see. There’s nothing to do around here. I mean it doesn’t seem like it now, but after a couple months you start getting cabin fever.”
“I can’t think of anything that would make me give up the security of a place like this.”
 
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
Rick hefted two full buckets of crap from the goat pens and made the long haul across the garden and down the stairway to the basement. Once he got to the bottom, he banged down the buckets and hollered for John.
When John poked his head around the corner and saw the load, he scurried over to help. “Holy cow, I’ve got a wheelbarrow for that.”
Rick flexed his aching fingers. “Great.”
“And there’s a lift right next to the laundry room. We use it to haul crops up to the kitchen.” A toothy grin parted his white beard. “Or to haul manure down to the basement.”
“Swell.” Rick placed his hands on his lower back and stretched. “So how about you show me what else I should know.”
John led him through a maze of ductwork and pipes, where he showed him water tanks, as big as silos, that stored all the run-off from the habitat: showers, faucets, washing machines.
Farther into the bowels of the basement, John showed Rick a huge room devoted to repairs. There were work-stations with tools for specific jobs: a milling machine, different sized mitres, metal cutters. “Jesus, is there anything you don’t have in here?”
He checked out all the screwdrivers on the wall lined up from longest to shortest. The hammerheads all faced the same way.
“My father was a real stickler for neatness,” John said. “I learned the hard way to put things away.”
“Yeah? Did he punch your lights out for losing a socket?”
“Gracious, no. He was an academian.” John winked, like it was some kind of inside joke. “His punishments were much more subtle. I left a book out once, and he made me remove every book from his library. Then he mixed them all up and made me re-alphabetize them.” John raised a finger. “Mind you, the books were perfectly organized to begin with.”
“What a prick.”
“Yes, well I did learn my alphabet.” John chuckled. “Parents are an odd lot. No two people have the exact same theory on how children should be raised. Some abuse, some are over-protective, others simply ignore.”
“Like Carol.”
“Precisely.”
“What’s her story? Michael doesn’t seem too happy with her.”
“Yes, well,” John scratched his beard. “Michael was trying to replace Charlotte, who used to manage the farm. Carol told him she knew all about farming, so he invited her here. Turns out, she lived on a small dairy farm as a child, but had little experience with crops.”
“I’m surprised he didn’t put her out. Especially with that little slut not lifting a finger.”
“I believe that unfortunate child is the only reason Michael lets them stay.”
 
The unfortunate child decided to push her luck and came late for dinner. If you could call it that. Rick tried eating slowly, but how long does it take to eat a little mound of coleslaw made of shredded broccoli stalks and carrots? There was no meat, just a huge pile of sweet potatoes.
“What is this?” Kat picked up her dinner plate from the kitchen counter.
Judith turned slowly in her seat and lounged an arm over the back. “Those are half rations. Until you contribute to the work around here, that’s what you’ll get.”
“This is bullshit.” Kat stormed into the dining room, heading straight for Michael. “We had a deal.”
His face flushed as he hopped up from his seat. “Why don’t you take your plate to your room, Katherine. We’ll discuss this later.”
But she walked over to the table and slammed her plate down next to Judith. “I don’t know who you think you are—”
“All right. That’s enough.” Michael grabbed Kat’s arm and dragged her up the three steps to the main hallway, with her slapping and kicking at him the whole way. She started to yell something, but it sounded like Michael clamped a hand over her mouth. Rick could hear them scrabbling as they battled down the hallway.
Everyone at the table sat in silence until they heard a door slam.
“Wow!” Rick clapped his hands together and rubbed his palms. “That was fun. Can we do it again tomorrow?”
Judith cleared her throat and looked over at Carol. “I’m sorry if I overstepped my bounds, but in the military, that’s how we get cooperation.”
“Don’t matter to me,” Carol said. “Can I have her food?”
Mai looked a little shell-shocked from the blow-up between Kat and Judith, so everyone stuck around to help her clean up. Well, not Carol. And as soon as the last dish was dried, Mai lit out, no doubt looking for Michael. John said he had some chores in the basement.
An hour ago, Rick thought he’d fall asleep in his plate, but now he was pumped. It could have been the food, or Judith’s argument with Kat. Or maybe it was the sun still lingering over the tops of the Santa Catalina Mountains off to the west.
For whatever reason, he just wasn’t ready to give up the day. He suggested an after dinner drink. Devin was all for it, and Judith looked like she could use a stiff belt.
Sanchez was her usual negative self. “Are you kidding? I can hardly keep my eyes open.”
Her eyes were indeed drooping. And her hair had declared its freedom about halfway through the day. All these wild waves of black hair bracketed her gorgeous face.
“But it’s still light out,” Rick countered. “I guarantee as soon as you lie down, you’re going to be wide awake. You need a little nip first. Then a long shower. By that time, it’ll be dark and you can sleep like a baby.” He even cradled his cheek on his folded hands.
She bought it.
The four drifted out to a small patio at one end of the catwalk that overlooked the garden. After pouring a healthy shot of spiced rum into four glasses, Rick clinked his against Judith’s. “Congratulations. Not here twenty-four hours, and the villagers are lighting torches. Think they’re holding a secret meeting in Michael’s apartment to discuss who’s going to toss us out?”
“Shit, man. I couldn’t help it.” Judith swirled the booze around her ice and then took a big gulp. “That little bitch had it coming.”
“John called her an unfortunate child this afternoon.” Rick said.
Devin tossed back his shot. “That’s no child. I’d say she’s been all growed up since she was about twelve.”
“It’s still a sad situation,” Sanchez said. “The poor girl’s been left on her own, and she’s learned that the easiest way to get what she wants is to cause a scene.”
“And what’s with her and Michael?” Devin wondered out loud.
Judith clicked her tongue. “What a scumbag. Did you catch how he calls her Katherine? Probably to convince himself she’s older while he’s fucking her.”
“Poor Mai.” Sanchez rubbed her finger around the rim of her glass. “I hate it that she feels like she has to put up with someone like that.”
“What is it with women?” Judith sounded disgusted. “Always thinking they aren’t complete without a man.”
“You have a man,” Rick teased.
“Yes, but I don’t need him.” She pinched Devin’s cheek. “He’s more like my boy-toy.”
She grinned and he snapped his teeth like he might bite her finger.
“I’m disappointed in Michael,” Sanchez said. “Kat’s too young to understand, but he should know better.”
Rick and Devin guffawed.
“And he’s such a poser,” Devin added.
“You mean our tour?” Sanchez asked.
“Yeah, that too. But when we were talking about guns earlier? That was total bullshit.”
“It was?”
“Oh, yeah,” Devin said. “Somewhere along the line, I guess Michael decided he wanted to try hunting. So he went out and bought an expensive gun, with a fancy Swedish scope, probably spent a fortune on boots and jackets and all the little accoutrements that the guy in the store told him he had to have. But I bet he only went hunting once or twice. When it didn’t turn out like he thought it would, he threw all that crap in a closet with his skiing gear and golf clubs. He sure as hell never bagged a deer.”
Sanchez was curious. “How do you know that?”
“Well, for one thing, any guy who does serious hunting always has at least one great story that he can’t wait to tell you, the first deer he bagged, falling out of a tree stand, something. And most hunters start out with a used gun like their granddaddy’s old Rigby. Even if they upgrade to a newer, more sophisticated rifle, they’ll still tell you about that crap first rifle. I didn’t get any of that from Michael.”
“I’ll tell you this.” Judith stabbed a finger at Devin. “He better be in that garden working tomorrow, or I’ll drag him out there by the balls. And if he gets in my face again…”
“Hey, now,” Devin said. “I thought you promised to ease up on the hostility. Sounds like this naughty girl needs some discipline.”
“She needs something,” Rick mumbled.
Devin stood and wrapped an arm around Judith’s waist. “Let’s just go see what that is, shall we?”
Once they left, Rick wagged an eyebrow at Sanchez. What the hell. He had at least a ten percent chance.
“Are you kidding?” Her chair scraped against the metal grate floor, echoing in the glass dome. She shook her head in disgust as she snatched her glass off the table.
Sitting back, Rick smiled. That went pretty well. Sanchez knew he was coming on to her, so they were on the same wavelength. Her outrage was over the top, which meant she’d expected it. And he got to watch that fine ass as she stormed away.
 
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
It was still dark when a computer-generated voice startled Taeya out of a sound sleep to announce that sunrise was in thirty minutes. She tracked the voice to a small digital clock in the wall that also served as a night-light. According to Mai, the idea was to be in the garden at dawn to get a couple hours’ work in before breakfast.
Taeya dressed quickly. She wanted to brew a pot of the coffee Rick found at Starbucks. But the aroma of coffee already filled the air as she made her way to the kitchen. Rick was just pouring a cup when she walked in. He handed it to her.
Wasn’t he full of surprises? Like last night when he suggested the drink and a hot shower to guarantee a good night’s sleep. And earlier, when he’d defended her and the CDC when Michael brought up the lack of vaccines.
What hadn’t been surprising was his lame come-on out on the terrace. Men were so predictable. Odd, though, that he hadn’t walked her to her door and tried to weasel his way inside.
“Thanks,” she said as she took the cup. After blowing across the top, she took a quick sip. That first bite of caffeine cleared her head.
Judith and Devin wandered in, drank tall glasses of plain water, then stood at the counter as though waiting. As soon as the others came in, Judith pounced.
“I don’t know how things were handled before,” she said, “but that garden is in terrible shape, and I expect everyone to help out.”
John looked a little panicked, but Taeya didn’t see any reason why he shouldn’t help. She wasn’t sure if Michael was even listening.
 
John and Taeya were assigned to tie up sagging pole beans. Rick was one plot over, crawling on his knees, gathering bugs again. Michael sauntered out, grabbed a hoe and wandered over to Rick.
He held the hoe handle like a golf club, shifted from foot to foot as he lined up the blade next to a weed, then swung the hoe and lopped off the top of the weed.
“Mind if I play through?” he asked.
“Hey, man,” Rick said. “You can’t do that. The weed will just grow back.”
Michael cocked his head to the side. Rick reached over and pulled the weed out. “You have to get the roots.” He dropped the weed in a bucket. “We’re saving them to feed the goats.”
“How clever.” Michael lined up the hoe at the next weed, lopped off the top, but then bent over and pulled the rest out.
“I used to be a plus handicap player, back in the day,” he said. “Do you play?”
“No.”
Taeya remembered Devin’s hunting story from last night.
“Then I guess you’re not too impressed with my handicap.” Michael leaned on his hoe. “You see, the golfing association came up with handicaps as a way to level the field between players of different proficiency. Normally a handicap shaves points from your score.”
Rick harrumphed and crawled farther down the aisle.
“But with a plus handicap, you typically shoot under par and have to add points.” Michael planted his feet in a wide stance, clutching the hoe between his legs. He was actually posing. Did he think Rick might want to snap his picture or ask for his autograph?
“I played miniature golf sometimes,” Rick said. “Those windmills can be a real bitch.”
Taeya smiled.
The haughty smirk on Michael’s face twitched. He rotated his shoulders before aiming at the next weed. Taeya wondered how soon he would find an excuse to wander off.
At least John was sticking with it. Taeya tied another string onto a cross wire and wrapped one of the pole bean’s sticky tendrils around until it caught hold.
As she worked, she chatted with John. “So your father taught English and your mother taught music at this little private college. I’ll bet dinner discussions were stimulating. Steinbeck and Strauss.”
“It did soften my edges a bit,” John said. “I grew under the glow of a computer monitor so the refinement was not wasted.”
“What did your parents think of you going to MIT?”
“Oh, they certainly understood that my expertise was in technology.”
“And is that where you turned into this bad boy?” She flicked a finger through his shaggy gray hair.
John grinned as though flattered. “Do I look like a bad boy?”
She shrugged. “You kind of remind me of a guitar player from the old days.”
“Jerry Garcia, right?” Wrinkles deepened at the sides of his eye as he grinned. “I’m surprised you even know who he was.”
Taeya pulled up another length of string and tied it. “My mother had a wild streak in her. She loved listening to the oldies station on satellite radio. Of course, my brother and I never knew just what a wild child she’d been until I came across an old picture in an album. She and some guy—not my father—were at a music festival. She let it slip that the concert was one of those weekend events. The more I pressed for details, the more embarrassed she got. Seems she and the boy shared a tent. And she was only sixteen at the time!”
John gasped and Taeya nodded. “I know. My brother and I were shocked.”
The crosswire she was tying string onto jerked, and Taeya glanced over. John’s hands trembled as he tied off his own string. His face was flushed.
“You okay?” she asked.
His next breath wheezed in a high-pitched whistle. He pitched forward, bracing his hands on his knees.
“John!” She crouched in front of him. “Have you been stung by a bee?”
He shook his head, his eyes watering as he fought for his next breath.
She swung around to get Rick. He was already leaping over the plant bed. Devin dropped his shovel and came running, too.
“What happened?” Rick yelled.
Taeya pressed two fingers to John’s neck. His pulse was racing. “Let’s get him to sickbay.”
Devin and Rick carried John, with Taeya running ahead, her feet rumbling on the metal stairs. With no way of knowing whether John was suffering from angioedema or experiencing an anaphylactic reaction, her only choice at the moment was to reduce the swelling of his airways, and hope he could tell her something. If he went into arrest, she’d be lucky to save him.
Behind her, John’s gasping sounded like a sea lion’s bark. She slammed open the door to sickbay and by the time Devin and Rick laid him on the examining table, Taeya had a syringe of epinephrine ready.
Then she snapped an oxygen mask onto his face and checked his heart rate. Within seconds Judith and Mai burst in, looking just as concerned as Devin and Rick. The room was getting a little crowded, and everyone was huddling around John.
His airway slowly cleared but his panting got worse. He struggled to sit, and yanked at the oxygen mask. Panic attack.
“Everybody out! Now!” Taeya ordered.
Rick was wrangling with John to keep him still. “But he’s—”
“Just go!”
Rick looked just as panicked, his eyes wide, his face pale. Taeya remembered him losing his wife and son. Touching his arm, she lowered her voice. “He’ll be okay.”
Once everyone left, she pressed her hand on John’s forehead to make him lie still, and gave him a smile.
“John, listen to me. We’ve both been rushing around, but now we’re going to calm down and take slow, deep breaths.” She filled her lungs and blew out slowly to demonstrate.
His eyes scanned wildly around the room. “John!” She gripped his hand and squeezed until he focused on her. “That’s right. Now here we go.” She coaxed him through several breaths before she reached over for the blood pressure cuff.
As she slipped it on his forearm, she noticed a smattering of red dots on the inside of his arm. She raised his shirt and scoffed. His chest was covered in rash. He tried to pull his shirt back down.
“John.” She stretched his name out in an accusatory tone. “You appear to have some sort of allergy.”
He avoided her eyes.
“And this has happened before.”
He nodded. His breathing had slowed, and when she checked his heart, the arrhythmia was subsiding.
She crossed her arms, waiting for an explanation.
He pulled the oxygen cup away from his mouth. “It’s a form of dysautonomia. A malfunction of the autonomic nervous system. My body just can’t seem to handle the heat.”
“And you were out in that blistering sun working? Why didn’t you tell us?”
“We all had assignments. I felt I should do my part.”
Taeya glowered at him. He’d been intimidated by Judith.
“Judith would have understood if you’d told her you couldn’t work.”
John looked sheepish. “I seriously doubt that.”
“Oh, I get it. You’d rather risk your health than oppose Judith.”
He winced. “I wouldn’t put it quite so cowardly.”
 
As soon as Taeya had John stabilized, she went back downstairs to report on his condition. Rick dropped his jar of bugs and dashed over. And when she said he could pay John a visit, he took the stairs two at a time.
Judith’s guilt over forcing John into the heat quickly jumped to rage at Kat.
She asked Mai for her PDA, and after she found what she was looking for, she stomped up to the kitchen. Taeya followed, just to make sure Judith didn’t get carried away.
After punching in the code to Kat’s apartment, Judith carried a pitcher of cold water up the spiral stairs and tossed it on the sleeping girl. The shock woke her up screaming.
“What the hell are you doing?”
“Waking you up,” Judith snarled.
Kat scrambled off the wet sheets, wrapping a blanket around her naked body. Good Lord, had Michael been here last night?
“You said if I didn’t eat, I didn’t have to work.”
“The rules have changed,” Judith snapped back. “You’re going to work in that garden, if I have to put a choke chain around your neck and tie you to a stake.” Judith pointed to the little digital clock on the wall that announced sunrise. “Now, you’ve got five minutes to get dressed and be out there. Or I’ll be back with the leash.”
Kat showed up seven minutes later in a halter top, short shorts, and ridiculous platform sandals.
“Come on, Kitten.” Judith shoved a bucket into her hands. “I’ll show you how to weed.”
She knelt down beside a bed of green beans, but Kat remained standing, with arms crossed.
“I think you can see better down here.” Judith took Kat’s hand and jerked her to her knees. “These are beans.” Judith brushed a palm over the broad leaves. “These are weeds.” She plucked one out. “You crawl along here, pull all the weeds, and put them in the bucket.”
Judith stood and brushed off her knees. “You should be able to get this row done in fifteen minutes.”
“You’re full of shit, you know that?”
Bobbling her head, Judith looked down at the girl. “Actually, I’m not. We aren’t getting enough protein to be full of shit. I’m about a quarter full at the moment.”
She walked away. But she kept track of the time, and made sure Kat knew she was keeping track. At the end of fifteen minutes, Judith went over to inspect her work. As she ambled down the row, she pointed out weeds.
“Missed one here. Couple here.”
When she got to Kat’s bucket, she frowned. There were young bean plants tossed in among the weeds.
“Guess you need another lesson on what a bean plant looks like.” Judith delicately pulled one of the plants out, and crouched next to the girl. “See the broad leaf, the little point at the end. Now that doesn’t look at all like foxtail, does it?” She plucked a piece of the grass-like weed from the bucket.
“I told you I couldn’t do this.” Kat scrambled to her feet and brushed her knees off.
“Oh-ho! You think if you prove to me you can’t do it, I’ll let you go?” Judith hopped up with the bucket, and pushed Kat back to the beginning of the aisle. “You’re going to replant every one of these.” She dumped the bucket of weeds and gingerly picked out the bean plants. Finding a bare spot, she dug her fingers into the soil, pulled out a handful, and packed it gently around the roots of the plant.
“I can’t dig with my hands!”
“Sure you can.” Judith latched onto Kat’s wrist, dragged her to her knees again, and jammed her fingers into the dirt. “See? Those nice long nails work better than a trowel.”
In horror, Kat looked around for help. Her mother sneered and went back to work. Mai pushed out a bottom lip in an exaggerated pout. Taeya gave her a little shrug and went back to her pole beans. Michael was nowhere to be found.
“And since you’ve disturbed the roots, you need to carry water over here and give each one of these poor guys a good dousing.”
“This is bullshit!”
“Watch it, Kitten.” Judith patted Kat’s head and stood. “Or I’ll let you clean out the goat pens tomorrow.”
Taeya had just gotten started back on the pole beans when Kat wailed and rolled back on her haunches. She stared at one of her fingernails, then boo-hooed as she ripped the broken tip off and threw it at Judith.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
What a great afternoon. Rick and Sanchez held hands for a while. Well, actually, he’d grabbed her hand and dragged her down the basement stairs to show her the inner workings of the Biosphere. But she hadn’t fought to get away from him.
Then John talked him through tearing down a clothes dryer and fixing a roller. He even coaxed Rick into climbing up the mainframe to replace an oxygen sensor that was on the fritz. He hoped that feat came up in a conversation sometime when Sanchez was around.
Footsteps rumbled on the stairs behind Rick. Devin trotted up the last few steps and slapped a hand on Rick’s back.
“You should check out the ocean,” Devin said. “It’s incredible. There’s even a few lobsters down there.”
“Why didn’t you catch some? I’m dying for some meat.” Rick reached the top of the stairs and turned toward his apartment and a much needed shower. As he and Devin shuffled past the conference room doorway, Michael dashed out.
“Hey! Come and check this out!” he said.
Rick and Devin looked at each other.
“Come on!” Michael urged them. “Hurry!”
He pushed them over to the windows facing the front, but as Rick scanned the yard, nothing caught his eye. The stiffs were still rotting in the afternoon heat; it looked like another rabbit had hippity-hopped to his death.
Michael must have sensed Rick and Devin’s lack of enthusiasm.
“Someone set off the sensor in the shopping village,” he said. “They should be coming around the bend any second now.”
Like a kid, Michael pressed himself against the glass, his whole body vibrating with excitement. Sure enough, some dude in skater shorts and a backpack came sauntering down the sidewalk.
“Excellent!” Michael said. “Now let’s see if this kid’s as smart as you, Devin.”
The odor alone stopped the kid in his tracks. He pulled his tee shirt up over his nose and mouth, like that would actually help. Then the kid stood still, studying the dead bodies and trying to put it all together.
Michael perched his hands on his hips. “Either of you gentlemen interested in a little wager?”
Devin’s head reared back as he took a sideways glance at Michael. “You mean like whether or not the kid fries?”
“Yeah!”
“Jesus, Michael,” Rick blurted.
“Hey, it’s not like there’s anything I can do to prevent it,” Michael defended himself. “If I turn off the lasers and open the hatch to tell him to beat it, he could take a shot at me.”
“So you’re going to watch to see if he figures it out,” Rick said.
“And take bets on the outcome,” Devin added.
“Oh, I don’t have anything to bet.” Michael dug his hands into his pockets. “It’s more like a friendly wager.”
Rick stepped back from the window. “I think I’ll pass.”
“Hey, I thought you’d get a kick out of it,” Michael said. “It’s not like I’m pulling a gun on the kid.”
He turned to Devin for support. “Tell him. That’s what the lasers are for. To keep trespassers away, and to serve as a warning to anyone who tries to get in.”
“Sorry, Michael,” Devin said. “I saw enough sick shit while I was in the military. I understand how your security works and why. I don’t need to see it in action.”
Turning away, Devin walked with Rick towards the doorway, but before they got out of the room, Rick heard the faint hum of a power surge. The kid was toast.
 
Rick fumed as he stood under the showerhead. Michael was a total prick. This place would be a paradise if he weren’t around. Good luck with encouraging him to shove off.
By the time Rick was dressed, he’d decided not to tell Sanchez about Michael’s shenanigans. She was too busy rehabilitating Kat. The two women were sequestered in the kitchen fixing dinner. One sniff of whatever they were cooking shifted Rick’s attention from his head to his stomach.
Then he saw the puny helping of beans and rice they were dishing onto plates. He tried to stretch two bites into four. When that didn’t put a dent in his hunger, he helped himself to another banana—the only thing they had in abundance besides sweet potatoes.
He grumbled about the portions, and Judith assured him that once a nanny gave birth, Devin would slaughter one of the older kids.
Mai made an announcement of her own. “I just want to point out that our feast tonight was the last of the rice. So, ready or not, we need to drain the paddy and let our crop dry out.”
“What do you do?” Rick asked John. “Pull a giant plug?”
John chuckled. “Actually, it’s quite a sophisticated system of drains and filters. When you’re spending taxpayer money,” John winked, “why not?”
“That’s the spirit. I’m going to vote for you next election. I can tell you’ve got my best interests at heart.”
Sphincter-face Carol seemed to be taking their banter seriously, as usual. Such an angry woman, and yet she probably wasn’t that much older than Sanchez.
“Hey, wait a minute.” Rick’s brain veered to the left. “Aren’t there fish in the rice paddy?”
Now he got a smile from Mai. “That’s right, Ricky. And we’re going to catch them.”
 
* * *
 
“Okay, here’s the rules.” Rick stood in water past his ankles, surrounded by green stalks of rice. At the far end of the small glass pyramid, the rest of the group lined up for his last-minute instructions. “Catch as many of these fish as you can.”
He held up a hand to silence Mai when she started to speak. “You cannot trample the rice, fall into the rice, slide over the rice, trip through the rice, look at the rice in an unkindly manner—” he glared at Mai. “Does that pretty much cover the protection of the rice?”
“You’re the one always complaining that there isn’t enough to eat.” Mai gave him a squinchy-faced smirk. “The way you pack it away, we’ll be lucky if this harvest lasts a month.”
My, my. Hadn’t Miss Saigon gotten bold the last few days? When Rick and the others first arrived, she always deferred to Michael, taking crap from him. But she was coming around.
Michael did not appreciate her new attitude. In fact, Michael seemed to be having a problem with everyone’s attitude lately. He’d hardly spoken to Rick after he refused to watch that kid get fried by the lasers, and the only time he got chummy with Devin was when he needed some smoke.
“Come on, come on,” Devin complained. “Get on with it.”
He shook one of the spears he and Judith had sharpened for gigging fish. They stood on the sideline now, jabbing those spears in the air like African bushmen. Judith had even smeared mud on her face. Devin wore a do-rag on his head. They both were decked out in cammo.
Neither Mai or Michael had any kind of net or spear. She just held the bucket each team had been issued for their catch. Was she going to try and scoop up the fish? Michael looked totally uncomfortable standing barefoot in the muck with fish nipping at his rolled up cuffs.
Amazingly, when Rick announced the fish competition, Kat was the first person to dash to the kitchen for the big colander. She’d actually begun cleaning the common areas of the habitat, mopping the kitchen floor, dusting the game room. It looked like the felt on the pool table had even been vacuumed. But Rick never caught her in the act. Maybe she cleaned at three in the morning.
He took another long look at Sanchez. She was scorching in a pink tank top and khaki short-shorts that showed off her long legs. He’d been trying hard not to rush things with her, especially after being such a horse’s ass on the trip out to the Biosphere, but the woman was making it very difficult this morning in that get-up.
His hands wrung the extra large tee shirt he and Sanchez had chosen for the fishing contest. They’d cut small slits front and back to help reduce drag in the water. He ran his arms up through the bottom opening of the shirt and poked his hands out of the sleeves. When he pulled the shirt taut, it made a perfect net. The plan was for Sanchez to chase fish in his direction and he’d scoop them up with his shirt/net. Then she was supposed to grab the fish before it flopped away, and toss it into the bucket.
“Okay, folks.” He waded back to Sanchez who was clutching their bucket. “Wait for my signal.” When he said “Go!” everyone took off.
Rick pulled the shirt tight and lowered it into the water. Sanchez waded out, tracking a small school of fish. Circling around, she dipped her hands into the water and herded them toward the shirt. He spotted a nice two-pounder heading his way.
Wait, he chanted to himself. Wait. A couple fish darted away, but the big boy swam right over the shirt. Rick jerked up, raking the fish in with about a gallon of water. Before the water could drain out, that sucker flipped up and out of Rick’s net.
Sanchez moaned.
“That’s okay,” he assured her. “I know what I did wrong. Try it again.”
She sloshed away.
While Rick waited for his next quarry, he glanced around at the others. Judith and Devin had split up. They both stood hovering over the water, tracking. Devin jabbed his spear but came up empty-handed. Farther down, Carol was using the Sanchez technique, shooing fish toward the colander Kat held in the water. But when she yanked it up, the water couldn’t drain fast enough and the fish flopped out.
Sanchez was herding more potential catches his way. Rick readied his net, and when a small fish swam in, he straightened, gathering up the sides of the shirt. The son-of-a-bitch darted out of the end, brushing against Rick’s bare belly. He pulled the shirt against his gut and the damn fish nearly swam down his pants before diving back into the water.
Sanchez laughed so hard she slipped, then broke her fall by bracing a hand on Rick.
“Better watch it,” she said, tickling his chest hair, “those guys have sharp fins.”
He gave her his best scowl. “I suppose you think you can do better.”
“Give it.” She waved her fingers at the shirt.
Instead of handing her the shirt, he flipped it over her head and around her neck. Then he reeled her in. She squealed at the cold water running down her back, and wrangled to get away. He pulled her tighter.
“Get sassy with me,” he growled, “and I’ll give you something, all right.”
He felt her purr through his chest and all the way down to his toes. Obviously, she felt something jump in his britches, because she cocked an eyebrow, and gave him a devil-in-a-blue-dress smile. Before Rick could stop himself, he was on that mouth.
Dear mother of God, she parted her lips. He pressed hard against her body, and suddenly felt himself free-falling.
“Oh, for God’s sake,” Devin shouted. “Can you two please keep your hands off each other, and your minds on task?”
It would have taken a crowbar to get Rick off Sanchez, but she shut down the roller coaster ride by backing away. She sucked in her bottom lip though, like she was tasting him. And when she rolled her eyes up to his, her eyebrows twitched. Now, he never got into any of that religious crap, but if that wasn’t a sign from God—.
Kat shrieked. Rick swung around to see if she’d been impaled on Judith’s spear. The little bitch had caught a fish!
“Oh, that does it!” He handed Sanchez the shirt and made a beeline for a school one row over.
Once he had a fish in the shirt, Sanchez would yank up the sides, and he’d clamp off the top and bottom. They were going to catch a fish, goddammit!
It worked. Rick shimmied the tilapia into his bucket and then tilted his head back and howled. He stuck his tongue out at Kat. Then he noticed Mai and Michael still standing on the sideline. Had Michael convinced Mai not to participate?
Rick studied Mai’s face. She had this haughty expression like she knew exactly what she was doing. Her arms were crossed, and when she caught Rick’s eye, she had the gall to yawn.
“Oh, you’re going down!” he yelled at her.
The water was at his ankles now, and the fish were running out of room. He saw a beautiful three-pounder. Grabbing the shirt from Sanchez, he scooped that big boy up, and dumped it into his bucket.
But Mai missed his triumphant catch. She was calmly walking down her aisle, hooking her fingers into the flopping fishes’ gills, two and three at a time, and dumping them into the bucket Michael held.
“Cheater!” Rick yelled.
 
* * *
 
John had set up a table for their assembly line in the basement. He scaled the fish, Devin beheaded and gutted, and Rick filleted the larger ones, saving the bones for Mai’s soup stock.
“Michael certainly was in a chipper mood this morning,” Rick said.
“So I noticed.” Devin wrenched off a fish head and dug a finger inside to rake out guts. “Judith thinks Kat cut him off.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah. Ever since Judith and Taeya started badgering Kat to get some self-respect, she’s been weaning the wienie, so to speak.”
John raked his knife up the side of a fish and scales went flying. “I don’t know why the man can’t be satisfied with Mai.”
“Love the one you’re with?” Devin asked.
“Exactly.”
Rick clicked his tongue. “No tits.”
“Excuse me?” John leaned past Devin to give Rick a fatherly scowl.
“Hey. I’m sorry. But I know what I like. Maybe I wasn’t breast-fed long enough.”
“Just don’t ever let Judith hear you say that,” Devin warned.
“I’m not saying Mai might not be a firecracker in the sack,” Rick continued. “She sure talks a good game.”
“She does appear to be willing to accommodate Michael’s lascivious tastes.” John hesitated, like he was wondering whether to continue.
“Come on, spill it,” Rick insisted.
“Well, when she first arrived, she asked me to install a hook in the ceiling of their bedroom. For some sort of …apparatus.”
Devin hooted. Rick nearly sliced off a finger. “You’re kidding.”
“I am not.”
Rick paused with his knife in the air. “Do you think he’s ever had Kat strung up?”
“I shudder to think.” John picked up another fish out of the bucket.
 
* * *
 
Rick clinked his knife on his dinner plate. “Can I have everyone’s attention, please?”
Devin quickly said, “No”.
John asked what Rick was going to do with their attention once he got it. Everyone’s a comedian.
“First of all, I want to thank the lovely Doctor Sanchez and her effervescent sidekick Kat for this evening’s tasty fish tacos.” He bowed to them both. Kat giggled.
“And now.” Standing at his place at the table, Rick reached into his pocket and pulled out an old bank deposit slip he’d found in his wallet. “I have the results of today’s competition.” He snapped the slip of paper in an official manner.
Then he turned to Kat. “In last place, with twenty-three fish. Kat and Carol.”
Carol didn’t even look up from her plate. Kat’s face shriveled with disappointment.
“However,” Rick continued. “Kat gets the award for most expressive phraseology. I counted fifteen ‘icks’, thirty-one ‘yucks’, and an astounding…” He glanced back at his crinkled sheet of paper. “Forty-nine ‘grosses’!”
“You didn’t count,” she said, but her eyes gleamed from the attention.
Rick reached for the small pouch under his chair. “I present you with these genuine fish scales.” He shook the cloth bag before handing it to Kat. “Perfect for fish scale tattoos.”
He twisted his wrist and extended it so she could see the fish scale design he’d made on the underside of his arm. It was a fish.
Kat squealed and snatched the smelly bag.
“In third place, with thirty-five fish,” Rick said, “the commando kids, Judith and Devin.”
“Bullshit!” Devin was out of his seat so fast Carol actually stopped eating. “We had more fish than you.”
Rick raised his hand for silence. “Are you questioning the official tally?”
“Damn right I am.”
Judith chimed in with a heavy Jewish accent. “You vud cheat your own mutha.”
Reeling back in an exaggerated faint, Rick clutched his chest. “Now that hurts.” Then he reached back under his chair for the cup full of their prize. “And to think I spared no expense on your prize for most original costumes.”
He dipped a finger into the fish guts for a gob of blood and smeared it on Devin’s cheek.
Mai screamed with delight, clapping her hands and bouncing in her chair.
Playing to the audience, Devin scooped out a handful of tomato seeds that remained from a bowl of diced tomatoes, and flicked them in Rick’s face.
That brought howls from everyone—except Michael. Rick figured Michael never got into the Three Stooges.
Using a finger like a windshield wiper, Rick scraped the seeds from his face, and cleared his throat with dignity. “In first place—”
“Hey, what happened to second place?” Devin asked.
Rick puffed out his cheeks. “Well, that would have become obvious once I announced the winners. But if you must know, the good doctor and I were in second place.”
Devin bared his teeth. “How many fish?”
Raising his chin, Rick announced, “Thirty-six.”
“Bullshit!” Devin roared.
There were groans and head shakes around the table. Nobody was going with the one-more-than-you count. Too bad. The evidence was already in the freezer.
“This game was rigged,” Judith sneered.
“Oh, hey,” Rick said, “if you want to point the finger at game-rigging—” He made an exaggerated swing around to Mai and shot his arm straight out, “you can attack this little Asian trollop.”
“What did I do?” Mai sputtered.
“You let us go through all that nonsense when you knew it wouldn’t be necessary.”
She crossed her arms. “You could have asked.”
More groans from the peanut gallery.
“Well,” Rick referred to his paper again, “with a questionable sixty-three fish, Miss Mai Ling Poontang Chang and her partner, Michael.”
Rick hauled up the string of fish heads he’d tied into a necklace and held it out for everyone to see. Then he marched around the table and draped the necklace around Mai’s neck. To her credit, she wore it proudly, even after Michael snarled something in her ear.
 
* * *
 
As the others made their way from the main staircase down to the lounge, Rick cornered Sanchez outside her apartment. “How would you like to take a long walk on a short beach?”
“Sounds like fun,” she said. And when she twitched an eyebrow at him, he suggested she bring a blanket. He got another waggle.
They strolled slowly beside the lapping waves of the ocean, dragging their feet across the warm sand. The last rays of sunlight glinted off the uppermost peak of the glass pyramid.
Rick decided to take a pre-emptive strike. “You know, I was a real horse’s ass when you and I first met.”
She looked at him sideways. “Really?”
Smiling at her sarcasm, Rick pushed on. “I just want you to know that you’ve seen the worst of me, but not the best.”
She strolled on a few steps before she said, “Well, if that’s as bad as you get, I think I can handle it.”
His head jerked up. “Really?” He let out a long sigh. “I’ve gotta tell you, I wake up every morning wishing I hadn’t been such a prick.”
A nervous laugh blurted out. “That’s the last thing I expected you to say.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know.” She hesitated. “I thought you’d go for the flattery, like what great legs I have, or how mystifying my eyes are.”
“Is that what you want to hear?”
“No,” she said. “That just seems more your style.”
“Sure, if I’m trying to pick up some babe in a bar.”
Stopping, she stepped in front of him and looked him in the eye. “And you’re not thinking about seducing me right now?”
“No.” With a finger, he drew a lazy line down her cheek. “I’m thinking about the two of us making love.”
Sanchez dropped the blanket she’d been clutching to her chest and stepped into his open arms. They kissed with an intensity that nearly knocked Rick off his feet. And when he reached under her tee shirt to rub his hands along her bare skin, she pulled away just long enough to rake off her shirt.
Following suit, Rick tugged off his own shirt while he tried to spread the blanket out with his feet. He flopped onto the ground, tossing a corner of the blanket open. Sanchez followed him down, straddling his waist.
He reached behind her back and gently eased apart the clasp on her bra. He’d waited a long time to get a look at those babies, and he wasn’t about to rush the unveiling. After he tossed her bra onto the sand, he laid there savoring their beauty like a work of art. And when he finally caressed one, cupping the breast in his hand, she threw her head back and squirmed on his lap.
There was no stopping the urgency. He quickly unlatched the button on her shorts and she rolled off, wriggling to get free of her clothing. They were at each other like animals.
Long after Rick’s pulsing heart slowed and his breathing calmed, he lay on top of Sanchez, nuzzling against the soft skin of her neck.
“What if you haven’t seen the worst of me?” she teased.
“Are you kidding?” Rick raised up on his elbows and poked a finger into her mouth. “Is there an evil twin in there I don’t know about?”
Wrapping her lips around his finger, she sucked. He yelped and yanked his finger out, then gave her a “wet-willie” in her ear.
She squealed out a laugh, writhing under him, bucking against his thighs.
“See,” he said. “We’re perfect for each other.”
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
Dark clouds swirled overhead, keeping the morning work duty in the garden cooler than usual. Rick eased up off his knees and stretched his back, gazing through the glass dome. They were in for quite a storm.
A few drops splatted on the glass above, picking up speed until a steady machine gun of rain pelted down. Thunder rumbled off to the west, and Rick caught a flicker of light. The wind outside blew little streams of water across the glass, washing away the dust. A jagged streak of lightning zigzagged across the sky.
How great would that be to lie among the green beans and carrots with Sanchez and watch the light show? He spotted her two plots over on hands and knees. An image of her naked and on his bed in that position aroused him, a state that seemed to be nearly constant these days.
As he scanned the fields to see if anyone noticed him leering, Rick caught a sudden movement in the enclosed wilderness biome beyond. The acacia trees in the fresh water marsh were fluttering in the wind. But what wind?
He took a few steps toward the double doors to get a closer look. The trees were blowing. Jesus Christ! The wind must have blown out some of the glass panes of the dome because it was pouring down rain on the savannah. Up in the rainforest pyramid, the heavy leaves on banana trees whipped like flailing arms.
He had to get John. As he tore down the aisle toward the basement stairs, Rick wondered if they had replacement glass? How would he and Devin get up on the pyramid to fix it? Once the wind got going, would it strip all the glass panels away?
He skidded to the top of the stairway just as John came ambling up. Flapping his arms like those banana trees, Rick yelled. “Get up here! There’s big trouble in the rainforest.”
The son-of-a-bitch grinned!
When he got to the top of the stairs, John patted Rick on the shoulder, then turned and folded his arms, and watched the wilderness biome get blown to hell.
By that time, the others had come running.
Taeya grabbed John’s arm. “Isn’t there anything you can do?”
“I already did,” he said with a grin.
That’s when Rick realized the old coot was playing with their heads. Judith glared at him, and he quickly confessed.
“I schedule regular rainfalls, but every now and then the vegetation needs a real donnybrook. It blows the dead branches off, strengthens their trunks. When we have a storm outside, I give our trees a good massage. I think they appreciate being included.”
Rick gave John a lopsided grin. “You made a storm.”
“Uh-huh.”
“How did you do that?”
“Air handlers. Vents. The wind circulates. Not like a hurricane, but I get a few good gusts in there to blow off leaves and debris.”
Rick turned to Devin. “We’ve gotta check this out.”
“Come on, John.” Devin linked an arm in John’s. “Show us how this works.”
 
Out in the savannah, Rick spread his arms wide, letting the driving rain pelt him. He felt so giddy that he threw his head back and let out a Tarzan call.
“Hey, check this out!” Devin stood at the top of the stone stairs leading down to the beach. Water rushed between the steps and the vegetation growing along the side, turning the dirt into mud.
“Oh, yeah.” Rick dropped onto his butt, gave a little scoot, and slid down the muddy chute. It was as good as any ride in a water park.
Devin was right behind him, screaming like a damn girl. At the bottom, they both yelled at John to try it. He politely declined until they called him a pansy and a wuss. Then John gingerly sat in the mud, raised his feet, and rode the wave.
By the time the storm ended, all three were caked in mud. They traipsed down to the basement to hose off the worst of the dirt. Then Rick suggested they pop their clothes in a washing machine before Judith or Sanchez fussed at them.
Stripping down to their skivvies, Rick led the way to the laundry room. They barged in to find Sanchez and Michael standing over the washers. John and Devin dropped their muddy clothes and high-tailed it out of there.
Sanchez seemed relieved to see Rick. “What happened to you?” she asked.
Rick took great delight in telling both her and Michael about sliding in the mud. Her eyes twinkled when he told her about the mud-ball fight. Michael appeared disgusted.
“And what’s your plan now?” Sanchez asked. She motioned at the two machines in use.
“How about you call me when you’re done.” Rick ran a finger over a lump of mud on his arm and tried to smear it on her face. She braced her palms against his chest to keep him away. But she didn’t try very hard. He wrangled her into his arms and dipped her back, letting his wet hair dangle in her face. She giggled when Rick puckered his lips and made smacking noises.
Their shenanigans drove Michael away.
Pulling Sanchez back up, Rick zeroed in on those luscious lips, but suddenly she wasn’t interested anymore.
“What’s the matter?” he asked.
She let her hands fall away from his shoulders. “Nothing.”
“Was Michael being his usual obnoxious self?”
With a vague flip of her hand, Sanchez said, “It was no big deal.”
The clothes washer stopped and she got real busy pulling her stuff out one piece at a time. Stalling.
“What was no big deal?”
After shoving her clothes into the dryer, Taeya clicked the door shut and turned on the machine. Then she turned and leaned against it. “He wanted me to know that he was available.”
“That son-of-a-bitch!” Rick exploded. “Who does he think he is?” He was already charging for the door when Sanchez grabbed his arm.
“Hang on, now. I don’t need you defending my honor.”
The hell she didn’t. Rick feigned right to go left, but she cut him off again.
“I took care of it.” Sanchez said, her jaw clenched behind the smile. “Now would you please put the testosterone back in your pocket?”
With a supreme effort, Rick managed to keep his voice calm. “This doesn’t just involve you. It involves me, too. So, I’m going to have a few words with Michael. I promise I won’t lay a hand on him.”
“A few words.”
“That’s right.” Rick wrapped his arms around her. “He needs to realize that he can’t come between a man and his woman.”
“Your woman? ” she shrieked.
“Yeah.” He drew his head back. “Aren’t I your man?”
There was more than a hint of disgust in Sanchez’ voice as she wrangled out of his arms. “Where do you guys get the notion that you’re stud muffins in the first place?”
 
Once he had the washing machine going, Rick stomped upstairs to make some serious plans on how to confront Michael. As he yanked on a dry pair of shorts, he plotted his revenge. This could be tricky. He’d told Sanchez he wouldn’t lay a hand on Michael, but he hadn’t said anything about elbows, knees or boots.
Why couldn’t Michael be happy with Mai? Okay, so that was obvious. But how could the man come sniffing around Sanchez when he knew she was sleeping with Rick? Then as he stormed out of his apartment, a whole new thought dawned on him.
The fact that Rick had Sanchez, while Michael was stuck with Mai must be eating the guy up inside. So much so, that Michael was willing to risk his life to make a play for Sanchez. Either that or the man was incredibly stupid.
Rick knew more than anyone just how lucky he was to have Sanchez. He would never do anything to put the relationship with her in jeopardy. And yet, as he sauntered down the hallway, he felt compelled to stop in the conference room for a visit.
For once, Michael wasn’t parked at his computers. He stood gazing out the window. Had somebody else wandered into the lasers and gotten fried?
Michael broke out of whatever trance he was in when he heard Rick. The little weasel twitched. Then his eyes shot between Rick and his computers a couple times. Was there something on the monitors he didn’t want Rick to see? Naked pictures of Kat? Dear God, Mai in that harness John hung in their bedroom?
As though someone had fired a starting pistol, they both scrambled for the computer station. Rick beat Michael, but as he skidded to a halt, he was stunned by what he saw.
“Games?” Rick stared at the screen. “You sit up here and play games all day while I work my ass off in that garden?”
“It’s not what you think,” Michael said. “I was simply waiting for a report to update.”
Clicking the exit button, Rick waited for the game to close so he could see if there really was a file updating. What he saw was a desktop littered with icons for about fifty games. And of course, no report.
Rick straightened slowly, to get some height over Michael and to make the prick sweat. “You actually play a game with secret agent guinea pigs?”
Michael was backing up now. “Those games were already there. I just never deleted them. That computer is strictly for back-up. I hardly ever use it.”
Now, Rick had never punched a guy in the face before. From what Devin said, it was a lot trickier than it looked in the movies. If you hit the jaw wrong, or connected with a cheekbone, you could do some real damage to your own knuckles.
Balling up his fist, Rick drove it into Michael’s gut. He heard the woosh of air fly out of Michael’s mouth, and watched him drop to his knees in pain. Then it was just too damn convenient. Rick jerked his knee up and caught Michael in the jaw. His teeth clacked together, and his eyes rolled upwards. Stepping away, Rick let him fall to the floor.
“Oh, hell!” Rick snapped his fingers. “I almost forgot why I stopped by.” He bent over Michael. “Stay away from Sanchez.”
 
Back out in the hallway, Rick heard voices in the kitchen, the new gathering place. Everyone had started pitching in to help with meals because it was easy to sneak a few extra bites of rice, or nibble the rest of the fruit off a mango pit.
Sanchez, Mai and John sat at the dining room table, snapping beans. In the kitchen, Devin hulled some kind of peas while Judith cut up papayas.
Tromping down the three steps to the dining room, Rick crossed his arms and asked, “Would anyone care to guess what Michael does at his computer all day?”
Too pissed to wait for an answer, he unfolded his arms in exasperation. “He plays video games. Bionic Commando, Zombie Ninja Warriors. Even Disney games!”
Judith dropped her knife and wiped off her hands. “Is this some kind of joke?”
“No it is not,” Rick insisted.
Mai looked furious. “He told me he was monitoring our systems, the air, the water. He made a big deal about me not disturbing him, like I might cause a catastrophe.”
The bowl of peas Devin was shelling scraped across the counter. “I’m doing double duty working the garden and tending the coral reef, and that clown is playing games?”
John was the only one who didn’t have much to say. In fact, he seemed to be quite preoccupied with the string bean in his hand. Rick reached over and took his bean away.
“Did you know about this?” he asked.
All he could do was hang his head. Rick felt guilty for putting the old dude on the spot, especially after Judith came flying out of the kitchen with that knife in her hand.
“Why didn’t you say anything?” she asked John.
“Like what? ‘Michael’s a slacker’?” John looked her right in the eye. “I knew you would eventually make the discovery for yourselves.”
Then he glanced from face to face, looking for forgiveness. “I guess I should have told you. It’s just that I never took much offense to Michael’s work ethic. Remember, I don’t work in the garden either.”
“But you have a legitimate excuse,” Rick said.
“Maybe not in Michael’s mind.”
Wheeling around, Judith took a step toward the door, a murderous glint in her eyes, like she intended to barge into the conference room and stab Michael, and his plasma screens, and maybe even the upholstery on his chair.
Rick raised his hands to stop her. “I already took care of it.” Then he made the mistake of knotting his hands into fists to demonstrate.
“You hit him?” Sanchez asked.
“Yeah. Because he’s been farting around all day while we work!”
Rising from her chair, she walked toward him. Her eyebrow was cocked for a fight. “And this altercation had nothing to do with our discussion earlier?”
Rick jutted out his chin. “Absolutely not.”
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
Taeya drifted on her blue air mattress, letting the cool ocean water wash the sweat off her body. She’d been burning up out in the garden when Rick suggested they take a break.
His head popped out of the water and he swam over.
“This feels great,” he said, propping his elbows on the mattress.
She gave him a lazy smile.
Cupping a handful of water, he dribbled it on her stomach, letting it pool in her belly button. She reached up and pulled his face down for a kiss. It started out gentle, but the more he got into it, the more her air mattress tipped.
He was going to dunk her into the ocean. Giggling, she tried to push away, but when she opened her eyes, it wasn’t Rick, it was Michael. He pressed his lips so hard to her mouth that she felt his teeth.
She struggled to break away, but Michael gripped her arms and yanked her into the water. Still locked in the awkward kiss, she felt Michael pulling her down to the bottom of the man-made ocean.
A fish swam between their faces and suddenly the kissing stopped.
“That was an angel fish,” Michael said. “From the pomacanthidae family. There are twenty-three separate species of tropical fish in our ocean.”
How was he able to talk under water? Wasn’t he running out of air like she was? She looked up and saw that the water’s surface was far away. She broke free from his grasp and kicked her feet. She had to get to the top. She had to get a breath.
But the harder she stroked with her arms and kicked with her legs, the farther the surface seemed. Her lungs burned, her heart pounded. She swam harder, straining with each stroke. But just as she saw the blue mattress within her reach, Michael grabbed her foot and pulled her back down.
Taeya woke up, gasping for air. Her heart was racing. Even after several breaths, she couldn’t shake the panic. She struggled to sit up, but it felt like water was weighing her down. And a hammer was banging, making her head throb. Was she still in the dream?
In the dim light of the digital clock, she saw Rick on his back, sucking in air just like her.
Were they dreaming the same thing?
She shook him. “What’s …happening?” she gasped.
It wasn’t her head that was pounding; someone was banging on Rick’s apartment door. Is that what woke her up?
Rick struggled to stand, but his wobbly legs nearly buckled under him. “What the hell is going on?”
Gripping the metal rail on the spiral stairway, Rick led Taeya down the steps. When he opened his door, John tumbled in. He was barking like a seal again, the way he had that day with his asthma attack in the garden.
Were they all having some kind of cosmic reaction to the same dream?
“Sickbay,” she croaked.
Between them, Rick and Taeya dragged John down the hallway, his toes scrapping along the carpet, his head wobbling. Each time he tried to suck in a breath, it sounded like his last.
Taeya was doing her best to keep John propped up and moving, but her knees were sagging. She was panting like she’d just run a 5K. She heard an annoying beep, beep, beep, but she was too confused to understand what it meant.
Once they got into sickbay, Taeya snapped an oxygen mask over John’s mouth. He sucked in a couple breaths before yanking the cup off and handing it back to her. When she tried to refuse, he slapped her hand away.
“The air’s turned off,” he gasped. “You need to breathe this, too.” He pressed the oxygen cup to her mouth and she took a deep drag. Then she handed it to Rick.
“How can the air be off?” she wheezed.
“I don’t know.” John was laboring for air again. Rick held the cup over John’s mouth, then moved on to Taeya before taking another breath himself.
“Is this some kind of computer malfunction?” Rick asked.
John shrugged as he took another hit off the mask. “As soon as I woke up, I came to your room.”
“Let’s check it out.” Grabbing the cart handle, Rick rolled the oxygen tank to the door. As soon as he opened it, the beeping started again. “It’s coming from the conference room.”
The high-pitched signal made it hard to concentrate. Weaving unsteadily, Rick and Taeya got John to Michael’s computer. The monitor was flashing all kinds of red lights and warnings.
Taeya rationed oxygen while John fumbled at the keyboard. She’d let him have two or three good drags of air before she gave Rick one quick hit. But the extra oxygen didn’t help. John tried a few passwords, but couldn’t get in. And he couldn’t get the alarm to stop.
“Okay, screw this,” Rick snapped. “Can you get the air back on from the basement?”
John nodded. Slinging John’s arm over his shoulder, Rick hauled him to his feet. He trundled both John and the oxygen tank to the elevator across from the kitchen. Taeya careened ahead to hit the call button.
She didn’t want to think about how the air got turned off, or why they were locked out of Michael’s computer. At least not until she could breathe again.
The minute the elevator door opened to the basement, cool fresh air hit them in the face. After a couple deep breaths, the wooziness faded, the spots in front of Taeya’s eyes disappeared. But John wasn’t pulling out of it as fast.
Rick grabbed a tall bucket and brought it back for John to sit on. Taeya forced his head between his knees.
“Just take it slow and easy,” she told him. “Don’t rush it.”
But John waved them both away. “You must check on the others.”
Rick flew ahead of Taeya, taking the steps two at a time. He was standing at the edge of the garden when Taeya caught up with him.
She froze. There was no light-headedness. No confusion. The farm had plenty of air, too. So it was just the habitat that had been closed off?
“Goddamn that Michael,” Rick fumed.
Up on the catwalk, the double doors burst open. Devin stumbled out with Mai over his shoulder. Judith wobbled out seconds later with Kat, wrapped in a sheet.
After propping open the bottom doors with a couple shovels, Rick rushed up the metal stairs. Devin was just returning with Carol. Was she unconscious or dead?
Taeya gave her mouth-to-mouth while Judith pumped her chest. With a throaty gasp, Carol sucked in a breath, and then broke into a hacking cough. Rick sprinted to the kitchen for water.
Leaning back on her heels, Taeya glanced at Mai. She was teetering on one of the wrought-iron chairs, and babbling about the children in the east wing. She must not have had the ocean dream.
Rick returned with a pitcher of water and cups. By that time, Mai had stopped worrying about orphans and Carol was breathing steadily. But circling the café tables, Kat was muttering and jerking like she’d just come down from a bad trip. Pulling out a chair, Rick got her seated and pushed a glass of water into her hands.
Mai rested her chin on her palm. “I can’t believe that prick tried to kill us.”
Taeya felt the deck vibrate when the air handlers kicked back on.
“Thank God,” Rick said. “John’s in his zone again, too. Now all we have to do is find Michael and tear him apart.”
 
No one expected to find him in his room. Eventually a search party combed the wilderness biome. They found Michael on the beach, curled up under a blanket, his head nestled on a pillow.
How did the man’s mind work? When he woke up and everyone was dead, was he going to do the work himself? Or had he been on the radio, looking for new recruits? Taeya remembered seeing him gaze out the window the other day. Had he been expecting someone?
Drawing her boot back, Judith let Michael have it right in the kidneys. He screamed and rolled onto his back. But when he looked up and saw Devin and Judith and Rick hovering overhead, he scrambled onto his hands and knees to crawl away.
Devin grabbed his head like a bowling ball and yanked him to his feet.
“I didn’t do it,” Michael whined. “I swear I didn’t.”
“Do what?” Rick asked.
“I don’t know.” Michael’s eyes were wild, jumping from Judith to Devin to Rick. “I woke up and felt woozy so I came out to the beach to sleep.”
Gripping Michael’s shirt collar and waistband, Devin drove him head first into the stone steps at the edge of the beach. His face hit with a thunk.
“Hey!” Taeya yelled, trying to get someone’s attention, but that mob mentality was gripping all three of them.
Michael clambered up the steps, trying to stay ahead of Judith’s boots. As he stumbled through the savannah, Michael had the nerve to insinuate that John had been in the conference room late last night, like he was the one who had turned off the air. Taeya was almost tempted to slap him herself.
He was working on yet another lame excuse when he saw Devin crank open the hatch door. Michael blubbered about how sorry he was, that he didn’t know what had gotten into him.
“I think I got too high,” he told Devin. “That pot just made me crazy.”
Devin shoved Michael into the hatch.
“Don’t do this,” Michael pleaded. “Give me another chance.”
“You’ve had too many chances already,” Rick snarled. “I’d say you’re damn lucky we’re giving you a head start.”
“You’ve got ten seconds,” Devin said. Then he pushed on the heavy metal door.
When Michael tried to keep the door from closing, Judith stomped on his fingers with her boot.
“Please!” Michael screamed, blood and spit spewing from his battered mouth.
The door clanged shut. Taeya heard Michael inside the hatch, wailing. “It was an accident!”
Devin cranked the hatch wheel tight. “The clock’s ticking, bro.”
Judith was already on her way upstairs to turn the lasers back on.
“Now this is the kind of wager I wouldn’t miss for the world,” Rick said, racing to the windows in the game room.
From the doorway, Taeya and Mai watched Michael explode out of the hatch and scramble for the perimeter before the lasers cut him down.
Mai muttered a faint “Yeah,” and pumped her fist.
 
* * *
 
Taeya escaped to the café table at the end of the catwalk. The rest of the crew was high-fiving and backslapping as they made their way to the kitchen for breakfast. Propping her elbows on the wrought-iron table, she buried her face in her hands. The air felt heavy with moisture from all the waterings Judith had given the garden. As Taeya inhaled the mugginess she felt nauseous.
She’d stood by as Devin shoved Michael into the hatch, and didn’t say a word when Judith smashed his fingers with her boot. When that door clanged shut, Taeya’s heart cheered.
It wasn’t until Michael reached the perimeter safely that she noticed she’d been holding her breath. Hoping, like the others, that she’d get to witness his death? The realization of such hatred made her physically ill.
She felt the tremor of footsteps on the catwalk and glanced up to see Rick with two mugs of coffee. He placed one in front of her before sitting.
“Rough morning,” he said.
“If we hadn’t come here,” she said, “none of this would have happened.”
“What?” Rick sputtered.
“We showed up, and everything fell apart.”
“Oh, for chrissake!” He banged down his cup. “What are you thinking? If only you’d gotten to that parking garage five minutes earlier, you’d have come out here without me or Judith or Devin?”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“So, did you mean, if you hadn’t personally come here, everything would have been hunky-dory? Kat providing blowjobs, Mai putting up with Michael’s shit, John working his ass off keeping this place running?”
A month ago, Taeya would have spewed her frustration right back at Rick. But she understood him better now. Reaching out, she laid her hand on top of his.
“I just think we could have handled his ‘dismissal’ a little more …diplomatically. Didn’t that whole scene smack of mob rule?” When he looked away, she gently massaged his hand. “Isn’t that who we’ve been criticizing? The looters and burners and robbers?” Her voice cracked. “This morning we became those people.”
With his foot, Rick scooted Taeya’s chair away from the table, then pulled her into his lap. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he held her close. She laid her head on his shoulder, and for the first time, she noticed Devin and Judith.
Devin shuffled toward the table, his shoulders slumped. “Mind if we take our share of criticism?”
Judith made a couple feeble attempts to justify why they’d gotten carried away. And Taeya agreed that their military background didn’t emphasize diplomacy. It was strictly a kill or be killed mentality.
Given Michael’s erratic behavior, their only choice was to remove him. Taeya didn’t dispute that. It was the way they’d become a lynching party.
“Haven’t we seen enough of that?” Taeya asked.
“Yes, we have.” Mai’s bamboo sandals slapped on the metal grate. “And I guess I could spend the morning in self-flagellation for not trying to stop it, either.” Her voice rose to a shout. “But I’m starving! So can we get to work?”
 
For the first time since Taeya had arrived, working in the garden was a burden. Every bead of sweat that rolled into her eyes burned; the searing heat threatened to suffocate her. A couple times, she scanned the plots to see how the others were faring.
Mai had chosen to work at the far end alone. Rick and Devin were staking new tomatoes, but as the morning wore on, they began to bicker over inconsequential things. At one point, Taeya noticed Judith leaning on her hoe, staring at the doors out to the wilderness biome. Was she thinking about Michael curled up on the beach, sound asleep?
Right after lunch, Taeya headed for the library. With the shortwave radio under her arm, she climbed the spiral staircase to the tower perched at the top of the Biosphere. Every day, she checked transmissions, gathering news from the outside world.
At first, she’d tried using the radio in the conference room where Michael kept it, but sometimes he would hover too close, or make inappropriate comments. So she’d gotten into the habit of bringing the radio up to the library. When Michael questioned her, she said she got better reception in the tower.
Taeya twirled the knob on the radio, scanning the 9,000 kilohertz frequency range. That was usually where she found most transmissions, but not today. She scrolled up to the 13,000 frequency used more in Eurasia.
She picked up a broken conversation between a woman with a British accent and a man named Nigel. Taeya turned the tuning knob slightly and the voices came in clearer.
“It was absolute carnage, Bertie,” Nigel told the woman. “People have been packed into Saint Petersburg like sardines for weeks. Thugs roam the streets, no one can find food, poor sots are sleeping in doorways. It was just a matter of time before the government stepped in.”
The woman called back. “I can’t believe the police are gunning down people for loitering.”
“Ah, Bertie,” Nigel sighed. “You know the Russians. Give a man some rations and a dry bed, he’ll follow any orders given.”
Bertie replied, “I’m so thankful you got away when you did. Are you safe in Stockholm?”
“It’s certainly more civilized here,” Nigel answered, “but there is definitely a police presence. Andrew and I plan to set out for Copenhagen directly.”
Taeya broke into the conversation. “This is Doctor Taeya Sanchez in America. May I inquire about conditions over there?”
There was a short pause before Nigel answered. “Certainly, Doctor Sanchez. Where in America?”
“I’m in Arizona,” Taeya said into her microphone. “Are people still getting sick, or has the influenza run its course?”
“The sickness is gone, but there seems to be a new pandemic sweeping through Europe. People are killing each other for food. And you might find this interesting, Doctor. In some countries, the influenza never appeared as a threat. For instance, here in Sweden.”
Bertie wondered aloud why.
“I dare say it’s all about the temperature,” Nigel said. “Wouldn’t you agree Doctor?”
“Yes,” Taeya said into the microphone. “Above the fifty-fifth parallel, many viruses cannot survive. So people in northern cities like Saint Petersburg and Stockholm were safe.”
“Although they were inundated with an inordinate amount of uninvited guests, so to speak,” Nigel said. “I imagine your Canadians have suffered from the same type of invasion.”
Taeya told him how the Canadians had tried to block the borders, but she was certain Americans had gotten through. She asked if they had power in Stockholm.
“Oh, yes. Not that it’s doing anyone any good. There are no goods to sell in stores, no raw materials for the factories. The economy is a shambles, food is scarce. How ironic that you Yanks have no manpower to send us what we need, and we have workers with nothing to do.”
Taeya sat for a moment after she signed off, thinking about how countries were affected so differently. She’d spoken to a man in Alaska the day before who said that Denali National Park was overrun with campers and tent cities. He was incensed that hunters were shooting caribou, moose, even grizzly bear for food. Fishermen fought over boats, and then even if they managed to haul in a catch, they’d be attacked the moment they pulled into the dock.
Large cities like Tokyo, Sao Paulo, and New York, were riot zones. Survivors had either fled, or become incorporated in roving gangs. Punks in the Bronx attacked gang strongholds in Yonkers. The next day the Yonkers boys would steal their stuff back. Would they eventually kill each other off, or join forces and grow stronger?
What a shame. The world had a golden opportunity to reinvent itself, but it was seemed destined to repeat its mistakes. What was it about Homo sapiens that compelled them to wreck such havoc? She twirled the dial back down in hopes of catching some local news.
The radio crackled, and Taeya heard a voice say, “This is Eric the Red, calling W2TMS. You there, Doc?”
“Eric?” she said.
“Hey, baby,” he shouted. “How the hell you doin’?”
“Where are you?” she asked.
“I’m in the fertile valley, mama. The land of milk and honey.”
“Where?”
“I found this sweet town near Stockton, California. It’s one of those planned communities called Laurel Valley. The developers went bust years ago, during the recession, so all these houses are just sitting empty in the middle of Farmland, USA. There’s a river nearby, so we have access to fresh water. And get this. The town is really close to the Altamont Pass wind farm.”
“A wind farm?”
“Yeah. You know, all those windmills up on a ridge catching wind power. We haven’t been able to figure out how to get the power down here yet, but give us time.”
“How many people are with you?”
“Not many. But seems like every day somebody else comes straggling in.”
Taeya heard footsteps on the stairs behind her. She turned to see Rick.
“Who you talking to?” he asked.
She was so excited, she knocked the microphone over. “It’s septic tank Eric.”
Tripping up the last step, Rick lurched over to the table and grabbed the microphone. “Hey, you crazy son-of-a-bitch. How’s the gasoline business going?”
“Oh, hell,” Eric called back. “That’s on the sidelines now. I’m farming full time on prime real estate. You need to tear yourself away from that sandbox you’re playing in and do some real farming up here. And bring that hot mama with you.”
Taeya leaned past Rick and spoke into the microphone. “Is it safe out there?”
For a minute, she thought she’d lost the connection. But then Eric answered. “I can’t exactly say it’s safe, but nobody’s getting sick anymore.”
“What does that mean?” she asked.
“Well, one of our women was raped yesterday,” he said. “She was down at the river getting water when some lowlifes jumped her. We think they were from the next town over. They beat the poor woman senseless.”
“How is she now?” Taeya asked.
“Hard to say,” he answered. “None of us has any kind of medical background, so we aren’t much good at something like this. A couple of the other women tended to her, but it doesn’t look good.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“Yeah, well,” Eric radioed back. “We learn from our mistakes, don’t we? But listen, this place is fantastic. There are grape fields galore. And we’ve found crops of asparagus, beans, melons, corn. And orchards! We’ve got peaches, apples, pecans.”
Rick muscled her away from the microphone. “So, you’re camping out under the stars?”
“Hell, no! Aren’t you listening to me? This town is full of empty houses. I’m living in a sweet three-bedroom. Stuck a sign in my front yard with ‘Eric the Great’ on it, so newcomers know it’s mine. Other folks just write ‘taken’ on the driveway and move in. I’m telling you, man, some of these houses have never been lived in.”
“Huh.” Rick straightened his back and gazed beyond the table.
Eric rambled on. “Since it was a planned community, the developers put this big town center right in the middle with shops and bars and restaurants. They’ve all been looted, of course, but we get together at night at this sidewalk café. We trade crops, share stories, get drunk. There’s a school, and post office. Hey, Doc, there’s even one of those little medical clinic. Get your asses in gear and get up here.”
After Rick finally signed off, he drifted over to a window and stood with a hand on the frame. Something was going on in his head. There was plenty going on in Taeya’s head, too.
She finally ventured a neutral comment. “That was an interesting conversation.”
“Yeah.” Rick drummed his fingers on the glass. “So, what did you think?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “What did you think?”
Turning away from the window, he strode over to her chair. Then he dropped to his knees and wedged himself between her legs.
“I think you and I ought to blow this popcorn stand and head for Laurel Valley.”
She gripped his face and gave him a huge kiss.
Feeling the need to consummate their decision with more than a kiss, Rick pulled her to the floor. Their lovemaking took on a desperate urgency after the events of the morning. Tears filled Taeya’s eyes as she cried out, not just from the exhilaration of the orgasm, but from all the frustration that had been building inside.
She collapsed in the crook of Rick’s arm, too exhausted to move. The pain of a rug burn was all that kept her from dozing off. She twisted her elbow to get a look at the sore.
“Next time,” she mumbled, “I get the top.”
“Are you kidding?” Rick pulled a knee up to show her a raw circle.
She pushed his chest back onto the floor and nuzzled her nose along his neck.
The way his fingers absent-mindedly stroked her hair, she could tell he had other things on his mind now. If he wasn’t going to bring it up, she would.
“What about Devin and Judith?” she asked.
“Oh, they’ll jump at the chance,” Rick said. “That town sounds perfect for them. I can just see Devin as the local sheriff. He’ll kick ass.”
Taeya smiled. “Judith will think she’s found the Promised Land.”
Another thought gnawed at Taeya. “What about Mai?”
“What about John?” he asked.
She shook her head. “I don’t see how he could survive out in that heat.”
The pained look on Rick’s face confirmed that he’d already figured that out.
“Yo!” Devin called up the stairs. “Are you two coming down any time soon?”
Taeya scrambled back into her pants while Rick fastened his shorts. “You better find Judith and get up here,” he called.
 
Devin and Judith sat in easy chairs, watching Rick pace around the library as he told them about the radio call from Eric. And as he flung his arms wildly, describing the crops and the houses, they got caught up in his excitement.
“They have grapevines, too,” Taeya said.
“We could have cows,” Rick insisted. “And real goats, not mini goats.”
“So, what’s the problem?” Devin asked. “I got the feeling you were going to dump more bad news on us.”
Rick tilted his head. “Obviously, John can’t go. I’m sure Carol and Kat won’t want to go. Who knows about Mai. But Sanchez is feeling guilty that we’ve shaken this place up, booted Michael out, and now we’re bailing.”
Judith’s voice squawked. “Bailing? We’ve turned this place around. Even Kat’s contributing. Believe me, when we leave, these folks will be delighted to have four less mouths to feed.”
“And just so you know.” Devin reached over to Taeya’s chair. “If Michael was still here? I’d haul his ass to the door on my way out.”
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
 
The wake-up alarm chimed. Rick squeezed his eyes, willing himself to go back to sleep, but his brain was already up and running. He was going to be a real farmer. He and Sanchez were leaving this crackerbox together. California, here I come.
The idea of picking out a house, living with Sanchez in that California town had him pumped. The way Eric talked, there were dozens of homes to chose from. It would be just like house hunting with a realtor, snooping in closets to get an idea of space, debating whether they wanted stucco or brick. But when they finally made their decision, there’d be no contracts, no down payment, no thirty-year mortgage. Just a brand new home.
The alarm chimed again. Rick fumbled in the dark, picked up the conch shell Sanchez kept on her nightstand, and answered it like a telephone.
“Hello?” he mumbled. “Who? Yeah, she’s here. Who’s this?”
He sat up, and nodded as though listening to someone on the other end.
“Hang on,” he said. “You better tell her that yourself.”
Cupping the open side of the shell to his bare chest, he whispered, “It’s your grandmother. She wants to warn you not to screw up with the best man you’ve ever had.”
Smiling, Sanchez took the shell from him and held it to her ear. “Buenos dias, la Abuela. Como es usted? Cuando aprendio usted como hablar Ingles?”
“That’s not fair,” Rick squawked. “What are you telling her?”
She handed him back the shell. “I asked her when she learned how to speak English.”
“Ah.” He never missed a beat. “I guess the angels taught her.”
After she gave him a very ladylike snort, she rolled to her side of the bed.
“Oh, don’t turn your backside to me.”
Rick snuggled up behind her, giving her a poke between the legs to let her know he was up and ready to go.
 
* * *
 
Carol trudged out to the field, looking like a voodoo woman in a Mardi Gras parade. Her hair exploded from her head in tangles. The bags under her eyes were dark as charcoal. Evidently, she wasn’t too psyched about being the new ag specialist.
On the other hand, Mai appeared unusually rested. That drawn tightness in her face was gone. She was cool with their plan, but she wasn’t interested in moving on. In fact, she seemed anxious to get her old job back as chief medical officer, saying she wanted to stick around and take care of John and the others.
Rick had broken the news to John down in the workshop. He’d expected Pops to get all misty-eyed, but the old goat beamed, shook Rick’s hand, and wished him the best of luck. Then he insisted they come back for Thanksgiving.
The plan was to wrap things up today. Make sure everyone was on board with their duties, especially Carol, then load up the pick-up and start driving once the sun was down. Rick had secretly confiscated all the coffee packs he’d pilfered at the Starbucks. Judith insisted they not take anything from the farm, but hey, coffee wasn’t really food.
Kneeling next to a tomato plant, Rick pinched off the sucker shoots like Judith had shown him. Someday, if he was lucky, Rick would have a son or daughter. And he’d show them how to tend a garden. He’d teach them not to waste water, and to be kind to others.
“Well, well, well.” A familiar voice called down from above. “Look at all the busy little bees.”
Rick could hardly believe what he was hearing. He turned and looked up at the catwalk. Michael! How the hell did he get back in?
That must have been the question on everyone’s mind, because they all stopped what they were doing and stared in disbelief.
“Surprised?” Michael leaned on the railing. “Did you really think you could get rid of me? This is my Biosphere! And I’m taking it back.” He slapped the metal rail. Jesus, he looked like some two-bit dictator, screaming at infidels.
Rick moved next to Sanchez. “Has he gone completely around the bend?”
She nodded. “He’s definitely lost touch with reality.”
“And make no mistake,” Michael bellowed down at them. “There are going to be some changes around here.”
“I don’t see how he could work any less than he already was,” Rick said loud enough for Michael to hear. Then he yelled up at him. “Sorry, buddy. I didn’t know you were coming back. I already deleted your secret agent guinea pigs game.”
Devin bellowed out an exaggerated guffaw.
“Always quick with the humor, aren’t you, Rick?” Michael puffed out his chest, and struck a manly pose with his hands on his hips. “Let’s see how much you’re laughing when I put the moves on the delectable Doctor Sanchez.”
“You son-of-a-bitch.” Rick sprinted toward the stairs, but Devin grabbed his arm and pulled him up short.
“Hang on,” Devin muttered. “First things first.” Then he turned to Michael and bowed. “My hat’s off to you, Michael. I didn’t think you were smart enough to find a way back in.”
“I’m not clever, Devin,” Michael said. “You’re stupid.” He pulled his PDA off his belt. “Didn’t any of you morons stop to think that I might be able to still communicate with my computers and turn the lasers off?” He threw his head back and laughed like a hyena. “My God, you people are idiots!”
“No, Michael.” Devin booked it for the stairs, while Judith made a beeline for the doors at the garden level. “You’re the idiot.”
But just as Judith got to the doors, they burst open, and two cowboys with semi-automatics stepped out.
Michael’s shrieking laugh echoed in the glass dome. Rick looked up to see a blond bitch in tight jeans and a halter-top standing next to Michael. On his other side was a beefy dude in a loose-fitting, short-sleeved shirt and slacks—not cargo shorts or jeans—black slacks. He looked like Tony Soprano in a cowboy hat.
“Oh, if this isn’t a Kodak moment,” Michael laughed. “You should see your faces.”
The two cowboys downstairs looked like typical recruits. Billy Bob was maybe in his early twenties, and full of unspent energy; his eyes flinched, his jaw twitched, his whole body seemed to be set on “vibrate.” He’d probably never gunned down another man, but he couldn’t wait for a chance.
Bubba had Billy Bob by fifty pounds and a few decades. He looked like the kind of guy who bred fighting dogs and regularly beat his wife.
Rick didn’t think Judith could take both cowboys out at once; not with that much fire power and no diversion.
Upstairs with Michael, Tony Soprano had his own semi-automatic trained on Devin. Had Michael tipped off his Rent-a-Thugs to keep a close eye on Dev?
Rick hoped Devin was checking out their weaponry. All Rick knew was that they sure looked locked and loaded. Shit!
Michael told Tony to get everyone into the game room. Only Tony didn’t look too happy at being told what to do. He gave Blondie a scowl and she gave him a shrug. Rick didn’t know what the big changes were that Michael talked about, but from the looks of those two, they weren’t going to include Michael.
Billy Bob and Bubba held their post at the lower doors, waiting for Tony and Blondie to tromp down the stairs and round up the rest. Somewhere along the line, Michael managed to slip away. Was he going to see if Rick had really dumped his games?
Devin and Judith seemed eager to cooperate. They were the first at the doors. Unfortunately, the cluster fuck jumped a level when Billy Bob opened the doors, and Rick spotted four more desperados in the downstairs hallway; two women who looked like they might have joined Manson’s clan if they’d only been around back then—the glazed eyes, the stringy hair; and two guys who looked like their last job was riding on the back of a garbage truck. They were even wearing jumpsuits. Everyone had their own lethal weapon, and from the bulges in their pockets, plenty of extra clips.
As the Biospherians shuffled into the game room, Devin split right, Judith veered left, skirting the pool table to the far side of the room. They were scanning through the windows. Checking to see how many reinforcements might be outside?
Devin slipped three fingers down the side of his leg. Three more. Judith thumped a fist against her thigh. No one in her field of vision.
Shit, that meant eight inside, and at least three more out. Bubba and Billy Bob scurried across the room to keep tabs on Judith and Devin. Tony and Blondie parked on either side of the entrance to keep the rest of the group in line.
With a swagger, Michael stepped into the doorway, planted his feet and cupped his hands behind his back. Before Rick could stop himself, he let out a snigger. Michael had run to his apartment and changed into a clean Biosphere jumpsuit.
Tony gave Rick a shove for the insubordination, knocking him into the pool table.
Carol chose that particular moment to question Michael’s sanity. She got right in his face and asked, “Have you lost your mind, you dip-shit? These goons will have your balls hanging from their dashboard—.”
Tony raised his gun and capped Carol right in the head. She’d been standing close enough that Rick not only felt the blood splat on his face, but chips of skull, too. Her body flew backwards right into Michael.
“Hey!” Michael screamed. “If you want to shoot someone, shoot her!” He pointed to Judith.
The Manson girls stepped around Carol’s body and came into the room. Michael was temporarily sidetracked, inspecting the bloodstains on his uniform. Was he thinking of going upstairs to change again?
Then after one final swipe at the stains, Michael redirected his attention to Tony.
“We’re still missing two,” Michael said. He turned to the Manson girls. “You’ll find the little tramp in Apartment Six.”
The women looked at Tony for confirmation. He gave them a nod and they trotted up the main staircase. Did Michael have any idea how much trouble he was in? Evidently not, because he ordered the two sanitation workers down to the basement to fetch John. More shifty stares.
Michael turned to Sanchez. “While we’re waiting, shall I introduce our new guests?”
She gave him a slight nod.
“The gentleman to my left is Jake, and this is his woman, Lisa.”
“Hello, Lisa.” Sanchez’ voice was calm. “I’m not sure what Michael has told you, but at the present time, our garden is not producing much besides sweet potatoes and a few beans. We are starving. There will not be enough food to feed your group, even if you get rid of all of us.”
“Oh, Taeya.” Michael wrapped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “Don’t be so negative. I’ve got the perfect solution. You see, Jake’s crew runs Tucson. They round up supplies from all over this area. But they’ve had a problem with gangs pilfering their warehouses while they’re out gathering. They have the food, but not the security.”
Michael’s hand rubbed up and down Sanchez’ arm as he spoke. Rick had to reach behind and grip the rail of the pool table to keep from leaping on him.
“Whereas,” Michael continued, “I have the security of high-tech lasers, and a huge warehouse-type facility, but little food. Brilliant bartering, wouldn’t you say?” The prick eased in, trying to kiss Sanchez, but she elbowed him and jerked away.
Now Rick might have been able to get Michael in a strangle hold before Blondie shot him in the back. Hell, he might even succeed in choking Michael to death before Rick died of his own wounds. But then he’d be gone, and Sanchez would still have to contend with Jake, Billy Bob, Bubba, and the garbage collectors. Shit!
Michael wrenched Sanchez’ arm behind her back, then wrapped his free arm around her neck and pulled her ass against his crotch. “You don’t seem to get it yet, Doctor Sanchez. Your boyfriend, and his two loser friends are goners. However, you are staying as my very own love slave. I’ve even decided to let Mai and Kat stay. They ought to be good for a few laughs, eh Jake?”
“I don’t know, Mike.” Jake sauntered over to Sanchez and ran his index finger slowly down her neck and between her breasts. “I’m thinking I might want this prime cut for myself. What do you think, Lisa?”
The blond bitch licked her lips. “She looks real tasty, Jake.”
“No way, man,” Michael said. “That wasn’t the deal.”
Jake sucked air through his teeth. “Well, you know, I’ve always been known as kind of a deal breaker.”
Blondie slowly raised her gun and Michael got this wide-mouthed, bug-eyed expression right before she blasted him in the face. He keeled over backwards. Sanchez cried out and dropped to her knees.
“Hey, Snoop Dog,” Tony, aka Jake, yelled at Devin. “Get your hands on top of your head. You too, Butch.” He waved his gun at Judith.
The shootings had Billy Bob gyrating, a big buck-toothed grin on his face. Tony reamed him out for slacking, so he inched closer to Judith. His gun was shaking. Bubba brandished his own gun and Devin laced his fingers on the top of his head.
When Rick stooped to help Sanchez, Jake drove him back with a gun butt to the kidneys. Writhing in pain, Rick dropped to his knees. Sanchez screamed and caught the butt’s back swing in the jaw. Blood gushed from her mouth as she fell to the floor.
Reaching down, Jake caught Rick by the ponytail. “Watch it, pretty boy. You’re next.” Then he stepped on Rick’s back, driving him onto the carpet.
Suddenly, a squawking chicken sailed into the room, wings flapping, feathers flying.
Jake fired twice and the chicken crash-landed on the pool table.
From his vantage point on the floor, Rick watched Devin drive a palm into Bubba’s jaw. As the guy teetered, Devin slid a hand down Bubba’s arm, wrapped his fingers over Bubba’s, and brought the gun up to the man’s chin. Blam! More gray matter on carpet.
At the same instant, Judith brought a knee up into Billy Bob’s crotch. As he doubled over, she snatched his gun and shot Jake right between the eyes.
Hell, the least Rick could do was help. He kicked the legs out from under Blondie. As she tumbled, Sanchez actually lurched forward, grabbed a tangle of Blondie’s hair and drove her face into the thick leg of the pool table.
When all the shooting started, Mai dropped to her hands and knees. But as Billy Bob lay writhing on the floor, he managed to pull a second gun from his boot. He shot at Mai as she tried to crawl to safety under the pool table. Rick watched Mai’s body jerk twice before Judith lowered her gun and plugged the kid in the back of the head.
Sanchez scrambled for Mai. Rick figured she was a goner, but he let Sanchez have a moment. They had worse problems; all that shooting would surely bring those bozos running from outside. Had the women upstairs heard, too?
Blondie was moaning on the floor next to Rick. He’d love to leave her for Judith or Devin, but he knew they had their hands full. Windows shattered as the outside reinforcements took potshots at them.
Slipping Blondie’s gun from her hand, Rick scooted his butt along the carpet to block Sanchez’ view. Blondie was struggling to her knees, while her right hand fumbled at her belt. Another gun? A knife?
Rick’s sweaty hands tingled. His lips felt numb. The ringing in his ears made everything sound far away. It was one thing to shoot at someone who was firing back. Or to defend a friend. But this was cold-blooded. Aiming the gun, he closed his eyes, and when he heard another volley of gunfire at the windows, he popped Blondie.
Twisting around, he checked to see if Sanchez had witnessed. She had Mai’s head in her lap and she was hugging her lifeless body.
Across the room, Devin stood at the wall between two windows. He poked his gun out, fired twice, and retreated. Judith watched from her position between two different windows. They were trying to catch someone outside as they fired back. But they appeared to be in a stalemate.
Funny how the strangest thoughts occur at the craziest times. Rick contemplated all the blown out windows, and wondered how he and John were going to fix them. Would they have to seal off the room?
Rick heard shuffling out in the hallway. Here came the Manson girls from upstairs. Perching his wrists on his knees, Rick aimed his gun at the door with both hands. A dim shadow wavered over Carol’s body. Rick tightened his finger on the trigger and counted silently to keep his mind off what was coming.
John’s head poked around the corner, close to the floor.
“Shit!” Rick gasped. Every nerve ending in his body tingled. “Get in here, man!”
Crawling on hands and knees, John scooted into the room and slammed his back against the wall. A rush of relief ran through Rick that brought tears to his eyes.
“Goddamn! I thought you were dead, man.” Rick’s hands shook so hard he nearly dropped his gun. “How did you get out of the basement?”
“I wasn’t in the basement,” John whispered back. “I was feeding the chickens.”
“Did you throw that hen in here?”
John nodded as he gasped for air. He did not look good.
“Hey, jerkwad,” Judith snarled. “We could use some help here.”
Poor John. The thought of handling a gun made him go pale.
“Just stay put,” Rick told him. Then he crawled toward the windows. He stopped at Sanchez. “How bad are you hurt?”
“I bit my tongue.”
“Can you handle a gun?”
She nodded before laying Mai’s head gently on the floor.
The two of them crawled over near Judith.
“We need to get those lasers turned back on,” Judith said. “So you can either hold down the fort, or make a run upstairs to the conference room.”
That was a no-brainer. Rick wanted Sanchez out of harm’s way as much as possible. The whole trick here seemed to be shooting wildly out the windows so no one would charge the building. “How about we stay here?”
Without a word, Judith dropped to her knees, handed her gun to Sanchez and crawled for the door. She paused to snatch Mai’s PDA from her belt, then moved on.
Devin crouched down next to Rick. “We’ll try and head off the two bitches upstairs. Get Kat, if she’s still alive.”
Rick nodded.
“Once you hear the lasers humming, post yourselves at the doorway.” He paused to make sure he had Rick’s attention. “No one leaves this room.”
“You got that right,” Rick said. He eased up beside the window and shot a couple aimless bullets, just to demonstrate his knowledge of the task. Some douche bag outside fired back.
Sanchez took Judith’s spot, wiping blood from her chin.
“You sure you’re okay?” Rick asked.
She gave him a firm nod, then fired a quick burst from her window.
 
Counting out seconds, Rick timed how long it might take Devin and Judith to sneak upstairs, get into the conference room and turn on the lasers.
He hadn’t even gotten to sixty when he heard the whine of the laser coming to life. Outside, someone screamed.
“Yeah!” Rick yelled out the window. “Got a little too close, didn’t you?”
With the numbers evened out now, Rick felt a surge of confidence. They’d have these assholes out of there by lunchtime. Seven down, four to go.
Rick imagined Devin and Judith were already making their way down to apartment six. He heard the door bang open. No gunfire. Maybe the Manson twins had nabbed Kat and slipped through the bathroom to the next apartment. Hopefully, either Judith or Devin was standing guard in the hall so the Twisted Sisters didn’t sneak by.
He heard the second door bang. Rick hoped the women didn’t decide to drag Kat out as a hostage. That scenario was a no-brainer for people like Judith and Devin. Kat was a good kid, but negotiation was not in Dev’s vocabulary.
Snapping his fingers, Rick signaled for John to get under the pool table. He held a finger to his lips. If those women got past Devin and Judith, he didn’t want them to know there were still live bodies in the game room.
Then he took a position on the left side of the entryway, where he had a view to the right hallway and the double doors leading out to the garden. Sanchez parked herself on the right and guarded the hallway to the left.
Now it was just a waiting game.
He heard two shots upstairs, then heard Kat’s piercing scream. Footsteps pounded from above. It sounded like someone was heading for the main staircase. Rick stepped out just far enough to get a glimpse. He’d hate to shoot Devin.
It was one of the Manson girls. And she was looking back over her shoulder. More footsteps, thundering in the hallway. Sounded heavy enough to be Devin. Rick raised his gun, waiting for a clear shot on the bitch, when he heard a shot.
But the girl didn’t fall. What the hell? Was Devin slipping? Then Rick felt a pinch in his gut, and his knees just folded. As he went down, he saw the other girl standing at the animal bay door down to his right.
Sanchez swung out from the game room, her semi-automatic spraying bullets. The girl staggered backwards. Rick watched her slam into the goat pen before the door swung shut. Above him, the first girl somersaulted down the stairs and landed in a pile next to him. Her blank eyes stared into his.
It finally dawned on him when Sanchez started ripping at his shirt. He’d been shot. Then he saw Devin clambering down the stairs, two at a time. He was already bitching.
“Didn’t I say, no one leaves the room?”
Judith was right behind Devin, hauling Kat down the stairs. When the kid saw Rick, she started screaming like the teenage girls always do in slasher movies. Judith slapped her face.
 
John and Devin carted Rick up to sickbay. He kept insisting he could walk, but by the time they laid him out on Sanchez’ examining table, he wasn’t so sure.
Everybody hovered over him, with scrunched up faces.
“Geez.” He waved them away with his hand. “You guys are creeping me out.”
Devin smiled. “He’ll be fine.”
“You need any help?” Judith asked Sanchez.
Sanchez still looked freaked out, which Rick found just a tad alarming. But she said she had things under control. He hoped she did.
“Then we’re heading for the basement,” Devin said. “We’ve gotta get those last two.”
After they left, the adrenaline began to fade, replaced by a searing pain in Rick’s gut. He groped for Sanchez’ hand.
“I don’t feel so good,” he whispered.
He coughed, and saw blood spray on the front of her shirt. His eyes wouldn’t focus. He blinked hard, but they wouldn’t clear. Sanchez was talking to him, but his ears were ringing again, and with that surgical mask over her mouth, he had no chance of reading her lips.
Turning his head to the side, he saw John sitting on the edge of Taeya’s desk. His hands were clasped together and his head was bowed. Was the guy praying? Come on, it wasn’t that bad. The Doc was there. She’d fix him up.
Kat was slumped in the corner, bawling her eyes out.
Rick coughed again. This time warm liquid rushed up his throat. He swallowed it back. It tasted like iron. His eyes rolled in his head like marbles.
He gasped for a breath, but nothing happened. Sanchez’ face was just a blur. Damn it all to hell. He’d finally gotten his shit together, found the perfect woman, and now this?
Reaching for her hand, he squeezed as tight as he could.
“Taeya,” he gasped. “Don’t let me die.”
She spoke again, but all he heard was ‘wah-wah-wah’ like a record on the wrong speed. Then the next thing he knew, she was coming at him with that damn conch shell. Was she going to see if he heard the angels right before he kicked?
Oh, God, it was worse. She was trying to cover his face with it. His mouth. He batted his hands, to knock it away. But he couldn’t. John was holding him down.
Would the angels in the shell suck the life right out of him? He had to get Taeya’s attention. One more thing he had to tell her. He’d been meaning to say it for days now, but the time never felt right. Why had he put it off? She needed to know how much he…
His words got sucked into shell.
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
 
Taeya flashed a light in Rick’s eyes. He was in shock. His blood pressure dropped so low, he’d become combative, fighting against the anesthesia mask. With John’s help, Taeya had gotten Rick sedated, but the Diprivan she found was expired. How affective would it be?
She inventoried the instruments on the surgical tray again. Why had she thought this sickbay was state-of-the-art? She didn’t have enough clamps or sponges. The blood pressure monitor was a dinky Boltman 216. She located two malleable retractors, but she had no good means of high-volume irrigation and suction. This was going to be like doing triage in the field.
When was the last time she’d actually done a peritoneal lavage? Allapalli in India?
Randall’s team was tracking an E-coli outbreak. One of their colleagues stumbled and fell on a protruding stick. But once Taeya located the puncture and clamped it off, the man was transported to Nagpur where real surgeons performed the closure.
Technically speaking, half of her surgical experience was autopsy.
Taeya’s hand shook. Until she got inside Rick’s abdomen, she had no idea what she might find. A gunshot wound to the belly was one of the worst. Lacerations of the bowel were dangerous, lots of bacteria in fecal matter. From the trajectory of the entrance and exit wounds, she felt sure Rick’s spinal cord was unaffected. But what about his kidneys?
The shock indicated blood loss, so the bullet must have hit at least one vessel. Her first priority was to locate the source of bleeding and clamp it off. She had only two units of ABO universal plasma, and no time to consider possible donors.
“Okay, John.” She took a calming breath and waited for her hands to stop trembling. “Your job is to watch the monitor. Once I get inside, that top number should start going up. If it drops, we’re in big trouble. Keep me apprised of the other numbers as well.”
When John didn’t answer, she looked up. “Can you do this?”
John was in his own state of shock. He’d never expected this kind of gruesome attack. Had he ever seen a gunshot wound up close? The victims in the game room with close-range wounds were particularly disturbing because of the skull fragments and brain tissue. She’d seen John huddled against the wall, his eyes locked on Mai.
Taeya had had her own experiences with killings, but that had been unknown rebel soldiers shooting at their encampment from a dense jungle. When she shot that woman charging at Rick from the animal bay, she’d had a moment of hesitation. How had Rick felt when he shot the blond woman at such close range?
And now Judith and Devin were stalking the last two in the basement. What if one of them managed to slip away? A sick feeling quaked in Taeya’s gut. Had they ambushed Devin and Judith? Were the thugs on their way to sickbay at this very moment?
No time to anguish over that now. Picking up a scalpel, she made a midline incision from Rick’s sternum to below the umbilicus. Best-case scenario, she would close off the bleeding arteries, clamp off seepage from the bowel, and make the necessary repairs.
How was John going to handle all that? Getting the bottled water had been traumatic enough. Devin had meant it when he’d told them to stay put. But sterile water was a necessity.
Taeya had stood guard in the hallway while John and Kat scrambled into the kitchen pantry. She’d never seen Kat move so fast. And once she and John had scurried back into sickbay, their arms laden with bottles, Kat had bent over the sink and wretched.
Now that John was part of Taeya’s surgical team, Kat was their only defense. The color was back in her cheeks, and she’d stopped crying. Sitting at Taeya’s desk, Kat held a gun in both hands, trained on the door.
Working quickly, Taeya divided the peritoneum, bent the retractors, and clamped the tissue open, then began her exploration. The abdominal aorta was undamaged, but there was definitely bleeding. Mesenteric vessels?
“John,” she said softly. “The only way to find the source of bleeding, and to discover Rick’s bowel injuries, is to turn out his intestines.”
“What?”
“I’m going to lift out his intestines and inspect them for injury.”
“Dear God,” he whispered.
She couldn’t afford to lose John to a panic attack. With more confidence than she felt, Taeya explained. “This really is a common procedure. I did my first as an intern. I just don’t want you to freak out.”
His hands shook, but he gave her a nod.
Once she located and secured the bleeding vessel, she examined lengths of the intestines. She counted four tears. Deeper in the cavity, she inspected for damage.
“Good news, John. The kidneys are fine. The ruptures are minimal. I can suture them quickly.”
Without looking up, she called to Kat. “I’m going to need a couple of those water bottles from the hotbox. Don’t come over here. Just hand them to John.”
Kat obviously didn’t want to witness the butchery. She set two bottles on a cart and rolled it over.
Taeya was repairing the innermost rupture when the lights flickered. She glanced up at John. “Tell me they’re not shooting up our power source.”
“I fear that is exactly what is happening. Do not tarry.”
She carefully returned Rick’s intestines to the abdominal cavity. The last three closures could be done from there.
“I’m going to need you to start irrigating the cavity while I work,” she said. “Open one of the bottles of warm water and pour.”
“On your hands?”
“No. Into Rick’s belly.”
Dear God, she was asking so much of people who never should have been exposed to such horrors. Would John and Kat ever get past this?
Warm water washed over her hands. She hoped it was warm enough to keep from shocking Rick’s organs. While John flushed out the cavity, Taeya quickly stitched. But Rick’s cavity was filling too fast. With her toe, she flipped on the switch for the compressor and aimed the suction tube at a pool of water and blood.
“See this, John? Hold it right in this pocket and draw some of the liquid back out. Can you pour and suction at the same time?”
All she got was a feeble nod, but John carried out his tasks.
She was on her last rupture when she heard an explosion. It sounded like shattering glass.
 
* * *
 
Alone in sickbay, Taeya slumped at her desk, her head cradled on her arms. Exhaustion seemed to be dulling the pain. But not the raging war in her head.
Where had she gone wrong?
When the power went out, she’d known the odds of a successful completion were drastically reduced. The blood pressure monitor was useless, her lighting was available daylight and a hand-held flashlight. At one point Rick’s heart had stopped. She remembered hearing John sob quietly as she reached into Rick’s chest and massaged the muscle. It had been a desperate last-ditch effort that she hadn’t expected to work.
But it had. She’d gotten his heart going again. She’d even allow a glimmer of optimism to creep in as she closed.
Tears rolled down her arm and onto the desk. There had just been too many variables. Shock from the intestines being out too long. Lavage fluid not warm enough. Was the Diprivan to blame? Too much blood loss?
Someone stroked her head. For an instant, in her semi-conscious state, she imagined it was Rick. Her heart lurched, and she jerked her head up.
It was John.
He stared at Rick’s lifeless body on the gurney. “How is he?”
Taeya shook her head. “No change.”
His shoulders slumped. “Power has been restored, but I can’t guarantee for how long.”
The power was back. So what? After giving John a wan smile, Taeya laid her head back on her arms. She wanted him to go away and leave her alone.
But he remained in front of her desk, shifting from one foot to the other. Did he have more bad news? What could possibly be worse?
“Judith was shot.”
With those three words, Taeya’s anguish and self-pity evaporated. One of the best qualities a doctor possessed was the ability to shut out extraneous thoughts and concentrate on the task at hand. She prided herself on having those qualities.
“Where is she?”
“In the kitchen. Devin’s been trying to stop the bleeding.”
“Bring her in.” Taeya was on her feet.
She’d already re-sterilized her instruments by the time John and Devin wrestled Judith into the room. She kept insisting the wound wasn’t that bad.
It was. There was no exit wound, which meant the bullet was still inside. The deltoid muscle in her upper arm was torn, and Taeya suspected the bullet was lodged in the ulna. Was the bone shattered? Normally, a person would be in greater pain with an injury like that. But with Judith, what was normal?
Taeya nodded for Judith to sit on the examining table. The bloody sheets had been removed. All evidence of her surgical catastrophe now lay crumpled in a corner.
“What happened?” Taeya asked.
If there was going to be any conversation, she wanted it to be about something other than her failure with Rick’s surgery. Evidently, no one else wanted to talk about that either.
“When we got to the basement, it was dark,” Devin said. “Those morons had shot out the lights.” He shook his head. “I guess when they couldn’t find John, they decided to lie in wait.”
Taeya paused to let the local anesthetic to take hold.
“Hell,” Judith hissed. “I’ll bet they knew exactly what was happening upstairs. They were hiding, pure and simple.”
“The assholes didn’t expect us to have lights on our scopes,” Devin continued. “My guess is when they saw our light beams searching, they panicked. I heard footsteps heading for the south wall and the windows. I took off that way for the hyacinth troughs. Judith circled around by the tool shop.”
“I couldn’t see beyond my light.” Judith turned to John. “You know how dark it is down there, with all that equipment blocking the south light.”
John nodded.
“Anyway,” Judith said, “my man was hiding under the hammer mill. I was in the shop when I heard him take off for the stairs.”
“I was busy tracking my man,” Devin butted in.
“I know,” Judith snapped. “I didn’t expect you to drop your pursuit.”
“I caught my guy trying to climb up on the condenser,” Devin said. “I got one clean shot to the leg before he disappeared.” Devin slapped a palm against the crown of his head and rubbed in frustration. “The guy knew he was doomed, so he decided to just start blasting. That’s when he hit one of the power lines.”
As he listened, John weaved slowly from side to side. Taeya stopped probing into Judith’s arm and told him to sit down. When he wouldn’t, Devin got him a chair and pushed him into it.
John bent forward, with his elbows on his knees. “The system automatically switched to auxiliary power. Under normal conditions, the back-up generator would have sufficed. But with all that heat pouring into the game room, the cooling units were working overtime.”
Her heart went out to John. He’d suffered so much, and now he was taking the blame for something totally out of his control.
Taeya located the bullet. Thankfully, it hadn’t penetrated the bone, and she twisted it out with hemostats.
“You’re lucky he was so far away when he shot you,” she told Judith. “I can’t believe the bone isn’t in pieces.”
“He didn’t shoot me.” Judith sounded defensive. Her eyes rolled to Devin to make sure he understood, too. “He was spraying ammo down that stairwell like a girl. One of the shots ricocheted off the wall.”
That explained the minimal damage. As Taeya stitched, Judith continued defending her actions. “The jerk took off across the garden. If he got inside the habitat, you guys would be in serious trouble. I had to take him out there.”
Devin touched her uninjured arm lightly. “Look, no one’s blaming you…”
“Bullshit! I’m the reason we have a gaping hole in the ceiling of the greenhouse.”
Taeya must have made some kind of involuntary jerk because Judith glanced up at her.
“I hit the guy in the leg,” she said. “He swung around, and I got him again in the chest. But when the son-of-a-bitch fell backwards, he just started blasting at the overhead glass. And he was intentionally aiming for the same pane. He knew at that distance he’d have to hit it a few times to cause any damage.”
That explained the shattering glass Taeya heard when she was working on Rick.
“Why did you wait so long to bring Judith to me?”
John leaped to his feet. “We didn’t even know she was shot until a few minutes ago!”
Squinting his eyes in anger, Devin glared at Judith. “We were busy in the basement trying to get the power situation under control. We found her in the kitchen with a dishtowel tied to her arm.”
Taeya wrapped a gauze bandage around the wound. “You’ll be stiff for a couple days, but I don’t think there will be any nerve damage.”
Pushing Taeya’s hand away, Judith hopped off the table. “Stop fussing over me. What’s the bottom line with Rick?” She drifted over to the gurney.
“He’s still not showing any signs of regaining consciousness,” Taeya said as she joined Judith. After checking Rick’s pulse, she lifted his eyelid in another useless gesture.
Devin rushed to the bedside. “But you said he could snap out of this at any time, right?”
He was so hopeful. They all were. They’d seen too many movies where the comatose patient suddenly woke up and lived happily ever after.
“And he might never,” she warned. Sometimes comas were simply the brain shutting down faster than the rest of the organs. Just because Rick’s heart still beat, and his lungs still drew air, didn’t mean that he would ever regain consciousness.
“Well, the bottom line is,” Judith said, “we need to abandon ship.”
“Hey!” Devin pulled her roughly away from Taeya. “What did we just talk about?”
Instead of a heated retort, Judith grimaced. “Sorry.”
John opened the sickbay door. “Why don’t you two help Kat in the kitchen,” he said. “Let me have a moment with Taeya.”
Once they were gone, he took Taeya’s hand. “You understand that we cannot possibly remain here for long. Our power is sporadic at best. We know those raiders came from Tucson, so there are probably more. They may be waiting for some signal that all is clear to move in.”
He gave Taeya a moment before continuing. “But we must abide by your decision as to when we leave. If you think Rick cannot be moved, then we shall stay here.”
Taeya remembered the moment she and Rick decided to head for California. He’d been excited about the move, but not because of the destination. It was because he and Taeya would be living their lives together. Late last night, as they lay in bed, he’d even hinted at children. Turning away from John, she stared unseeing out the window.
“We should have a memorial service,” she whispered. “ For Mai …Carol…”
“Of course,” John said. “I agree.”
John moved slowly to the door, then stopped and turned. “You did the best you could. Now we must think about our future.”
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
 
Taeya opened the door to find Kat slumped on the floor of the hallway, her arms wrapped tightly around her knees. What a sorrowful child she had become. The makeup was gone, her hair hung in matted strands. Her eyes were puffy and red from crying.
“I can’t go to the funeral,” Kat whispered.
Kneeling down, Taeya took her hands. They felt clammy despite the heat.
“If you don’t want to come down, you don’t have to,” Taeya said.
Kat wiped her sweaty chin on her shoulder. Instead of her usual revealing top, she wore an old Bama tee shirt. And from the size of it, it must have been one of John’s.
She stifled a whimper. “If I don’t go, they’ll all think I’m terrible.”
Taeya understood the dilemma. Kat could hardly skip her mother’s burial. But she was still shell-shocked from the blood bath she’d witnessed.
“This is going to be very hard for me, too,” Taeya told her. “Maybe we can lean on each other.”
Tears welled in Kat’s eyes, and her voice cracked when she finally said, “Okay.”
Together, they stepped out onto the catwalk. But Taeya was unprepared for the suffocating heat pouring in through the broken panes in the dome. What little strength she had was consumed by the scorching air. Kat grasped the railing and sagged to her knees.
Below, Taeya viewed the freshly packed mounds of dirt where vegetables had grown yesterday. Now they were burial plots. Judith and Devin stood at the end of one of the aisles.
Taeya pressed her fingers to her lips and slowly shook her head. She could not go down.
Devin nodded that he understood. He walked to the basement stairway and called John.
Wavering in the heat, John took a moment to steady his legs. Then he spoke.
“I won’t profess to understand why things like this happen. If there is any design or predestination to our lives, it is beyond my grasp. We have seen so much death. How can our hearts still be filled with such pain?”
His voice caught, and he paused.
“But perhaps that is the one clue we have been given,” he said. “If we can feel anguish after others have hardened against it. If our compassion cannot be dimmed by others’ senseless brutality. If we can still draw the strength and determination to persevere over such adversities, then perhaps we are the defining members of this human species. Not the barbarians.”
Kat was the only one who cried. Judith and Devin stood together in stoic silence. John offered a small prayer that Taeya didn’t hear. As soon as he finished, she went back to the seclusion of sickbay.
 
Taeya must have dozed off from the heat and lack of sleep. Earlier, Devin had nailed sheets over the windows to deflect the sun, but she still felt like she was suffocating.
The door opened, and John tiptoed to her desk with a bowl of fruit.
“You must eat.” He set the bowl in front of her, and when she made no move, he stabbed a bite of banana and held it to her mouth. She took the fork from him and ate.
“That’s better.” He sat in the chair across from her. “Judith and Kat are packing the truck. Devin’s very nervous about more raiders. The generator is losing ground, even though I’ve diverted all power to the lasers. I fear it is only a matter of time before we expose ourselves—”
The banana hit Taeya’s stomach, and threatened to come back up.
“I took the liberty of packing your belongings,” he said. “Is there anything else you’d like to take?”
She shook her head. All she had was that conch shell. The pictures of her family were gone, and now her friend Mai was, too. How soon before Rick slipped away?
“Are we still set to leave tonight?” he asked.
Everyone had agreed to travel at night for John’s sake. With fuel such a precious commodity, they didn’t dare run the air conditioning in the truck.
She flashed on Eric and his handy septic truck filled with gasoline. Hopefully, John and Devin had worked out the logistics for obtaining fuel along the way. They had a twelve-hour drive ahead of them.
“I’ll be ready,” she said.
The daylight in sickbay had dimmed considerably when John and Devin came back later.
“Are we good to go?” Devin asked.
Taeya nodded. “I guess.”
“You sure? If we need to hang around another day, we will.”
“No,” she said. What difference would one more day make anyway?
“You got what you need?” Devin glanced at the garden buckets stuffed with bandages, medications, and wrapped instruments. Taeya nodded.
Then she watched Devin trudge over to the gurney and take Rick’s lifeless hand in his.
“You’re sure he can be moved?” John asked.
“I don’t think it will matter if he’s lying here,” Taeya said, “or in the back of the truck.”
Devin clapped his hands. “Okay, let’s do it.”
He and John grabbed the sides of the sheet and lifted Rick back onto the examining table. Images of the surgery rushed through Taeya’s mind: Rick’s gaping abdominal cavity, the blood flushing out with the water, pouring down the sides of the table and onto the floor, the urgency to repair the damage—and Rick’s heart cupped between her hands. The way it pulsed that first time before gaining a rhythm again.
She should she have let his heart remain still, instead of putting everyone through this. As a doctor, she was compelled to do everything in her power to save his life. But as a lover, she’d felt Rick slip away the moment his heart stopped. Even as she’d waited through the long afternoon for the anesthesia to wear off, she knew he was gone.
Devin and John pulled the mattress from the hospital bed and carried it out.
 
Using the sheet as a sling, Devin and John carried Rick’s body through the hatch. Then Taeya and Kat helped lift him up onto the mattress in the bed of the truck as Judith stood guard. Taeya hung the last pouch of glucose solution from the IV stand that John had lashed to the side of the truck. Once the premix was gone, she knew Rick’s survival was tenuous. He’d have maybe twenty-four hours before his body started to dehydrate.
With her one good arm, Judith helped the others pack their duffles and supplies around the mattress, leaving space for Taeya to ride beside Rick.
Unlike Judith, Taeya had to take one last look at what she had thought would be her safe haven in the storm.
John gently corrected her. “It isn’t the place you choose,” he said, “it’s the people you choose to trust.”
No one felt safe driving through Tucson, so Devin stuck to the back roads. They stopped twice in small towns along the way, hoping to find a community hospital or urgent care facility that might have a supply of glucose or saline solution. The buildings didn’t look looted as much as depleted, as though the staff had used up everything they had before shutting down for good.
Outside Palm Springs, Devin pulled over and walked back to the truck bed.
“Judith and I have been discussing the situation,” he said. “We’re not going near L.A. That’s just asking for trouble. We’re going to cut around San Bernardino and head up to Bakersfield. But we still don’t know what to expect. If things get crazy, I want to be back here to protect Rick.”
Devin slung his gun over one shoulder. “Judith will drive. She can think quickly and maneuver around any trouble spots. Besides, I don’t think she can handle a weapon too well with that gimp arm. You’ll ride shotgun, Taeya.”
Holding up a hand, he helped her step out of the truck, then followed her to the cab and held the door for her. He poked his head in for one last pep talk with John and Kat, who were sitting in the back seat.
“You both have handguns,” he said. “At the first sign of trouble, shoot out the windows and don’t stop firing. Circle your gun around as you fire. You’ll have a better chance of hitting someone. Got that?”
They both nodded.
 
Even with the windows open, Taeya could not draw more than a shallow breath. She leaned out, letting the wind blow in her face, trying desperately to stay awake. When was the last time she slept? Two days ago? She couldn’t remember what day it was, or what day they’d been attacked.
The lonely highway stretched out ahead of her as a black void. She wondered how Judith was holding up? When was the last time she’d slept?
Earlier, Taeya had voiced her fear that they might not find what they needed to keep Rick hydrated and nourished. Judith had suggested they run a tube down Rick’s throat and dump water directly into his stomach. And John had agreed! Neither of them understood how the body shuts down in a coma. Rick’s stomach was useless right now. The fluid had to be taken into his bloodstream.
Once they got to Laurel Valley, Taeya hoped the clinic Eric told her about might have some IV solutions. But that was a slim hope. Even if she found a supply, how long would it last? Deep in her heart, she knew it would be better for everyone if Rick succumbed quickly, instead of lingering for weeks or months in this vegetative state.
She took some comfort in imagining a burial site somewhere in this new town, where she could visit him from time to time. At least feel the thread of a connection to Rick.
Devin banged on the back window, startling Judith so much she swerved in the road.
“Pull over!” he yelled.
Were they under attack? Taeya glanced quickly out her rearview mirror, but all she saw was the pitch-black night.
Turning around, Taeya scanned out the back window for raiders. But Devin wasn’t on guard. He was hunched over Rick.
Oh, no. Was he hemorrhaging? Taeya had instructed Devin to check Rick’s pulse periodically. Had he gone into seizure? She never should have agreed to move him. What could she do out here in the middle of nowhere?
A plan zipped through her head as Judith slowed. If Devin and John could get Rick and the mattress out of the truck, they could lay him in the roadway in front of the headlights. But if it was Rick’s heart, she would not open him up again. Not out here.
As soon as the truck came to a stop, Taeya ran to the back. “What is it?”
“See for yourself.” Devin shined his flashlight on Rick’s face.
His eyes were open.
 
The screams and laughter burst in the air like firecrackers. Rick squinted at the flashlights shining in his face. Kat broke into tears again.
“We’re going to be all right now,” Taeya cooed as she brushed a hand over Kat’s limp hair. “Everything’s going to be fine.”
Judith eased Kat gently away from Taeya, but kept an arm tight around the girl’s trembling shoulders.
Then with four lights trained on Rick’s belly, Taeya examined his incision and checked his pulse. Everything was fine. Blinking away the sting of tears, she asked how he felt.
“Water,” he croaked, and again the group bellowed out cheers.
Racing to the truck cab, John came back with a bottle of water. Taeya raised Rick’s head so he could drink. And when he let out a contented sigh, everyone ahhhh-ed.
“Jesus Christ.” His scratchy voice was barely above a whisper. “What’s with you people?”
Taeya rained kisses on his cheeks, and forehead, and temples.
“What’s going on?” he asked. His eyes rolled past hers, and for the first time he seemed to notice he was outside. “Where are we?”
“Not in Arizona.” She squeezed his hand.
Rick motioned for more water, and she gave him a longer drink this time.
“I had this really weird dream,” he said. “You were trying to make me listen to the angels. You know, in your shell. But I didn’t want to. I called your name but you couldn’t hear me.”
“Yeah, I’ve been calling your name, too. What made you decide to wake up?”
His fingers absent-mindedly scratched his thighs, as though he was massaging the feeling back. “Somebody just said ‘wake up’.” He yawned and smacked his lips.
 
Sitting on the side of the truck, Devin was just finishing his story about the renegades in the basement when a voice called out from the darkness, “Nobody move. I want to see everyone’s hands in the air.”
Judith wheeled around, aiming her rifle at where the voice had come from. Rolling into the bed of the truck, Devin flattened himself between Rick’s mattress and the side. His hands gripped his rifle across his chest.
“Uh, uh, uh,” called another man from opposite side of the road. “You best ease your finger off that trigger, honey, and lay the gun down.”
Taeya squinted into the dark, but she couldn’t see anyone.
“Now!” the man said when Judith didn’t immediately comply. “Or the Mexican chick gets it.”
It took a supreme effort for Judith to lay that rifle on the pavement.
“Hey, Flava-Flave,” another man called to Devin. “You, lying in the truck. I want to see two black hands reaching for the stars.”
After handing his gun to Rick, Devin raised both hands.
“Sit up nice and easy,” the man said.
Once he did, the man spoke to all of them. “Everybody, up to the front of the truck. I want you standing in the headlight where I can keep an eye on you.”
Holding her hands up, Taeya slowly turned toward the voice. “Look, we have a very sick man here. He’s already been shot once. All we want to do is get to some place safe–”
At least three different men, scattered in the darkness, laughed.
“Safe?” one man said. “They ain’t no place safe around here anymore. Now git outta that truck and join your friends. And pick up Tupac’s gun while you’re at it. He musta forgot it.”
John and Kat were already standing in the beam of light, their hands held high. Judith was taking her time. Devin took one last look at Rick before he hurtled over the side of the truck.
When Taeya reached for the gun, Rick shook his head no, but she took it from him anyway.
Holding it sideways in her hands, she stood. “We don’t have any supplies. There’s nothing of value but our clothes. We’ve just been driven from our last—”
“Can it, Carmelita. And get outta that truck.”
Taeya tried one last time. “Please don’t take our—”
“Get out of the goddamn truck! ” the man screamed.
She looked down at Rick. “I love you.”
He nodded. “I love you, too.”
As she stepped to the back of the truck, she thought about raising that gun and shooting. But it all seemed so futile. She had no idea how many men were lurking out there, all with guns trained on her and the others. Her best bet was not to create any animosity. Hopefully, they would not jostle Rick too much when they dragged him out of the truck. Maybe they would even leave some water behind.
Once she was out of the truck, one of the men instructed her to lay the gun down and join the others.
Then the man called out, “Jason, check it out.”
A man trotted out of the dark. He was not carrying a gun. First he checked the truck bed, and reported.
“The guy definitely looks bad. I reckon she’s tellin’ the truth about him gettin’ shot.”
Next, he climbed into the truck bed and patted Rick down, just to make sure he didn’t have a gun. Then he rummaged through duffle bags.
Raising his head, Jason called out, “Right again. Nothing here but clothes.”
Taeya heard a groan from out in the dark.
“Check the cab.”
Jason hopped down and crawled into the back seat. He let out a war-cry and jumped back out with Devin’s canvas bag full of marijuana. “Hot damn!! Wait’ll you see this.”
He sprinted into the dark.
There was some excited chatter before one of the men said, “Okay, okay, settle down. I need to find out what to do with that fella in the back.”
Taeya heard the hiss of a two-way radio. “Hey, boss. We got a situation here.”
A voice came through the radio. “What’s up, Lonny?”
“We was followin’ a truck up Highway Five—nice duelly, quad-cab—anyways, they got some dude in the back, all shot up. We don’t know if we should take the truck.”
“Shot up, huh?” the voice said.
“Yeah, but get this. They got a suitcase full of marijuana tops. I never seen so much pot in my life.”
“Pot? In a zipper bag?”
“Yeah, one of them athletic bags, I guess you’d call it.”
“No shit,” the voice said. “You see a big ole’ black dude? Could snap your neck like a toothpick?”
“Yeah, how’d you know?”
“Hey, Sanchez!” the voice yelled through the radio. “Don’t tell me that worthless boyfriend of yours got himself shot!”
Taeya ran into the darkness, toward the sound of the radio. She startled the man so badly he dropped the radio. She snatched it off the ground and pressed the call button.
“Eric?”
For desperados, the men looked quite normal, more like farmers than thieves. There were five of them in a small Toyota pick-up. No wonder they were ogling the big Ram truck.
Eric gave his team of thieves specific instructions to escort the truck to Laurel Valley. “If there’s any trouble, they’ll be hell to pay when you get back here.”
 
* * *
 
The sun had been up almost an hour when Taeya’s view from the back of the truck suddenly changed from endless green fields to gorgeous homes. Judith tooted the truck’s horn and banged on the side of the door. Was this Laurel Valley?
How strange that they hadn’t come through the usual outskirts of a typical town: the old gas station converted to a used car lot, the crumbling mobile home park, the pawn shop with bars on the windows.
Like Eric said, it was a fancy planned community with big box houses, and what at one time must have been lush green lawns. They had turned brown.
Rick was sleeping, but when he felt the truck slow down, he woke up.
“What’s going on?”
Taeya gave him a big smile. “We’re here.”
As Devin drove block after block, Taeya caught herself examining the houses. Which one would she and Rick take? The stone-front traditional, or the stucco with Spanish arches. She guessed some of the houses had four bedrooms. Dear God, would Rick expect to fill them all with children?
The truck stopped, and Taeya leaned over the back of the truck to see where they were. Devin had been escorted into a parking lot at the town center. She saw all the stores and restaurants that the developers had centrally located for the townfolk, just like Eric said. Two men had been sitting in the shade of a café patio, but when the truck pulled to a stop, they ran into the restaurant.
She heard the familiar voice bellow from inside. “For the love of God, how can you call yourselves security?”
Eric burst out of the café with his rifle at the ready.
“Bang! Bang!” Devin called from the cab.
Lowering his rifle, Eric trotted over with a huge grin on his face. Devin and Judith hopped out of the truck for hugs and soul-brother handshakes. Taeya called the play-by-play action for Rick like a baseball announcer.
“Judith tugs at Eric’s beard. And there’s a heavy fondle as Eric paws over Judith’s injured arm. Uh-oh, will the umpire toss him for that infraction?”
Rick chuckled.
Taeya swung around to peer into the back window of the truck cab. “Hang on, folks. There’s some action in the dugout.” She paused. “Yes, it’s Kat the Vamp, climbing out of the cab. Eric sneaks a quick peek, then checks for a signal from Judith. And he gets the go ahead. He’s moving closer. Kat and Eric are checking out each others’ piercings. Oh, she’s seen the snake tattoo on his arm. And she rubs her finger along the design. There’s a wicked smile.” Taeya threw her hands into the air. “It’s lust at first sight!”
 
 



EPILOGUE
 
 
SIX MONTHS LATER
 
The last place Rick expected to find Kat was at the laundromat. As he rode his bicycle along Central Avenue, he passed sheets flapping in the wind. Pant legs danced, shirt sleeves waved. How many post holes had the guys dug, how many miles of rope had they strung before the womenfolk decided they had enough clothesline?
Once he got past the dryers, Rick spotted Kat squatting over a washtub, gently swirling and squeezing her clothes. Her hair was now brighter red than Eric’s, and still spiked. Where did she find the goop to keep a ‘do like that?
Rising to her feet, or in this case, platform sandals with laces that criss-crossed all the way up to her knees, Kat pulled out a shirt and dropped it into the squeegee.
That little contraption had been Rick’s idea. He remembered those bright yellow mop buckets school custodians used, with the squeegee mounted on the side to wring out their string mops. Kat pressed the handle forward and squeezed out the water, then dropped the shirt into her plastic laundry basket.
Farther down, two women were dumping buckets of water from a trough into the pot they had heating over a fire. The trough had been John’s idea. When they first arrived in Laurel Valley, the women were washing their clothes in the creek. But no matter how hard they tried not to stir up the bottom, they still got silt in everything.
John suggested they filter the water first. So they rigged a hand-cranked paddle wheel to get the water out of the creek. And they built a sluice for the water to run through. Once they spread a few tee shirts in the bottom of the trough to catch the silt, clean water drizzled out the far end.
Evidently, Katie was doing a cold-water wash for her fine delicates. Sure enough, when she hauled her basket to the drying lines, the first thing she hung was a leopard-print thong.
Rick nodded at one of the sentries guarding the laundry area as he strolled over to Kat.
“Hey, kid,” he said. “What time did Eric and his team leave this morning?”
“How should I know?” Kat gave him her usual eye roll. “I was still asleep.”
He hoped the men had gotten an early start. They had quite a list of supplies to look for, especially for the hospital. Taeya was in need of gauze for bandages, antibiotics, and most importantly, a new defibrillator.
Plus, whenever a team went foraging, they took a list of standard items to look for, like canning jars, batteries, ammunition, flashlights and candles, any kind of medications.
Trouping passed Kat, Rick came to his own wash and squeezed the pant leg on a pair of his jeans. They felt dry. He was just folding them into his laundry basket when he heard gunshots.
The north outpost. Rick dropped his jeans and ran for his bicycle. Another man who was helping a woman with a broken arm dropped the basket he was holding and sprinted to his own bike.
It would take them seven minutes to ride up to County Line Road. Rick’s legs pumped. The man behind him puffed as he tried to keep up. Six more men on bikes wheeled out in front of Rick at Thompson Street. Devin was in the gaggle. They must have been at the football field. A woman joined their ranks at Deckard Boulevard.
Once he hit Laurel Valley Parkway, Rick opened it up, standing to get the maximum speed. The others did the same, racing to get to the outpost as fast as they could.
Anyone who’d been around more than four months knew about the south outpost attack. Rick thought about it every time he answered a call.
Devin had just gotten some of the men organized. He had two sentries posted with walkies at each intersection leading to town. But the sentries at the south outpost were attacked before they even got a call off. Rick had been at the high school when he heard the pop-pop-pop of gunfire. By the time he got to the intersection, the two sentries were dead. They’d been sitting ducks.
After the attack, guard towers were erected on stilts at all four posts to give the sentries more advanced warning, and some protection from hostile fire.
Ahead, Rick spotted the familiar tower. Volunteers were already swarming around a horse-drawn cart. It was one of those green John Deere hay wagons. The two men in the tower had their rifles trained on the action.
The sound of wailing cut through the quiet morning, and as Rick rode closer, he saw a woman in the back of the wagon hunched over a man, her shoulders jerking as she sobbed. Blood has splattered across her face and down her arms.
The man she was crying over looked like he’d taken several hits. His shirt was soaked with blood. Taeya was going to have her hands full with this one; if he was still alive.
 
Up front, a man and a teenage boy sat on a makeshift bench. The boy’s hands shook as he held the reins to a single horse. The man next to him had a hand over his bicep, blood oozing between his fingers and down his tattered shirt.
The horse wheezed and stomped as though it had run a great distance. His haunches glistened with sweat, and foam drooled from his mouth.
A woman in camouflage shorts trotted up to Devin. “We got a Winchester, a hunting bow, couple of handguns. Some knives.” She nodded at the cache on ground.
“You look under the wagon?” Devin asked.
“Yes sir. Nothing. Got a wounded man in the bed. He looks pretty shot up. Another dead. The driver took a hit but it’s superficial.”
Devin pulled a walkie-talkie off his belt. “Hey, Doc.”
Taeya came back a few seconds later. “What’s up?”
“A gunshot wound up on County Line Road.”
“We’ll be ready.”
Devin and Rick rode their bikes alongside the wagon as the kid drove into town.
“What can you tell me about the folks who attacked you?” Devin asked.
“They jumped us as we came through Altamont Pass,” the kid said. “Must have been six or seven of them.”
Just hearing about the attack made the woman in the back of the wagon wail again. “Can’t you go any faster?” she cried.
Rick asked if the woman and the kid were related.
“No, sir,” the kid replied. “They joined us yesterday when they heard we were coming to Laurel Valley.”
The wagon pulled up to the elementary school, now the hospital and recovery center. Taeya had moved from her small clinic the same day John and his crew rerouted power from the windmill farm to the town’s central grid. The school was one of the few buildings with power twenty-four hours a day.
Taeya was waiting with a gurney. She had her groupies with her, two men and a woman—interns on her medical staff. They followed her around all day while she fixed breaks, stitched up cuts, tended to folks’ aches and complaints.
Once Taeya made an initial assessment, the two men got the injured man onto the gurney and wheeled him into the front door. The woman intern helped the wounded driver down. Rick escorted the crying woman and the teen as far as the double doors to the school cafeteria. Through the glass windows, Rick saw the white curtains that hung in two circles: Taeya’s surgical bays. One was lit.
Backing out of the swinging kitchen door, Taeya held her gloved hands up. She backed into the curtains, and as they parted, Rick saw the gunshot victim already on the surgical table. Two of Taeya’s assistants were hard at work cleaning away blood, prepping him for surgery. The curtain flap closed.
The driver of the wagon sat on a second gurney while an intern swabbed the wound on his arm.
“Not much you can do now but wait,” Rick told the distraught woman. He nodded at the girls’ bathroom across the hall. “We’ll wait if you want to get cleaned up.”
The woman numbly pushed open the door and went in. When she came back out, she looked like she’d been crying again, but at least the blood had been rinsed off her face and arms.
“Why don’t I show you the rest of our facility,” Rick said. Usually, he offered encouragement and bragged on Taeya’s abilities, but he figured that guy in surgery was a long shot at best. No reason for the woman to get her hopes up.
Down the hallway, he opened the door to the school’s media center. Some of Taeya’s recovering patients sat in wheelchairs, or lounged on gurneys. John sat perched on a bar stool, reading a poem.
He stopped when he saw Rick and the two others.
“Good morning, professor,” Rick said.
“Good morning, Richard.”
“What are we studying today?” Rick asked.
“George Eliot. I just finished Count That Day Lost.”
“Ah,” Rick nodded like he knew the poem. Maybe one day he would.
The teen cocked his head to the side as he stared at John.
“You recognize his voice?” Rick asked.
“Yeah.”
“John’s on the shortwave radio a lot. You must have heard him.”
Every morning John spent a good hour calling around to get information. His last bit of good news was about some men up in Washington that were trying to get the power up at the Grand Coulee Dam.
He chatted with folks in a community similar to theirs up in Eugene, Oregon—hard workers who just wanted to be left alone. Another colony was thriving down by the San Luis Reservoir, and John had just made contact with a man who was settling with a group of twelve near the lakes east of Modesto.
The distraught woman eased down onto the chair to listen to John read. For the first time, Rick noticed the loose bags of skin hanging from her upper arms, the extra flesh bunched at her knees. What had once been a double chin now sagged like a turkey wattle. She looked like one of those dogs with all their skin in wrinkles. Then it dawned on him. She must have been huge at one time.
He took a second to think back. When was the last time he’d seen anyone that was even overweight, much less obese? He shivered. Korean flu. The new weight loss miracle.
The wagon driver was waiting for Rick outside the cafeteria. His arm had been bandaged, and he’d been given a clean shirt.
“Everyone works in this community,” Rick told the driver and the teen. “If you’re staying, you’ll start today.” He gave them a choice of farming, security, or maintenance.
The kid wanted security. Didn’t they all? The driver picked farming.
As they drifted to the front doors, Rick explained the housing situation.
“There are plenty of empty houses. Most of us have put a sign in the yard, like ‘Rick and Taeya’, so you know when a house is occupied. But some of our newcomers just put an X on the driveway, so others know the house is taken.”
He pulled open the door and nodded to the row of stores across the street. “That old Walgreens is our Exchange. They’ve got dry goods, housewares, batteries, socks, whatever you need. But you might as well find a house and see what’s already in it. You might get lucky and find that the previous resident wore the same size shoes, or pants.”
Any remaining corpses had long since been removed, but other than that, the homes had been left as is. New occupants could decide if they still wanted a collection of ceramic roosters, or if they wanted to turn them in to the Exchange.
At the end of the row of stores, a small nail salon displayed a rack of bicycles out on the sidewalk. “You can get your transportation there. He’s also got wheelbarrows, baby strollers, garden wagons. I’ll show you where you can stable your horse later.”
A man rolled a big oil drum-style barbeque grill onto the sidewalk in front of the café. “We get together once a month and eat like pigs,” Rick said. “Most of the homes still don’t have power, so we pull out all the stops now and then.” Rick patted his belly. “You guys got lucky. Tonight it’s steaks and ribs. We’ve had a few chili cook-offs, but folks have gotten real competitive lately, trying to see who can come up with the hottest version.”
Rick tilted his head toward the driver. “Personally, I can’t take the payback the next day.”
 
Next on the tour was the high school next door.
“We’ve got power here too, which is perfect.” Rick walked them inside. A big picture of an Indian wearing a headdress was painted on the wall, with ‘Chiefs’ stenciled underneath.
“We did a little canning after harvest, but jars are really scarce. So, mostly we freeze everything. Wait ‘til you see our huge walk-in freezer.” He pulled open a door to the school cafeteria. “We sent a team up to Washington last month to pick apples. We were working night and day to get all that fruit cut up and frozen. And we have a butcher who can dress out a side of beef, so we freeze meat, too.”
Instead of surgical bays, the large dining area had a few tables where people could gather. A marker board listed all kinds of produce and meat, along with how many credits each item cost. Next to the board, two women sat at a table; one woman was sewing a denim patch onto the knee of some overalls, the woman next to her was ripping the zipper out of a dress.
“These ladies will tally up your credits and get you whatever you want,” Rick explained. “You get your credits at the end of each day, from where ever you’re working.”
Rick and Taeya often talked about how long it would be before someone tried to make fake credits instead of earning the real thing. Knowing the history of humans, they figured it wouldn’t be much longer.
In the kitchen, Rick heard laughing. He pushed open the swinging door and peeked in. The air was filled with a sweet aroma. One of the residents was rolling out dough for biscuits. A man stirred something in a large steam kettle.
“They’re cooking for the barbeque this evening,” Rick told the driver and the teen. “Lots of folks will bring covered dishes, too, but we like to provide some basics.”
Heading down to the locker rooms, Rick explained the shower situation. “We turn the hot water heaters on from six to seven-thirty in the morning so folks can get a shower. And again from seven to nine at night. Bring your own towel and soap. There’s a schedule of when you can get in. It’s all according to your street address.”
He pushed open the door that led out to the football field. The three of them stood for a moment watching recruits scale a climbing wall with ropes. Others practiced hand-to-hand combat. Small groups of two and three ran laps.
At the end zone, two men sat in the cab of an old truck. Two more perched in the truck bed, with rifles on their shoulders.
An instructor paced beside the truck as he hollered instructions. “An empty truck is still a temptation, so never let your guard down. Once you’re loaded, you’re a target for any two-bit thug lurking on a rooftop.”
How many times had Rick thought about the goons who’d busted up the Biosphere, and wondered what made this community any different? It was an unfortunate fact of life that if they needed something, a team had to go foraging for it. But Rick liked to think their teams were different from those slugs in Tucson. Their top priority was getting in and out without a lot of bloodshed. And to insure everyone’s safety, the teams stuck to smaller towns and left the urban squalor for the gangs.
Once he turned the teen over to an instructor, Rick and the driver headed over to Phase Two. It was a section of Laurel Valley that had never been developed. The curbing had been poured, and a couple streets paved, but no houses had been built.
Rick explained how Judith planned to turn the whole section into a huge garden. She had seeds from every conceivable crop drying in the high school gym, and they would all be planted here next spring. In the far corner, a building crew was finishing up the town’s newest patrol tower.
“People used to just take off in any direction,” Rick said, waving his arm to the side, “to go pick tomatoes or melons. But there are too many marauders out there who find it easier to steal than pick their own produce.”
Off to one side, Rick pointed out a fenced area with a chicken coop, a few milk cows and goats.
“Come on. I’ll introduce you to Judith. She’ll show you where to put your horse and wagon. You can decide if you want to lease them for credits or not.”
 
Hauling his bicycle out of the wagon, Rick pedaled back to the hospital. He was anxious to see if Taeya had been able to pull off a miracle with her latest casualty. The man had been shot up pretty bad.
Rick’s first stop was the cafeteria. The curtains around the surgical table were pulled open. Taeya had her arm around the woman, offering some comfort as the woman wept over the wounded man’s body.
No surprise. Taeya lost him. Rick wondered if a defibrillator would have made a difference. He should have gone with the team. He might have found one quicker and gotten back. But Taeya freaked out whenever Rick rode with Eric. She would never come right out and ask him not to go, but he knew she worried while he was away. Now that the situation had changed, he’d decided to stick around and let the young bucks like Eric take the risks. But Rick missed the good old days when he had that medical van and he was running food and supplies.
Gently guiding the woman, Taeya led her away from the surgical table. Rick held the door open for them, and Taeya gave him a weak smile. He knew the woman had no friends or family, no one to help with her grief. He followed silently as Taeya helped the woman to the old guidance counselor suite where someone would help the woman cope.
Leaning against the wall, Rick waited for Taeya to come back out, and the instant she did, he pulled her into his arms. She just sank against him, her shoulders slumped, her face buried in his chest. There was no need for words. She just needed to be held. She didn’t lose many patients, but when she did, she took it hard.
He gently caressed her back, and felt the tension fade as she sighed. Her bulging belly kept him from squeezing her as tightly as he wanted to.
“How about a nice hot shower,” he whispered in her ear. “I’ll give you the deluxe back massage.”
Rick might have felt guilty about sneaking into the boiler room to turn on the water heater if it was just him, but Taeya was one of the town’s greatest assets; she deserved a shower after this latest surgery.
They slipped into the girls’ locker room, where there were individual showers—not the gang showers like in the boys’ locker room. While Taeya undressed, Rick got towels and soap from her locker.
He stood behind Taeya in the shower stall. After lathering up his palms, he massaged the soap on her tight belly. Leaning her head back on his chest, she gripped his hands and pressed them hard against her. He felt the slight bump of the baby kicking, and a lump swelled in his throat.
“She always seems to know when I need a reminder that life goes on,” Taeya sighed.
“Yes, he does,” Rick chided.
Turning her head to the side, Taeya kissed his shoulder.
“Love you,” she whispered.
“Love you more,” he croaked back.
 
The barbeque was in full swing by the time they got to the town center. A band on the café’s patio played an old Dave Matthews’ tune. A couple women sang backup, and folks who couldn’t play guitar slapped tambourines, or shook maracas from the high school’s band room. One woman even played a huge xylophone that rolled on casters. Trumpets honked, trombones blatted. A saxophone wailed. No way John would allow extension cords from the school, but what the band lacked in electronic amplification, they more than made up for in diversity.
The smell of beef ribs filled the air. All of the tables at the café were taken, but late arrivals brought lawn chairs from home. A long table next to the grill was loaded with covered dishes. Rick intended to eat himself into a coma tonight.
Devin waved them over to a table under an umbrella. Evidently, the news had already spread that Taeya had lost her patient, because as she and Rick meandered through the crowd, folks stopped her to show her how well a broken arm had mended, or how quickly a wound had healed. It was their way of letting her know how important she was to the community.
A young woman reached into a carriage and lifted out the newborn Taeya had delivered just three weeks ago—the town’s first new citizen. When she laid the baby in Taeya’s arms, tears pooled in her eyes. She rubbed her cheek across the baby’s fuzzy head and smiled.
In the distance, Rick heard the unmistakable sound of a truck barreling down the street. He sprinted toward the edge of the parking lot just as the four-by-four careened to a stop. Four men piled out of the bed, another hopped out of the cab. They all made a beeline for the beverage table.
Rick grabbed the truck door before Eric could even climb out. “Everybody make it back?”
“Jesus, Rick,” Eric snapped. “If you think I don’t know what I’m doing—”
“Sorry, man.” Rick had no reason to doubt Eric’s abilities. After all, he’d been trained by the best. He held the door open for Eric.
“Wait ‘til you see what I found.” Reaching between the truck’s seats, Eric pulled out a package wrapped in newspaper.
“Check this out! The grill is fantastic!” Eric delicately unwrapped the newspaper, like it was protecting a Ming vase. Dear God, the dude was one sick bastard. Some guys collected beer steins. Or displayed high school trophies on their mantels. Eric was into skulls.
He cradled the human remains in his hands. “Check out the diamonds in these teeth. And the gold inlays. It’s a fucking work of art.”
“Yeah,” Rick said. “Are those garnets?” He loved pulling Eric’s chain.
“Are you fucking kidding?” Eric squawked. “These are rubies.”
“So,” Rick hinted. “Did you find anything else interesting?”
“Yeah, yeah.” Eric stowed the skull safely on the front seat, then dug behind and pulled out a paper bag. “I gotta tell you though, this is one dorky present.”
Glancing over his shoulder, Rick made sure Taeya wasn’t watching, then peeked into the bag. It was perfect.
“You wait,” he told Eric. “She’s going to blubber when she sees this.”
 
After dinner, John came over to the table. Devin and Judith were sipping wine made with their own grapes. Taeya was lounging back in her chair with her feet propped in Rick’s lap. He was tapping out the beat to Bob Dylan’s Knocking on Heaven’s Door on her leg, keeping time with the band.
“I was on the radio last night,” John told them. “There’s a dairy farmer down in Modesto who needs field corn. I found a farmer in Colusa County who’s willing to trade a wagonload for a milk cow and a couple calves for butchering. If we coordinate the trade, we can get a calf and three wheels of cheese.”
“Sweet,” Devin said. “I’ll have a security team ready to go as soon as the deal is done.”
As he spoke, John dug his fingers into his beard. Had he trimmed it? His hair looked shorter, too. Rick leaned forward and sniffed. Cologne?
John took a step away.
“I also talked to a fellow in Washington,” he said. “As in D.C. Seems President Birch has come out of hiding, and is trying to reorganize a cabinet. But he’s meeting some resistance.”
“Good.” Taeya gave a little snort. “We’re doing just fine without those bureaucrats.”
“Where you sitting, man?” Rick asked. “Why don’t you pull up a chair?”
“I don’t think so.” John got this sheepish look on his face. Then he admitted he was with someone else. They all turned to check out a small table way off in the corner under some shade trees.
“A woman?” Rick blurted out.
“Why you old dog,” Devin hooted.
Even Taeya ribbed him. “Are you getting any?”
After giving the mystery woman a long assessment, Rick wrapped an arm around John’s neck, and whispered in his ear, “She’s got some nice knockers, Pops.”
John stuck his nose in the air. “This is why we are not sitting with you reprehensible scoundrels.” He stomped off in an exaggerated huff.
The band broke into a mellow Eagles tune, and Taeya wanted to dance.
“Yeah, okay,” Rick said. “But first, I got you something.”
He handed her the paper bag. He’d never forgotten how sad Taeya was when those guys stole the van back in Arkansas and she’d lost her family pictures.
The minute she saw the photo album, her lips started to tremble.
“I’m afraid we’re starting from scratch here.” Rick opened the book. On the first page was the photo John had taken of Rick and Taeya at their marriage ceremony. They didn’t have an actual preacher in town, but Devin, in his unofficial capacity as town marshal, had officiated. Taeya had worn this fantastic peach-colored gown she’d found in someone’s attic. And the womenfolk had scrounged around to find Rick a suit jacket and a pair of real shoes.
There were only thirty-two residents in Laurel Valley at the time, but they’d all come to the wedding, and they were all standing behind Rick and Taeya in the photo.
“I figure some day, we’ll have a whole bookshelf of albums, with pictures of first steps and birthdays and soccer games.”
Just like he predicted, Taeya cried.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
Robert’s legs buckled, refusing to support him. He gripped the back of an armchair, a muted blue and beige plaid no doubt intended to sooth visitors during their death vigil. His body swayed like a drunken teenager on his first binge. The walls of the room seemed to be tilting.
The plaid design of the chair blurred in and out of focus, heightening his dizziness. Unable to raise his head to escape the wavering lines, Robert closed his eyes.
Just a moment ago, searing pain had racked his body. He’d stiffened every muscle to endure that latest wave of torture. But now as he hovered in the corner of the hospice room, his body was pleasantly numb.
“On my count, one-two-three.”
A voice seemed to be commanding Robert to do something. Straighten up? Snap out of it? He pried his heavy eyelids open.
Across the room, two staffers in white lab coats gripped the lifeless arms and legs of Robert’s body and lowered it into what looked like a white plastic coffin. The feeling of disconnect intensified. Robert raised his right hand in front of his face, turning it to view both sides. It sure seemed like he was standing in the corner.
The petite blonde running the show was Anne. She wasn’t part of the hospice staff. She was here strictly for retrieval.
Her assistant was a burly jock with hairy arms and sloping shoulders, the muscle of the operation. While the jock wheeled a big cooler of ice closer to Robert’s body in the white coffin, Anne started an IV, then twisted open the port on a bag of fluid suspended on a pole. The fluid was for damage control, Robert had been told. If the blood didn’t continue to flow freely through the brain, too much calcium built up, neurons got damaged, free radicals went wild, blah, blah, blah. Robert couldn’t remember all he’d been told about the procedure, but basically the fluid was supposed to keep a lot of damage from happening to his body during transport.
He tried to massage his temples with his fingertips, but got no relief from the muddle in his head. He’d just been whispering something to Anne when all the bells and beepers went off.
It was about the smell in the room. The necrotic stench of cancer was everywhere, a permanent odor in his nose that he could almost taste. He’d been wondering why someone on the staff hadn’t noticed and at least sprayed some kind of deodorizer or opened a window to freshen the air. Now he couldn’t smell anything.
Anne nestled Robert’s head into a separate compartment of the plastic coffin, taking extra care to ease the neck into a recess similar to the one used by the shampoo girl at the salon where Robert used to get his hair styled.
Robert glanced at the clock on the bedside table. 8:35AM. Amanda was probably still sleeping, with that goofy chin strap cinched up tight to ward off sagging jowls, and her lotion-slathered hands tucked into her special gloves. She’d refused to come to the hospice. Instead, she‘d made one last stab at making him feel like a moron for doing this.
The clacking of ice distracted Robert, and he moved closer to watch Anne shovel the frozen cubes around his head until his face was covered. Then she fitted a white plastic lid in place and clamped it shut. Fear lurched in Robert’s belly again.
As Anne worked, the jock fastened an apparatus across the white coffin at chest level. The contraption looked like a motor from an ice cream maker, only instead of locking a paddle into the underside of the motor, the guy popped in a big suction cup. With a rubber-gloved hand, he smeared clear goo onto Robert’s lifeless chest, and then started what was called ‘the thumper’.
When the suction cup pressed down on the chest, it forced the heart of the dearly departed to circulate thinned blood through dead arteries, and when the suction cup pulled up, it expanded the chest, drawing air into non-functioning lungs. They called it cardio-pulmonary support. CPS, not CPR. There would be no resuscitation today.
Once both staffers completed their tasks, they piled blue ice packs around the torso and limbs. Anne checked her watch. “Let’s roll.”
Unlocking the wheels, the jock steered the white coffin out of the hospice room. The steady suck and woosh of the thumper reverberated down the short hallway to double doors that slid open automatically. Anne stepped into the back of the ambulance to guide the box, while the jock shoved the human ice chest inside. Robert climbed aboard, and heard the doors bang shut behind him.
Euphoria settled over him, a giddiness that begged for giggles. It was over: the chemo that left him weak and nauseous, the pain that no amount of drugs could eliminate, those phony tears Amanda always managed to conjure up at the clinic, even the alarming clumps of his hair snagged in his comb. Done. Finished.
But not dead. Like Alex Darden had said, “You won’t be deceased, Robert. You’ll be cryonically preserved.”
Geez, he hoped this worked.
 
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
Without sirens or flashing lights, the ambulance turned into a non-descript industrial park at the edge of town, and drove to the back where the Cryonics Center sat unobtrusively between a custom plastics fabricator and a commercial printing shop. Robert had intentionally arranged to spend his final days at the hospice across town so he could be transported quickly to the center.
As he’d lain in a morphine haze waiting for the cancer to finish him off, he’d deluded himself with fantasies that Alex Darden would come to the hospice to sit at his bedside. Even that morning, as Robert felt his life slipping away, he’d kept an eye on the door, willing Alex to appear.
Now that the pain and delirium had faded, Robert understood his obsession with seeing Alex one last time. He’d wanted the reassurance that he was doing the right thing. In hindsight, he was damn lucky their paths had crossed a year ago.
They were both flying to Atlanta. Robert was heading home. Alex was on his way to a lecture at Georgia Tech. No sooner had Alex buckled his seat belt, than he had his laptop out, clicking away at the keyboard, his knee bouncing, his head nodding as though he were deep in conversation.
He seemed totally oblivious to passengers shuffling by on their way to coach, and to Robert, who sat sipping the scotch he’d requested the moment he stepped on board.
Out of the corner of his eye, Robert glimpsed pictures of dissected animals and what looked like frozen organs on Alex’s laptop. When a picture of a naked man on a stainless steel gurney popped onto the screen, Robert choked on his cocktail.
With feigned surprise, Alex raised his head and flashed a smile at Robert. He reminded Robert of Freddie Mercury from Queen with his dark, bushy mustache and toothy grin.
“Didn’t mean to shock you,” Alex had said. “I guess I’ve become immune to all this.”
“What are you?” Robert asked. “A coroner?”
“No. Actually, I’m a cryoengineer. I’m on my way to Georgia Tech to discuss molecular nanotechnology.”
All it took was Robert’s clueless expression to keep Alex going. “With nanotechnology, we’ll be able to build and repair anything, cure cancer, reverse aging, even teach the body to re-grow a limb.”
By this time, Alex was projecting to anyone in first class interested in listening. “But the most exciting application is revival of a preserved human. We’ll be able to bring back the dead.”
The old man across the aisle was the first to jump into the conversation. “Like Ted Williams.”
“Exactly!” Alex beamed as he scanned the seats nearby to see who else was eavesdropping. Then he leaned out into the aisle, toward the old man. “You might be surprised at the number of scientists and VIP’s who have already signed up to be cryonically preserved.”
“I don’t get it, though,” the old man said. “Won’t Ted Williams be too old to play baseball when he comes back?”
“No!” Alex’s voice carried all the way up to the flight attendant who was preparing to give her preflight demonstration. Her head snapped up to see if she had a disturbance on her hands. But most of the passengers in first class were engrossed in Alex’s impromptu presentation.
“If we can rebuild tissue and repair failing organs,’ Alex said, “Mr. Williams can potentially have a whole new career sometime in the future.”
At that point, Robert had turned to the window to watch as the airplane taxied to the runways. He’d heard rumors of Einstein’s brain in a freezer somewhere. Walt Disney, too. It all sounded like a get-rich-quick scheme designed to separate suckers from their retirement funds.
But the gentleman across the aisle was really pumping Alex for information. No doubt, the old man felt the hands of time around his neck and was willing to consider any option. It sounded like a good idea for a science fiction movie.
“How long before you can bring these people back?” the old man asked.
“The simple truth is, we don’t know.” Alex let his statement hang in the air for just a second. “We do know that we have to be able to work on the atomic or molecular level, and currently we don’t have that technology. Like Ralph Merkle says, with our present technology, we’re basically trying to build Lego castles wearing boxing gloves. But someday we’ll be able to reassemble cells and tissues one molecule at a time.”
An announcement from the captain instructed the flight attendants to take their seats, and the airplane streaked down the runway. But the moment the plane leveled off, Alex reeled his audience back in. He leaned into the aisle to address everyone.
“Remember back in the sixties when they first built computers that took up a whole room? If you’d asked one of those guys, ‘How soon will I be able to carry a computer around in my pocket?’, he would have looked at you like you were crazy! Then he would have said the same thing as me. ‘I don’t know’.”
Alex slipped his Smartphone out and held it up. “They knew it was a matter of making the components smaller, but back then, they didn’t know how.”
By now, the flight attendant had propped an elbow on the seat in front of Alex. Robert swirled the ice in his empty glass, but she didn’t take the hint.
She asked Alex, “How does making things smaller bring back the dead?”
“First of all,” Alex pressed his palms together, “let’s stop using the term dead. Our patients aren’t dead, they’re cryonically preserved.”
A woman who had tilted her seat back to get a peek at Alex nodded along with the others.
“Okay.” Alex drummed his fingers against each other. “Let’s talk about sperm.”
He chuckled when the attendant’s mouth dropped open. “They’re like little robots programmed with incredible amounts of information,” he said. “They have the DNA to build a human being, or at least half of one. They know where they need to go, and they’re competitive enough to want to be first. Once they reach their target, they know how to break through a barrier and release this DNA. All we’re trying to do is create our own nano-robots that will take the DNA of who you were, and build you again.”
 
* * *
 
Robert’s ice coffin was pulled from the back of the ambulance. He stepped out behind the burly jock and followed as his remains were rolled through a back entrance of the Cryonics Center. The jock pushed the cart straight ahead into a state-of-the-art surgical room with a stainless steel table and bright overhead lights.
Pausing for just a second, Robert glanced down the short hallway to the lobby at the front of the center. Seated in the reception area was an elderly woman who must have been close to 100 years old. Her face was a mass of wrinkles, and her body appeared to have shrunk in on itself. Next to her, a gray-haired man waited patiently. He must have been making arrangements to have his mother preserved. And not a moment too soon.
The old woman raised her palm slightly, her mouth set in a serene smile. Robert waved at her, then shook his head at the gaff before he hustled into the surgical suite just as the doors fluttered shut.
Standing off to the side, he watched as staffers, dressed in surgical gowns and masks, scurried about adjusting dials on machines and checking monitors. It was like he’d just been wheeled into an emergency room and only had seconds to live.
Two surgeons charged backwards into the room, their gloved hands elevated to remain germ free. A technician aimed a glaring light on Robert’s naked body, while a nurse swabbed his chest with disinfectant. Another technician stuck temperature monitors under Robert’s arms, between his legs, on the back of his neck. The quicker they got his body temperature lowered, the better. Right now, Robert’s body was like a raw steak on the counter, going bad.
Just like open-heart surgery, one of the surgeon made an incision along the sternum, used a saw to cut through the bone, and cracked open Robert’s chest. A tube was inserted into Robert’s aorta, another into the vena cava leading from the top right atrium. The intention was to pump a solution of balanced sugars and salts to flush out the body and cool it. Alex Darden had called this the blood washout.
Moving in closer, Robert watched a steady red stream flow through a clear tube down the side of the table and into a drain in the floor. A nurse stepped to the side to pick-up an instrument and Robert tried to jump out of her way. Her hand passed right through his stomach. He gasped, as though it might hurt, but he felt nothing. And obviously, she didn’t feel anything either because she didn’t suddenly call out or drop the clamp in her hand. She had no idea Robert was standing there.
He thought again about the old woman in the lobby. It sure seemed like she’d been waving at him. But that was impossible. No one else could see him. He was just in limbo here, killing time until they put him in the deep freeze. So, what was that wave all about?
He sidestepped over to the door and peeked out through a small window, but the woman was gone. Shaking his head, he returned to the action on the table, assuring himself that she had raised her palm, that’s all. Maybe her son had said something to her and that was her reply.
The staff bustled about tidying up, throwing away bloody gauze pads, collecting used instruments while they waited for the last of his blood to drain away. Robert’s attempt to wring his hands was futile.
“Please don’t let this be a sick joke,” he mumbled.
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