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Chapter 1

The Theft
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For the tenth time, Avalon crouched by the rusting wheel of the abandoned wagon, the hood of her filthy hoodie pulled tight round her face. The sleeves were too long and bunched up in the crook of her arm. She had cut holes in the cuffs to act as gloves on the colder evenings. Avalon’s cracked and dirty fingernails poked through the openings and curled around the rotting wooden spokes as she counted off the steps of the patrolling guard.

The great dome that covered the greenhouse was lit from within by rows of hydroponic lights, blurred to her view by the fogged glass. Avalon quickly lowered her eyes, preserving her night vision and continued to count inside her head. Her stomach rumbled at the sight of so much food gathered in one location. She pulled a stone from her pocket and began to suck on it, to quell the rumblings and distract herself from her hunger.

Twenty eight. Twenty nine. Thirty, she counted silently.

The guard disappeared around the far end of the greenhouse, to continue his patrol on the other side from where she hid. She checked both directions and listened for the telltale sounds of human movement, but all was silent. Neither creature nor insect stirred in the sweltering heat. She swiped her sleeve across her face, to clear her eyes of the sweat rolling down her forehead and dripping off her nose. It left a greasy smear on her pixie features.

With one last check to be sure the coast was clear, she ran toward the glass enclosure, keeping to the shadows cast by the abandoned farm equipment. She zigzagged across the hundred or so yards that were the moment of truth, for in that one hundred yards there was no protection, no place to hide. She saw the camera mounted on a pole at the entrance to the greenhouse swing her direction and dropped flat to the ground. Her dirty clothing blended in with the dusty landscape as she froze, counting down the seconds until the camera swung away from her location. Blind to the gatekeepers, she ran for the shadow cast by the thick iron rib that supported the glass of the dome. Two feet of metal supported the bones and formed the foundation of the structure, running around the circumference of the structure. At periodic intervals, hinged metal plates were spaced, through which ran electrical cables and watering lines, that snaked up the sides of the greenhouse to feed the water supply lines suspended above and feeding to every vertical growing mat. Avalon tugged on the three foot wide plate, which opened to a squawk that shot into the silence like a gun shot. Avalon grimaced and then crawled into the hatch, wriggling herself over and under the tumble of lines, all which sought to either strangle or electrocute her. She moved slowly, careful to not touch any of the unprotected connections. With all this dirt and water, she was sure to electrocute herself if she misstepped.

A line caught around her foot and she eased it out of the tangle, then slithered down onto the floor of the greenhouse. The rich, moist scent of growing assailed her hungered senses as she got to her feet. Everywhere was a riot of green plants and flowering crops in various stages of their reproductive cycle. As she straightened, her forehead bumped a plump red tomato and her eyes bulged at its size. She plucked the tomato and bit into its shining surface. The tangy juice ran down her chin in glorious rivulets and in four bites, she had consumed it. She swiped her sleeve across her chin as her eyes swept the interior, searching for the ripest and easiest bounty to harvest. She spied a carefully pruned apple tree, branches bent to the ground and tied for easy picking. A bag was produced from inside her sleeve and she plucked half a dozen apples and stuffed them inside it. Her eyes fell on plump ears of corn, sagging from an eight foot stalk. She took her knife and cut out four of the ears and stuffed them in the bag alongside the apples. Some fat mushrooms and a long zucchini also disappeared inside. With the bag nearly full and only so much room in the corded space of the hatch, she reluctantly returned to the hatch. On the way she grabbed a handful of blueberries from the bush hanging at eye level in its nutrient sack, and nearly cried with joy for the sweetness of the treat. She paused and stuffed a bunch in her pockets before kneeling down before the exit. She shoved the bag through the tangle, then dropped it gently onto the ground outside the green house. With a regretful last glance at the sinful amount of food all around her, she squeezed her way back through the narrow, dangerous opening, pulling herself out with her hands wrapped around the lower edge of the wall opening and inching forward with her toes. She pulled herself forward, head tucked to avoid a drooping cable.

Suddenly hands grabbed her by the elbows and she was yanked out of the opening to slide to the ground with a thump that squashed the blueberries in the pockets of her hoodie. With a cry, she rolled over to be met with a flashlight that was shone directly into her eyes, blinding her.

“Well, if it isn’t little Avalon the thief. So it’s you, who has been plundering the greenhouse, eh? A nice black market sideline I am sure.” The guard’s hand clamped around her upper arm, and he painfully pulled her to her feet. She kicked out at him but he dodged the attack easily, being twice her height and double her weight, if not triple. Instead she dropped her teeth to his arm and bit as hard as she could into the flesh of his forearm. Cursing, he clouted her with the hand that gripped the flash light. The rough lip of metal caught her cheek, slicing a gash even as her head snapped back. “Enough of that, you she-devil!” Rough hands pulled her arms behind her back and she heard the snap of handcuffs, as the cool metal encircled her wrists. Gripping her by the upper arm with his right hand, he picked up the bag of stolen edibles with his left and dragged her along behind him. She staggered, her head still wringing from the blow.

It wasn’t until they left the ring of light cast by the greenhouse, that she saw them. A police squad car sat in the dark and leaning against the hood was Captain Anderson, the local constabulary. The guard dragged her forward and pushed her to the ground in front of the captain. “Here she is, Mitch! Finally we have caught the thief.” He spat the words like a curse. “This one is the mastermind behind the food thefts. Caught her red handed and on camera too! The interior camera shows her stuffing blueberries into her mouth and the evidence of the theft is on her sweater.”

Mitch turned to Avalon and said “Turn out your pockets,” in a quiet voice. The guard grinned and shone the light on her.

“Pretty damn hard to do, when I am handcuffed,” Avalon smirked, twisting around to show him her wiggling fingers.

He frowned and gestured to the guard to unlock her hands, which he did with a muttered complaint. “She is a sly one, Captain. I really think you should keep her locked up.”

“I will take your advice under consideration.” He focused on Avalon. “Now, turn out your pockets.”

With a cheeky grin, she turned her pockets inside out, displaying the purple mashed remains of the blueberries. “It was just a snack, one that has been thoroughly ruined by Godzilla, here.” The guard gave her an ugly look and hitched his pants higher over his protruding stomach.

“Look, Captain! I have your evidence. Look what she stole!” he said, proffering the bag of stolen food. She took it from the greenhouse, Captain! She is the thief!” 

“Thank you, I will take it from here. Shouldn’t you be securing the greenhouse? Fifty more starving urchins could have descended like a swarm of locusts on the greenhouse in the time you have stood here, advising me on my job. You’re dismissed.”

The guard straightened and a look of horror flashed across his face. “You are so right, sir!” and he ran back into the light of the greenhouses, yelling at the top of his lungs.

Avalon grinned at the retreating guard, and then her smile dropped as she focused on the captain.

“Avalon, what am I going to do with you? You cannot steal food anymore. This has to stop. Why are you back here again?” Crossing his arms, he looked so much like a kindly father, with his crown of thick grey hair and a craggy lined face. He was the kind of father she wished she had. Despite his age, he was a muscled man, and towered over her five foot frame. The crown of her dark silky hair barely came to his shoulder and she had to crane her neck to look him in the eye. She didn’t bother, until he put a finger under her chin and tilted her head back. “This time, you will have to come in. This time it means jail time.”

Panic clutched at her throat and she swallowed painfully. “But I can’t go in, Mitch. I can’t!” She backed up a step and he grabbed her arm. Avalon winced under the pressure of his fingers as they contacted the bruises rising on her arm. Mitch lightened his hold but did not let go.

“I’m sorry, but you must come with me this time.” He pulled her toward the squad car and pushed her into the back seat, before climbing behind the wheel.

Avalon’s eyes scanned the handle-less interior and the fledgling panic gripped her in earnest. “Mitch, please, let me out. I can’t go with you! Let me out!”

“Not this time, Avalon.”

He engine purred to life as he turned the key. The headlights swung in a crazy arch and he drove off toward the police station, with a quietly sobbing Avalon in tow.
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Chapter 2

Jail Time
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Mitch drove the squad car around the back of the small police station, pulling up under the portico that served as the prisoner entrance for the hundred year old red brick building. The police station had seen better days. When the town had been prosperous, before the current ills had assailed the town, the station has boasted ten squad cars and as many police officers and support staff. With the decline in the population of Melona to one-tenth of its population during the heyday of the farming community, the officers had moved on with their families into the bigger cities, where food could be found more readily.

He turned off the engine then twisted in his seat to look at his prisoner. The skinny girl looked to be ten or twelve years old, a street urchin who had never had a home as far as he could tell. He could give her a bed and a hot meal for a change, even if it was in a jail cell. She huddled on the seat, knees drawn up to chin and head buried between her arms. Her shoulders shook. Against his better instincts, he felt his heart go out to her. Food was impossible to find at the best of times when one lived on the street. These were not the best of times.

With a sigh, he shouldered open the door and got out of the car, then opened the back door and held out his hand. “Avalon, come.”

She raised a defiant, tear streaked face to him, dropping her knees and sliding across the seat. She ignored his hand, scrambling out of the car on feet that looked poised to run. She bounced slightly on her toes and her eyes darted around as though searching for the best escape route. “Don’t try it, Avalon. I will hoist you over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes if you even think of running.”

Her eyes widened in shock, furious. Then her shoulders slumped and she nodded, defeated for the moment.

“After you,” he said, gesturing toward the metal door where light spilled through a square of reinforced glass.

Avalon trudged toward the door and paused while Mitch punched in the security code and pulled open the door. A concrete block walled corridor greeted her, the paint faded and scraped as though too many prisoners had been dragged up and down the passage. Mitch gave her a push in the back and she stepped into the hallway with a shiver of apprehension. Her eyes darted nervously around the sterile space, even as she was herded down its length. At the end a second locked door required a second code. As it swung shut behind her with an echoing click, she squeezed her eyes shut.

“Avalon.” When she didn’t respond he lifted her chin again. “How old are you? Do you know?”

Avalon opened her eyes and glared at him. “Of course I know. What do you take me for?”

He studied her outraged face and said “OK then, what is your date of birth?” She immediately rattled off a date that made his eyes widen. “You are sixteen?” he said, searching for the lie in her words.

“Just because I am small doesn’t mean I am a child.” She glared at him, daring him to say the obvious, well you sure look like a child and then there is your behaviour. But the words didn’t come. Instead, he gestured toward a wooden door on the right side. A brass plate announced the room as “Sentencing and Parole Review” in raised lettering. She entered a room of rich polished wood paneling and benches set like pews in a church that ended before a raised platform on which sat box, presumably for the judge. No one was in the room.

“Have a seat in the front row,” Mitch commanded and then rang a bell sitting on the raised desk, before seating himself beside her. Avalon’s feet did not reach the floor. She pulled them up and sat cross-legged on the bench, watching him out of the corner of her eye. She had pushed back the filthy hood and her fringe of black hair swung into her eyes. It was cut short at the back, a ragged, uneven chopping as though she cut it herself without the aid of a mirror.

“Where do you live, Avalon?” Silence greeted his words. “Where are your parents?” She shrugged, years of living on the street keeping her lips sealed. “Are you a member of the Firebrand gang?” She shook her head no, but still did not offer any information. He switched to a different line of questioning.

“Why did you break into the greenhouse?” She gave him a disgusted look. “I know you are hungry, but you could have snatched the first thing that came to hand and gotten away clean before the guard made it around the green house, but you stayed and filled a sack full of food. This looks really bad, Avalon. You know the law. You know that the black market rings are being hunted down and eliminated. The government has make it their number one priority, to eliminate the underground food marketing. All food is to be distributed by the government in equal portions as per the registry. 

She gave him another disgusted look at the obtuseness of his comment. “To register for the food stamps, you have to have an address. It is a piece of information I prefer not to give.”

“Because you prefer to steal? Why? So you can sell it to the underground?” He shook his head. “The gangs that run the black market are more of a threat to you than the police are, Avalon.” He studied her mutinous face then sighed and turned away as a side door opened and an elderly woman entered. She mounted the stairs to the huge oaken judge’s pedestal but instead took a seat at the scribe’s desk to its right. A green leather bound ledger sat on the table and she flipped it open then looked at them. “Please approach the lower court”

Avalon slid off the bench and stuck her fingers in her pockets, only to realize that they were full of sticky berries. She resisted the urge to pull them out and lick the mash of off her fingers. Instead she shoved them deeper, searching in vain for a few that were not crushed.

“Your Honour, I wish to present Avalon - “ He paused waiting for Avalon to fill in her last name but she remained silent. “ - Avalon, a young woman who was caught breaking into the greenhouse on Federation Way. She is to be charged with break and enter, and theft over five thousand.”

“Five thousand!” gasped Avalon. “Those few apples are not worth five thousand dollars! Are you insane?”

The judge rapped the gavel on the wooden plate, silencing her. “That is enough, young woman. You will remain silent until asked to speak. Continue, Captain Anderson.”

“The food was recovered and has been returned to the greenhouse, but the fact that the thief was caught with the goods does not change the facts of the crime committed.”

“The facts have been presented and the charges recorded. Do you have a witness?”

“Yes, myself, and the guard at the facility, and the new federal cameras recorded the entire event.” Avalon winced at this pronouncement.

The judge scribbled notes for a few more moments. 

“Now you may speak, what do you have to say for yourself, to these charges, young lady?”

Avalon shifted her feet guiltily and looked up at the judge, pleading in her amber flecked eyes. “I am sorry, I will not do it again. I was just terribly hungry. Can I go now?”

The judge stared at her then shook her head. “I think not. We will reconvene in the morning. You will be our guest this evening and forever as long as we wish to keep you, young Avalon, until you confess the truth behind your actions.”

“No! I must go, I cannot stay here!” Desperation pitched her voice higher than she intended and her plea came out as a squeak. Both the judge and Mitch stared at her. “Please!”

“I am sorry, Avalon.” The judge reached under the bench and run a bell and the side door opened. Court security came through, dressed in the colours of federal security. “The crime you committed is not against Melona, it is federal jurisdiction. Even if I wished to release you with a warning I cannot. We must await review of your case by a representative of the government before a decision on your punishment can be made. Bailiff, take the prisoner to the women’s cell block and she that she is showered and given a change of clothing.”

“No!” Avalon gasped “Please, let me go! I must go!”

The bailiff took her by the arm and dragged her out the side door. Avalon screamed and began to kick the officer until he wrestled her to the ground, handcuffed her once again and dragged her up by her injured arm once again. “And see that she gets medical attention!” called the judge as a screaming Avalon was dragged from the room. Silence abruptly descended as the door closed behind her.

“There is something odd going on with that young woman,” the judge said, squinting at the door.

“There is much more than meets the eye, for sure.” Mitch stood and stretched, wincing at the old back injury that twinged. “I will see what I can find out.”

“Please do. And Mitch, I do not need to tell you that this is unwanted attention on Melona. You need to solve this problem now, before it escalates.”

He nodded in silent agreement and followed the bailiff’s path out of the chambers.

The judge watched him go with a pensive frown on her face.
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Chapter 3

Time to Think
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Avalon was dragged down the hall by the bailiff. She never stopped fighting the entire way to the women’s holding cells. What she expected to do if she got free of him, she didn’t even stop to consider, for her panic was complete. She had sworn to herself that never again would she be confined to a box, to walls with no escape. There was no greater fear, than walls without an exit, to be confined to a small space without windows and sky.

They passed from one windowless corridor to a secondary, then on into a branch of the jail specifically for women. The inhabitants of the various cells peered out at her from behind clear doors as she was dragged by. The bailiff shoved her in a cell at the end of hallway and she tumbled to the floor. He closed the door behind him before she could regain her feet. It locked shut with a click, and Avalon threw herself at the door, only to be thrown back by a force field that had sprung into existence. She sat down hard and stared at the door, crying in earnest now. Hands still locked behind her back, she curled into a ball on the floor and cried until exhaustion took her and she slept.

***
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AVALON WOKE TO THE door opening and attempted to sit up only to be brought up short by the handcuffs that still bound her wrists behind her back. She groaned and gave up on the idea, watching with bleary eyes as a tall woman in uniform closed the door behind her then squatted down beside her. “I will remove those cuffs now, but do not do anything foolish. There is no getting out of the cell and I’d prefer to not have to taser you. It is a most unpleasant experience. The woman stared at her until Avalon agreed with a nod of her head, then unlocked the cuffs and stepped back, hand on her taser, ready to draw it. Avalon sat up and worked her shoulders to ease the stiffness. “May I get up off the floor?” she asked the woman, who nodded. Avalon stood up and limped over to the bed and sat back down.

“A woman will arrive shortly with a change of clothing to take you to the showers. I will be accompanying you there. Same rules apply. Act like a madman and I will call the male guards in to assist. You will not like the way they wash you, “ she said, with a hard smile. Avalon nodded and sat on her hands, to stop their shaking and to show she was not a threat. The moments ticked by in silence and then the door opened again and a woman entered, carrying linens and some heavily bleached clothing, as drab as the walls of her cell. They smelled clean and sterile, which Avalon was beginning to realize, she did not.

“Here we are, your linens and clothing. Now, my dear, let me look at that cut.” The woman put down her bundle beside Avalon and took her chin in one hand. She tilted her face to examine the cut on her cheek and tsked. “It’s long but not deep. No stitches needed. Now, off with your sweater. Avalon backed away from her hand. 

“Come now dear, that sweater saw the end of its useful life about ten years ago. It’s time to be rid of it.”

“No!” shouted Avalon and the female guard tensed and partially drew her taser. Avalon fought to control her panic and swallowed heavily. “Please, it was my father’s. I...I want to keep it. Please,” she begged, her eyes filling with tears that she blinked away.

The orderly looked to the guard, who nodded. “Alright then, but we are going to wash it. We do not allow filthy clothing in the cells. It’s unsanitary.”

Avalon looked from one to the other, then nodded, and pulled the sweater over her head, dropping it beside her onto the lumpy mattress. Under the sweater she wore a black tank top which did nothing to hide the lurid bruises on her arms. The orderly took her hands and inspected the bruises. “You had an active night, tonight.” She touched the swelling shoulder and Avalon jerked away from the pain of her probing touch.

“Come, we will get you showered and then I have some cream that will help with the pain. Finish stripping off your clothes and put this robe on.” Avalon did as instructed and pulled on the robe, and slipped her feet into some disposable slippers - I am not throwing those away! - then followed the orderly out into the hallway, her change of clothes clutched to her chest. Her guard followed after her, hand hovering over the taser and ready to use it. Avalon ignored her and followed the orderly to the showers. It was a large open room with four shower heads and an open drain in the floor. Spigots by the handles for the taps dispensed both soap and shampoo. She hung her robe on a hook by the door and walked over to the shower head that was the furthest away from the door and turned on the water. It was luke warm but with the heat of the day still lingering, it felt as refreshing as a plunge into an icy lake. She gasped, and reveled in the luxury of running water with soap and shampoo, and only turned off the water when commanded to do so. No towel was provided so she used her robe to towel off then put on the jail clothing provided, a soft cotton t-shirt and a pair of flannel trousers, both in a dull grey. She picked up her robe and put the slippers back on her feet then followed them back to her cell, meek as a mouse when the cat is watching. As she entered her cell, the smell of food nearly made her faint. Her eyes darted to the tray and after looking to her guard for permission, she fell on the tray. Soup in a plastic bowl and a crusty roll, butter and sliced meat, an apple like those she had tried to steal and a glass of milk filled the tray. It was more food than she had seen in a week and with a gasp, she snatched up the soup and drank it down so fast her stomach complained loudly. “Slow down there, you will throw it up if you eat that quickly. Come now, slowly,” the orderly said, pushing her down to sit on the bed and placing the tray beside her. “No one is going to take it away from you until you tell them to. There is no need to rush. I will put this cream on your shoulder while you eat.” Avalon had eyes for nothing but the food and ignored the ministrations of the orderly, feeling nothing but a cooling to her skin, but then a heat set in and the pain numbed. She looked at her arm in surprise and smiled a quick smile of thanks, mouth too full to speak.

She managed to eat three quarters of the tray before she could not manage another bite. She had saved the apple and paper cup of milk as she thought they would not let her keep the tray and she was correct for as soon as she sat back, the guard picked up the tray. She snatched the milk and the apple off the tray and sat them on a small ledge beside the bed.

The orderly placed the plastic tube of cream on the ledge beside the bed headed for the door after the guard. “We will leave you now. I would suggest you get some rest.” The pair left the cell and silence descended then the force field hummed back to life. Avalon yawned and decided that sleep was a good thought. She spread out the blankets saving the third to use as a pillow and was asleep within minutes, the first real sleep she had had in a long time.
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Chapter 4

Whispered Dreams
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Avalon’s dreams were filled with conversations. Every time she rolled over, she thought she heard voices but her exhaustion pulled her back down before she could wonder at the sound. It was in the early hours of the morning when she woke with a start, her nerves tingling. Someone was standing outside her cell door. Two shadows striped the floor and the low voices carried into her room, not hindered in the least by the force field. She slipped off of her metal bunk and slid her arms into the donated robe, then crept to the side of the door, keeping clear of the low humming force field. She shivered for moment then stilled.

“...choice do we have? You know the feds will be here by noon at the latest,” said a male voice.

“Yes, but how do you intend to explain her absence? They know there is a prisoner here,” said a feminine voice.

“Then why did you not finger scan her record? You, of all people know this is required on every criminal booking. Yet you didn’t take her fingerprints. I think you have a plan already in place,” said the man.

“We don’t have any choice,” said the woman, her voice flat with frustration. “If we wait any longer, there will no longer be a town of Melona. Our appeal of the lottery has fallen on deaf ears. If we cannot get the government fertilizer needed for the next greenhouse crop, then there will be no local food source. The few people remaining will be forced to abandon their homes and head for the city. Already this town starves from within. We must get our hands on our share.”

“Then it is decided. We need a burglar and she has proved her skill set over and over. But she needs to be taken from here, now, while the jail house sleeps. I can get her out of here undetected,” said the man.

“Fine, I will take care of the official records. Take her.” Heels clicked on the tile floor. “Oh, and Mitch, be sure her face is never seen in this town again. That goes for you, too. Good luck.”

Mitch grunted and must have agreed, for the heels continued their journey, fading away. Avalon heard the snick of the lock and scurried back to her bench, lying down just as the opaque door swung open.

Mitch entered her cell, dressed head to toe in dark clothing, and a well-worn baseball cap with the Melona Meteors symbol in blue decorating its crown. He walked over and shook her shoulder to wake her and she stretched and sat up. “What is it?” she said in a sleepy voice.

“Do you want to get out of here?”

“Yeah sure. What do I have to do?”

“I will explain it on the way. Come, grab your things.” He handed her a duffel bag and Avalon found her sweater inside, recently cleaned and a few of the rips mended. She abandoned the robe, stuffing it into the duffel bag along with the disposable slippers and pulled the warm hoodie over her head.

“I also brought you some breakfast. You can eat it in the car.”

Avalon slipped her feet into her runners the grabbed the apple she had saved and downed the last of the milk. “Ready,” she whispered.

“OK, follow me and don’t make a sound. If you alert the guards, we are both in trouble. Now follow me.”

Mitch headed back to the door and with a quick glance both ways to be sure the hall was clear, headed back in the direction of the bathrooms. Instead of the women’s bathroom, he took her into the men’s bathroom then over to a locked door. He punched in the code then pulled open the door. As the door closed, plunging them into darkness, Avalon caught a glimpse of boilers and pumps. They were in the mechanical room of the station. A blaze of light cut the dark as Mitch turned on a wide-lensed flashlight, lighting the interior. “This way” he muttered, leading the way past the appliances and into a service corridor that ran the entire length of the building. He picked up the pace, anxious to put some distance between the cells and their location.

Avalon listened hard, heart pounding, afraid that the sound of alarms would shatter the silence at any moment, when her disappearance was discovered. She trotted after Mitch, matching his long strides with two of her own. At the end of the corridor, another door presented itself, heavy metal and complete with a panic bar and a lit sign that said “EXIT.” Stuck on its surface was a sign that said “Alarm will sound when door is used.” Dismayed, Avalon halted, but Mitch took out a length of wire, a couple of clamps and a pair of snips. He stripped away the coating and clipped on the length of bypass wire then repeated the process on the other side of the door. Once he had the connection established, Mitch cut the wire leading to the alarm contacts that ran around the frame. Pushing the door open, they quickly passed through and flattened themselves against the wall. Nothing moved in the dark parking lot. Two streetlights cast pools of light at either end of the parking lot. “Now listen, there are two cameras mounted at either end of the building. But the one on the left there, the swivel is broken on the mounting. It is stuck facing straight ahead. If we stay along the building, it will not pick us up within its range. Follow me.” He led her along the shadows of the building, dodging out only when they needed to go around an obstruction. They reached the far end with incident then Mitch’s arm swung out and pressed her back against the brick. He raised a finger to his lips, begging silence. Avalon listened hard, then heard the crunching of gravel under a heavy boot. A police officer in uniform passed by the corner where they stood frozen and continued on down the path to a waiting squad parked in the second row of parking. As soon as he was a safe distance past, Mitch grabbed her sleeve and pulled her into the bushes on the other side of the sidewalk, pulling her down beside him. They waited until the officer pulled away and then checking once again to be sure that all was silent, dashed deeper into the trees, keeping the trunks between them and the police station.

Mitch led Avalon along a high hedge, devoid of leaves and then down a garbage alley, pulling a set of keys from his pocket. He pressed the unlock button and headlights flashed on a beat up Mustang. They jumped into the car, locking the doors. Mitch jammed the keys into the ignition and the car roared to life. Grimacing as the sound shattered the silence, he slipped it into gear and drove away, careful to not speed or attract attention. Avalon did not speak but watched the scenery flash by the window, relieved to be out of the cell and free once more, or at least relatively free. She still had no idea what Mitch intended, or why he was putting himself and his career on the line in such a fashion, and she was afraid to ask. She remained silent.

After putting several miles between the town and their current location, Mitch pulled onto a dirt side road and pulled into a scenic overlook. The Partridge river flowed sluggishly between the banks at a rate one-quarter of it’s normal levels. The banks were cracked and dry and the only sign of any green lay right against the lip of the water, but it was closer to chartreuse. He put the car in park, then reached behind him on the seat and grabbed a cooler. He flipped the lid open. “Help yourself to food.”

He pulled a bottle of juice from the depths and twisted the lid off, and handed it to her then opened one for himself, taking a long, cool swig of the nectar. Avalon took an equally long drink and sighed at the blissful sweetness of the drink.

“Now, it’s time for honesty, Avalon. We are going to sit here and eat our picnic, and you are going to tell me how to get to where you live, because you and I are going on a long journey. We will not be back to these parts for weeks, and you may never be back. I am sure there are things you want to gather for the trip and I am going to drive you there.”

“Where are we going?” Avalon picked at a thread on her pants that had snagged on the brush when they were hiding, regretting that they were damaged so soon. “I mean, I haven’t agreed to whatever it is you are planning. Maybe you should tell me why you sprung me from that jail cell. Then I will decide if I can trust you or not.”

Mitch pulled an object wrapped in tin foil from the container and handed it to her. She accepted the offering, eyes lighting up at the egg salad sandwich it contained. “You are a street thief. You know better than I that there is no food to be found anywhere in this town, other than that which is grown in the greenhouses or shipped in to the last grocery in operation, from the capital. The land is dying, Avalon. The drought shows no sign of letting up, and over the last several years the insect population has been in a state of serious decline. Crop failures in the open areas are at such alarming rates that there is no such thing as crop insurance any longer. Farmers must plant with no hope of rescue, and the drought has been so harsh, that they have abandoned the farms that have been in their families for years, and the only livelihood they have ever known, to take part time work anywhere they can find it. Where once they fed the world, they now struggled to feed themselves.

Last year, the government took over every last greenhouse nationwide. By a unanimous vote in parliament, they passed a law turning the ownership of all greenhouse facilities, to government control. The government now controls all food production in the nation. A lottery was set up to receive what limited assistance the government can supply. But there is not enough to go around. Those that do not win a tag, cannot buy the supplies they need to grow food in the greenhouses that surround their towns. Those who do not win this lottery, are doomed to even further starvation and for some, like Melona here, it could even mean the complete devastation of the town.

For Melona, it could mean disaster. With no food, the local economy will collapse completely. With no food, the people will starve. Most will move away.”

Avalon plucked an apple out of the lunch box and took a big juicy bite. She licked the juice from her lips and then sucked on the apple to draw out its sweetness. It was heaven.

She chewed, then swallowed, then said “Why should I care? They have done nothing to help me. When I asked them to share what they had, they chased me off with pitch forks or guns or set their dog on me. I make do just fine on my own,” she said, with pride, sinking her teeth into the apple then tearing off another chunk of white flesh.

“You should care, Avalon, because soon there will be no food, for anyone, including you. You are lucky I was there when you were arrested. The guards have been issued fire arms, and they have full license to shoot any who break in on sight, with no warning and no repercussion. If I had not been there when you were arrested, he may have done just that.”

Avalon took another bite and studied him over the dwindling core. “So, let’s say I believe you. What do you want of me? Why do you care what becomes of me?”

Mitch plucked out the other apple and shined it on his sleeve before taking a bite. “There is something about you, Avalon, that makes me want to help you. I can help you. But I need something in return.”

“What is that?”

“I need someone who is as skilled as you are, to steal something for me.”

Avalon’s eyebrows climbed into her hair as he went on to describe exactly what he wanted her to do. When he paused, she burst out, “You want me to break into the high security vault in the capital and steal some fertilizer? What kind of bullshit is this?”

“Believe me, if we had some bull shit, I wouldn’t be asking. But there are no farms so there is no fertilizer around, and we couldn’t use it if we wanted to. The government will not stop us planting again, after this harvest, but without the fertilizer, our chances of growing anything even remotely close to our needs is slim to none. We need this fertilizer to survive.”

“And how, exactly, am I supposed to break in and out of a high security facility with a sack of fertilizer on my back? Unless there are hump-backed gargoyles on the building, it will be completely impossible to hide.”

“Ah, well we have a plan for that. It involves some former townsfolk who work at the facility. They can get you in and out, but once inside you would need to find your way alone. We are working on a map of the facility. It is being committed to memory and drawn in the evening hours. But nothing can go in or out of the facility without being scanned or searched. The workers do not even wear their own clothing inside the facility. They are made to change between two secure check points. What is on the inside stays inside and vice-versa.”

“You still haven’t explained how I am to carry a hundred pound sack of fertilizer out of the plant.”

“Well that is easy. You don’t. We just need a sample to analyze. You see, we want to make our own.”

“Oh.” Avalon thought for a moment then said, “So what is so special about this fertilizer? Is it like a miracle cure or something?”

“That is also something we do not understand. This is the first year for the lottery. Whatever goes into it, it is the only thing that is allowed to be used in the greenhouses, so we need to replicate it exactly, or risk being found out. A small gain in yield could still look like just hard work. It might be enough to save us, if we harvest carefully this fall.” Mitch chewed down to the core of the apple then produced a napkin into which he tucked the seeds. He held it out to Avalon and had her deposit the core alongside his. “We may never need these seeds, but then again we just might. I prefer to play it safe and save the seeds. I have a whole jar full at home.”

Avalon smiled at him. She liked him, she realized with a start. It had been so long since she had genuinely liked someone that the feeling was strange. The smile faded as the seriousness of the proposition settled around her shoulders. “I could get shot, doing this.”

“You could have been shot last night doing what you did. Isn’t the prize worth the risk? One meal versus meals for a year or more? If you are going to steal, then you had best make it so worthwhile that the decision becomes obvious.”

Avalon nodded. He was right. Besides she had more to think about than just herself. Suddenly she realized she was sitting there, stuffing her face while her sister starved. Abruptly she said, “I want to go home now.”

“Where is home?”

“I will direct you.”

“Alright.” Mitch packed up the box and placed it on the back seat then started the engine, pulling out on the dirt road.
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Chapter 5

Home
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Instead of heading back to the highway, Avalon directed Mitch to continue down the dirt road, following the twists and turns of the sunken river. At one point a covered bridge presented itself and they rattled across the wooden floor to the other side of the river, following a road that had existed as long as the town. Mitch knew the oldest farms and the oldest families lived across the river. It was with a growing suspicion, as they passed farm after abandoned farm, that he drove to the only possible destination left - Gainsborough Manor. Set high on the hill, the manor had been a landmark for two centuries. It had sat empty for five years, ever since their mysterious disappearance. Everyone had vanished without a trace, on a quiet summer’s evening much like this one, only a steady drizzle had accompanied him on the long drive.

He had received an emergency call from the manor from a little girl who had said some bad men were at the house and hurting her mommy and daddy. She had whispered into the phone as though she were talking under blankets in a closet, the voice muted and muffled. When they had arrived, the manor lights had been blazing but the house was empty. They’d searched it top to bottom and the only clue that they had uncovered were tire tracks in the soft mud. A vehicle, possibly a Hummer, had been at the location. They’d followed the trail back to the main highway and lost it on the drying pavement.

The family had never been located.

Mitch turned into the lane and the empty-eyed house stared at him, the door agape on failing hinges. The sad condition of the once stately manor saddened him. He drove his Mustang up the circular drive and stopped in front of a crumbling stone staircase. Turning off the engine, he looked at Avalon.

“You are the one who called me on the emergency line five years ago. You are one of the two Gainsborough children, aren’t you.”

Avalon blinked at him, and then looked out her window at the manor. “Yes,” she whispered.

“Where is your sister?”

“Safe. I care for her.” She turned her face back to him, meeting his eyes and he saw fierce loyalty and love in her challenging gaze. “This is our home. We never left. We do not live in the house though, it is a target for vandals and raiders and gangs. We have made our home elsewhere.”

“Where?” He leaned toward her, anxious to know the truth after so many years. How in the world have they survived? It’s a miracle. He wondered, but he did not voice the thought aloud.

“The barn by the river.” She looked longingly at the picnic cooler. “Alexa is there. Can I take her some food? Please, she will be so hungry. I promised her last night that I would bring her food.” Avalon hated the pleading note that entered her voice, but she needed the food, badly.

“Of course you can.” He reached back and grabbed the cooler handle then opened his door. “Come, let’s give this to your sister.” Avalon scrambled out of the opposite door and then ran towards the back of the house. The yard was thick with burrs and wild raspberry vines that clutched at his sweater as he passed. Suddenly he understood all the small tears in her sweater and his heart went out to this brave little girl - young woman, he corrected himself. She had been fending for herself and her sister for all this time. But what had happened to her parents? The cop in him wanted to halt her flight and drag the answers out of her, but he knew it was unwise to trample on her fledgling trust at this time. Plenty of time for that enquiry when we are on the road to the capital, he reminded himself.

Avalon ran down the hill and took a stone staircase down the hillside with the agility of one who has passed down its broken face many times and memorized the best footing. Mitch slowed, picking his way carefully lest he slip and break his leg. At the base of the hill, an old stone barn stood, with a thick thatched roof in need of repair. The windows were long gone, and open to the wind. Avalon disappeared inside and as he entered the barn with his flashlight, it lit up the black interior to reveal Avalon pulling down a ladder from the ceiling with a rope released from its hold on a peg. The attic staircase flopped to the floor, stirring the dust into a swirl that danced like smoke in the beam of the flashlight. Everything was silent in the attic. Avalon headed up the stairs. “Alexa, it’s me, I’m back. Alexa?” Her head disappeared into the attic and Mitch set down the cooler then began to climb up behind her. As his head cleared the attic floor, he heard Avalon shout “Alexa, NO!” just as a cast iron frying pan connected with the side of his head. Mitch lost his balance and tumbled back down the stairs to land on his back. The impact was so hard, that he lost his breath, gasping like a fish out of water to get it back. He lost his flashlight in the fall and it rolled away from him to rest against the wall. The barn swam in his vision and as it steadied, two faces appeared, bent over his prone form.

“Alexa, this is Captain Mitch. He gave me a ride home.” The four girls resolved into two and Mitch gasped “Hullo Alexa. That is quite the swing you have.” His hand found a large lump swelling on his skull just above his left ear. “Ouch!” He rolled onto his side and pushed himself up to a sitting position. The motion made his head swim again but it steadied after a moment. Alexa was blonde haired to Avalon’s black and was just as short. She wore a ragged floral dress that fit like a tunic, over too short of pants, that would not fit at all if the girl was not starving. They ended well short of her ankles and her feet were stuffed into boots two sizes too big. The soles had holes in them. He wondered where she had found them.

Mitch gestured toward the cooler. “Help yourself to some food, Alexa.” Alexa’s faced brightened and she ran over to the cooler and flipped the lid. With a squeal of delight she fell on the food much as Avalon had, stuffing it in faster than she could chew and swallow, so that she looked like a chipmunk. “Hey, slow down! Your stomach will reject it if you don’t.” Avalon made Alexa sit down away from the cooler but she did not stop shoving the food in.

“Twhak you tho mush,” she said around the huge mouthfuls. Avalon opened a bottle of juice and Alexa gulped down the liquid.

Mitch pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at the lump on his head. “I bet you do more defense with that frying pan, than actual cooking.” Alexa grinned at him in agreement, eyes twinkling. Mitch decided he liked both girls very much.

“So, Alexa, Avalon is going to help me with a project. Do you want to come with us or stay here?” He held his breath, but let none of his concern show on his face. 

“She is?” she swallowed the food in her mouth “Where are you going?”

“To the capital. She is going to help me gather some fertilizer for the greenhouses.” Avalon scowled over at him, knowing that he was sealing her fate by bribing her sister to come along. “I will take care of the food for the trip. What do you say?”

“What’s the catch?” asked Alexa, pocketing three apples before he could answer. 

“No catch. I can pay for the food no problem.”

Alexa popped her last bite of sandwich into her mouth and looked at her sister, a question in her eyes, unsure how to answer. Avalon nodded that it was OK, and Alexa said, “OK then, but I’d like some new clothes like Avalon’s. I can’t go to the capital dressed like this. And new shoes too.” She stuck her toe out the front of her shoe and wiggled it at him.

“Deal struck. My sister should have some things that will fit the pair of you. Is there anything here that you want to get before we go?”

Both girls shook their heads. “I can lock up the attic, no one knows it exists, with the staircase missing,” said Avalon.

“OK then, let’s go. I’d like to be well away from here by daylight.” Mitch stood up and was happy to see that the barn remained steady. Outside the blush of dawn was lightening the eastern sky, the promise of another hot, dry day in the offing.

He picked up the lunch cooler and his flashlight then headed back out the barn door, as Avalon secured the staircase. The two girls followed him as he retraced their steps of an hour earlier. Reaching the top of the hill, he lead them back to the front of the house and held open the door to the back seat to let Alexa into the rear, placing the cooler beside her. She smiled her thanks, flipping open the lid again as soon as she was seated. Avalon climbed into the passenger side. As the first rays of the day split the horizon, the Mustang gathered speed on the straight highway that lead to the heart of the capital city of Erlea.
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Chapter 6

The Kidnapping
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The Mustang bounced along the uneven pavement, clicking off the miles in the relative cool of early morning. The glowing red ball that was about to crest the horizon, promised another sultry, sticky day of heat. Once again, no rain was in the forecast and the spring fields lay abandoned. Even weeds struggled to grow along the deep ditches of the roadside, a place where they should have thrived. Mitch turned on the radio, setting it to his favourite oldies station that played in a continuous loop on the now fully automated radio station. The computers ran the show and selections were switched up at random by a preset group of commands. The human factor had moved on to find a place where food was available, a problem that machines did not have. The machines’ only problems related to the availability of power. Mitch grunted at his unhappy thoughts and forced his mind to focus on the puzzle of the two girls in the car. 

Alexa appeared to be even younger than Avalon, which probably meant she was twelve or thirteen. He knew their parents had disappeared five years ago. That was a long time to live on your own with no help.

It was time to break the silence. “Have you lived in the barn the entire time, since your parents’ disappearance?” he asked, watching out of the corner of his eye as both girls stiffened at his question. “I am not trying to pry. I am marveling that you have been able to survive when so many others would not have made it. How did you do it?”

The girls exchanged glances, silently discussing the wisdom of sharing their story with a stranger.

Avalon nodded to her sister and said, “At first we stayed at the house, always hiding when a car came down the road. You can see the dust for miles, from the upper bedrooms. We had lots of time to get out of sight, if we saw anyone approaching. There was plenty of food as Mom had put away preserves against ‘a rainy day’ as she used to say. The pantry and cellars were full and we had no problem finding something to eat. 

“The first to come by were neighbours or detractors, those who had heard the news – the curious and the gossips – those who wanted to check out the house for themselves. Later, it was the gangs that came, to scavenge and to loot. That was when we moved to the barn. We used to keep the front door locked, but people just tried to break in and there was no way that we could stop them if they wanted to come in. So we moved what we wanted to the barn and just left the door open after that. It was soon emptied by looters and those more desperate than we were, of anything of value that could be resold. We had food, and water from the well, a cozy spot to sleep and no worries about going to school, and no parents to set time schedules.” Alexa’s lip trembled for a moment but Avalon pushed on. “At first, we missed our parents horribly, but what were we to do? Go to a foster home? A home for orphans? Moving to town meant fighting for a spot against the gangs, and we did not want to leave home. Nope, the safest thing for both of us was to remain hidden where we were and to stay out of sight. And that is what we did,” she said, leaning in stiff defiance against the passenger door, “until we started to run out of food. That has been a recent problem.” 

Mitch thought she might actually have jumped out of the car at that point, had Alexa not been in the back. Her hand even strayed to the handle.

He kept his eyes fixed on the empty highway, careful to not look at either girl as he phrased his next question. “What happened that night? Do you feel you can share it with me, after all this time? The police never solved the case.” I never solved the damn case, although I really tried.

Alexa stared at the partially eaten apple in her hand, and then put it down on top of the lunch box, linking her fingers in her lap. Suddenly, it did not taste so sweet. Tears threatened but did not spill. The memories were so raw that her throat tightened painfully even after so much time had passed. It was Avalon who spoke again, who took the reins of the wild memories that were threatening to bolt and carry the girls away with the bit between their teeth.

“They came at supper time, you know. Mom had just put the last plate of food on the table, when the doorbell rang. My father got up and went to the door, while we piled our plates with food. We heard voices and then they became angry. I will never forget my mother’s face. She frowned at first, sending a worried glance in the direction our father had disappeared, and then she got this frightened look on her face. She turned to us and grabbed both of us by a hand, and dragged us to the cellar door. ‘Do you remember everything we told you? Today is the day. Go to the hiding place. Go now and bolt the door behind you. Go!’

“We hurried down into the cellar, leaving the lights off, and grabbed a flashlight sitting on a ledge. We ran through the dim interior to the door of the fruit cellar and dashed inside it, closing the door behind us and sliding the lock from the inside. It would look like the door was locked from the outside. We then shoved aside a burlap sack of carrots, and pulled up a hatch in the floor, on the top of which a crate was nailed. We scrambled down the staircase and closed the lid. The door disappeared under the wooden crate, which was stuffed with straw. The earthen cellar had a back exit but we did not go outside. Mom had told us we must not leave until long after dark if we ever had to hide, as there would be people searching for us. So we hid. We did not come out for a full three days; we were so scared, preferring to sleep on the cots in the shelter. That was the last we saw of our parents. Albert and Ellen Gainsborough were never seen again. They were scientists, you know.”

Mitch nodded. He had done an extensive background check into the Gainsborough family as part of his investigation. The family had lived at the manor for four generations. The one hundred acre parcel was handed down generation to generation until Albert inherited it upon his father’s death, but Albert had had no interest in farming. He had attended Solace University, named for the capital city in which it was located. There, he had earned his PhD in Environmental Chemistry, the scientific study of the chemical and biochemical phenomena that occur in natural places. There Albert had met the love of his life, Ellen Despina, a co-ed Biology major, first in her class and specializing in Entomology. Their return to the farm had a much greater focus, for they set up experiments to determine why the land was dying, right on their own farm. They combined their knowledge and expertise. From all accounts, they were developing an expertise that was promising. They were able to grow crops when the other farms around them had failed and were being abandoned in record numbers. There had even been rumors about the government approaching them to offer them both big money contracts to move to the city, but they had declined all offers to continue their private studies and experimentation, and to raise their two daughters on the family farm.

“I met them once,” said Mitch. “It was at a fundraiser for the local homeless shelter, one Christmas.” The homeless shelter was boarded up now. There was no one left to run it. Even the homeless had moved on, those who would have been named homeless before the drought. Now, only the gangs remained. “They were great. I know they loved you, very much.”

Alexa sniffed from the back seat but that was the only comment.

“Do you know who came to the door that night?” he continued. “Did you get a look at them?”

“No. We never saw their faces. But we know who they were.”

Mitch stiffened at these words. Perhaps he was going to find out, after all these years, a clue to the cold case that had haunted him for so long. He had solved half of it by picking up Avalon. He had found the missing Gainsborough children.

“Who were they?”

“Agents of the government. They worked for ESSA, the Edible Sustenance and Security Agency.”

“How do you know this?”

“My dad left this behind.” Avalon gestured to her sweater, holding up a sleeve. On the sleeve was a patch with a stylized black bee, stitched onto a golden background. “It was his favorite coat. He would never have left it behind, other than to give us warning. Besides, when the coast was clear, I picked it up from the end of our parent’s bed, where he left it. I found a note in a secret pocket. He had told us, if he ever went missing, to find his jacket.”

Mitch braked and pulled the car into a roadside rest station, coming to a halt with a jerk. A cloud of dust drifted away on the slight breeze as he turned to face Avalon directly. “Do you still have this letter?”

“Yup, its right here.” Alexa spoke from the backseat, pulling a small envelope from her pocket and handing it to Mitch.
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Chapter 7

The Letter
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“My darling daughters,” he read.

“I wish that it were not so, but if you are reading this, our worst fears have been realized. You have been too young to understand the importance of our work, and of what your mother and I discovered during the last ten years that we spent farming at the manor. I know it is the only home you have known, and for much of my life that has been the case also. Around twenty years ago, long before you were born, I was a young, ambitious man, who chafed at the idea of farming for a living. I had finished high school top in my class and was intent on choosing the career that I would like to pursue. My parents only wanted one thing — for me to stay and take over the family farm.

“The last few years of planting, before I left for university, were unusually difficult for your grandparents. They struggled to plant and grow a harvest as they always had done as Manor Gainsborough was renowned for its fertile soil. However, the land was failing and by failing I mean that, year by year, it was transforming from the lush, fertile pastures and fields of my childhood, into a hostile, environment, poisonous to all living things.

“But it was not just our farm, but our neighbours’ farms too. The change occurred subtly at first and then with increasing speed. Your grandfather changed his mind and begged me to go to school, to learn from the University in Solace and from the government instructors there. There were rumours that they had discovered the cause of the plague that was spreading across the land. So, along with many of the brightest from our community, I went off to university, to study ecological chemistry, for I was certain that the issue was something to do with an imbalance in the soil. 

“As you know, I met your mother there and we fell in love. Long hours we spent pouring over our books, for our classes dovetailed in many areas. It did not take long for us to discover similar veins of thought incorporated into both of our fields of study. It also became apparent that the University was being told to neither discuss nor lecture about certain controversial government activities that the ecology movement on campus wished to expose. Mainly this centered around mining activities where minerals and oil were being extracted from the earth by a process called fracking. Fracking involves utilizing hydraulic pressure to break up rock and extract precious resources. The process has been fraught with controversy, but continued to be utilized, nevertheless. 

“But what your mother and I discovered was a correlation between the fracking activities of the government-run oil companies and the flora and fauna on the surface above these locations. At first, we thought that what the data suggested was an error, but the more we ran the data, the truer it became. The margins of error in our findings became so slim that eventually, we drove out to one of the nearby facilities to check our information in real-time, only to be turned away by armed security before we could even get close to the site.

“So instead, we graduated, married and brought our hypothesis home, to test it in our own backyard. Your grandparents lived on with us for a few years before they passed away and you were both born to the farmstead, the next generation of Gainsborough Manor.

“As soon as we returned, we tested our theories. Something was killing the soil and the insect life that is so necessary to a robust and healthy ecology. We continued our investigations, begun in the lab and recreated in both the experiments and in our university facilities in the manor. Our lab was equal to and maybe exceeded that which was available at Solace University. We perfected our method, testing and retesting. When the data from our home lab was replicated, we became convinced of the cause and launched controlled experiments at home, to reverse its effect. You must now be wondering what it is we found out through our meticulous study? 

“What we found, my darling daughters, is that the fracking operations undertaken by the government had released a toxin that had long lain dormant deep under the crust of the earth. This toxin has been found in the fossil remains of dinosaurs and is thought by many, to be the true reason for their demise. This newly released and unstoppable toxin was also spreading like a plague. We dubbed the substance “Bonesick” because it killed everything exposed to it, until only bones remained. Carried by mosquitoes of the day, it spread through the blood and made any animal bitten ill. Bugs embedded in amber were carriers of the disease, specifically the Dinotick, five times larger than its modern counterpart.

“So we, being the scientists that we are, set about developing a counter agent that would neutralize the toxin that has no known antidote in our modern times. We experimented with a counteractant that would make the toxin inert, wherever it was found. We nicknamed it Caladrius. Caladrius is a snow-white bird that legend says lives in kings' houses. It is said that the Caladrius can take on the sickness of a person, and then fly away, casting the sickness to the air and healing all in the process. We created a Caladrius, a healing agent that is dispersible in an aerosol form.

“Your mother and I thought there was no way that the government knew about this. If they did, they would have ceased operations immediately, right? It was destroying the soil, the very earth from which all food was produced to feed the population. What could be more important than this? So we immediately called ESSA, naively thinking that they would be thrilled to hear of our discovery and even more so our solution, to negate the effects of the toxin. It was not to be so.

“First we called some of our teachers; those we knew were concerned about the environment. We packed up the car and called in a favour, to meet with the dean of Solace University. Professor Doyle swore our discovery would be accepted with open arms. We secured a meeting with ESSA’s research and development department. After passing through a gauntlet of security, we were ushered into a plush office to meet with the head of research. Professor Doyle brought us into her office, set in the north corner of the university. She listened to our dissertation with rapt attention, and at the conclusion of an hour of facts, figures and charts, she said, in a flat tone ‘Is that all?’ 

“Needless to say we were stunned. Naively, we believed that the proof would triumph over political ambition, that science would rule the day. Our stats were indisputable, beyond reproach. Our audience was not.

“What can I say? We packed up our charts and laptops stuffed with data and left. She had no interest in our information, or so we thought. We drove back home and over the following weeks continued our studies, hoping to find more evidence, something to convince Professor Doyle that we were not mistaken in our findings.

“The sad truth is that it wasn’t about our findings. It was about the secret workings of the government, and a healthy dose of intrigue. It was about contracts and the ‘corporate line’, for the government is the source of the majority of the university’s funding. They could not admit to the veracity of our findings. We learned later that the government was leaning heavily on them to suppress the truth.

“A month after our impromptu visit to the university the phone calls started. At first, they were pleasant and asked how we were coping with the diseased land we now lived on and whether they could offer any assistance. When we asked what they suggested we do, they said to abandon the manor and move into Solace, and work for them. They advised there was nothing to be done for the soil, that it was dead and could not be redeemed. We declined their offer. They called the next week and the next week and when we refused to move, the calls became more frequent, and darker in nature. They insisted that the research we had undertaken was flawed and that it should not be published. They offered to buy it from us. We declined again. 

“The final phone call was an outright threat. Give them all of our research or be silenced. As you are reading this letter, the worst has come true and agents of the government, under the guise of national security, have arrested us and taken all the research, or so they believe.

“Sewn into the lining of this jacket is a thumb drive with all of our research. They may have stolen the laptops but you have all the evidence you need to get help. Do not go to the police. We do not know which government agencies are involved and which are not. There is only one person at the police station I would trust, and even then, you must use caution. That person is Mitch Anderson.

“I have made arrangements for my brother to care for you should something happen to us. Darren will come for you. I am sure we will see each other again soon. Do not let the thumb drive out of your sight. It could save your life.

“We love you both very much. We will be together soon. 

“Love, Mom and Dad.”
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Chapter 8

The First Peek
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Mitch gently folded the much-read letter and handed it back to Avalon.

“Do you still have the thumb drive?” he asked. His quiet, calm voice belied his pity and fear for the two girls. Mitch’s heart raced as he waited for their answer.

“Yes, it is still sewn inside the coat. I thought it was best to leave it in there. That way it couldn’t get lost. One of the two of us is always wearing it. Alexa shrugged her arms out of the bomber style jacket and handed it forward into the front seat. Avalon took it from her then turned the right sleeve inside out. Just above the elbow area, a series of neat stitches mended a seam in the jacket lining. Mitch felt along the area with his fingers and sure enough, there was a hard, flat object sewn in place. With a sigh of relief, he pulled his car key out of the ignition and slid it under a couple of the threads and tugged sharply, breaking them. The rest parted easily and he plunged his fingers into the opening to fish out a grey thumb drive. Written with a black marker on the grey casing was a date, three weeks prior to the Gainsborough’s disappearance. 

“Do you mind if I take this, for safekeeping? It might provide some clues as to where we could find your parents.”

Alexa and Avalon nodded their approval and Avalon handed the jacket back to Alexa. Mitch slipped the thumb drive into his wallet and then back into his pocket.

“So, Alexa, your sister Avalon is a fugitive from the law.” Alexa’s eyes widened, in surprise. “And so am I, they just don’t know it yet. Avalon has agreed to do something very dangerous for me. She is going to sneak into the government facility where they make the fertilizer for the lottery distribution and ‘borrow’ a sample, so that we can try to replicate it. That may even be the information that your parents discovered, the formula that will make things grow again. Whatever it was that they discovered, it was important enough for the government to kidnap them for it. I say it’s time we knew what it is that they discovered.”

“Daddy was very smart. So was Mom,” said Alexa, proudly. “They knew all kinds of smart things.”

“And so are his daughters.” Mitch smiled warmly at them. “I cannot think of any other children as smart as you two. To stay alive and as healthy as you are in this environment with no adult help is simply amazing. Well done.”

Alexa grinned and Avalon gave her a thumb’s up, grinning back at her.

“Avalon is going to sneak into the facility, with some help from a confidant. She is small and wiry and with the map that my friend is creating, she should be able to navigate the facility and gather the sample we need. I will not lie; this will be dangerous for her.” His eyes caught Avalon’s to gauge her reaction. 

Avalon sniffed and folded her arms. “This facility is nothing compared to sneaking into the bank last summer.”

Mitch raised an eyebrow at her and in a mock stern voice said, “You are a bank robber too?”

Avalon laughed. “No, I am not a bank robber. I stole nothing. I had just forgotten my coat and it was a cold night and besides, I wasn’t about to lose the thumb drive!”

“What was your jacket doing in the bank?”

“I was cold, and so I wandered in just after it opened and crawled under an empty desk to take a nap. When I woke, it was to the announcement that the bank was closing and I slipped outside without them noticing me. I watched them lock up the doors and set the alarms, only to realize that I had forgotten my coat.”

“Why didn’t you just wait till it opened in the morning?”

“Where is the fun in that?” She laughed, eyes sparkling. Avalon’s face always came alive when she spoke of an adventure. She lit up like a firecracker.

“OK, I’ll bite. How did you get past the alarms?”

“Through the milk box.”

“The milk box?”

“Yeah, the bank has a milk box on the side of the building. It was covered up with a board, but I knew it was there. I pried off the cover and crawled into the milk box. You would not have fit. I pushed open the door on the other side that emptied into the staff room. From there it was a simple matter of keeping to the walls and moving slowly so as to not set off the motion detectors.”

Mitch shook his head. He knew about the milk box too. It was only about a foot square. That, my dear, is why you are perfect for this task.” He twisted back around and stuffed the key in the ignition, starting the Mustang once again. “It is time for you to meet Peet.” He swung back out of the rest stop and stepped on the accelerator, picking up speed.

The telephone poles whipped by, blurring into the baked landscape. True to form, the sun popped over the horizon, a blistering red ball of heat that warmed the interior of the car to the point that they rolled down the windows despite the dust. A half hour later, they turned off onto a side road that wound its way along the banks of a dried up river, then took another turning down a dirt lane way. The gravel crunched under the tires as they drove through a short stand of pine trees and out into a clearing, where sat a small stone cottage with red shuttered windows. The land was clear of brush and trees for about a hundred feet in all directions, some of the stumps freshly cut. As the Mustang pulled up in front of the house, the door opened and a man limped out, carrying a shotgun tucked under his arm.

The girls looked at each other and then to Mitch, who leaned out the window and yelled “Peet, it’s Mitch! Put the fool gun away, you dolt.”

Peet scratched at his beard and squinted across the bright space. “Is ‘dat you, Mitch? Seems to me that this be a workday and you should be at work. You got kids with you?”

Mitch opened the car door and stood up, grinning. “Yup, I have kids with me.”

“Well that is fine with me! I love kids!” Peet propped the shotgun against the porch railing and walked down to greet the girls as they climbed out of the car. “I bet you are glad this isn’t a squad car,” he chuckled. “Mitch took me for a ride in his police car once, I wasn’t happy about there being no handles inside.” He caught Avalon laughing at him and winked. “Mind you, it was for my own safety. Not everyone is as friendly as Peet, not anymore.”

Mitch grunted and introduced the girls. “Avalon is on a special mission that should interest you.”

“Oh? How so?” He led them back up the steps and into the dim interior, grabbing the shotgun as he passed, and stashing it behind the door.

Polished pine walls and ceilings greeted their eyes, decorated with the carcasses of a variety of wildlife, a few of which were now extinct. A rare striped black bear pelt hung beside the head of a curly horned elk, shaggy chin hair falling to the floor like a curtain. A stuffed Dodo bird perched on a piece of driftwood, head tilted skyward and beak open in a silent cry. Avalon and Alexa peered at the museum of fauna, awe struck. 

Peet grabbed a kettle and filled it with water before setting it on to boil, then gestured for them to sit. He upended a box of crackers into a wicker basket then pulled a block of cheese from the fridge and hacked off a plate of cubes. By this time the kettle was whistling. He poured it into a chipped blue teapot, added a couple tea bags and grabbed four mugs, placing them on the table before lowering himself to the empty chair.

“Now, why are you here?”

Mitch took them all in at a glance. “We need your help to break into the warehouse.”

Peet studied him over the brim of his cup, and then his eyes flicked to the two girls. “You want some fertilizer? You know that stuff is guarded, right? Not just electronic security but armed security, like me.” Mitch nodded. “You would never get in, Mitch. You would be picked up by every camera and sensor in the place, and that is just the outer security. There are places there I have never been allowed to go.”

Mitch nodded again. “I can’t get past the security, but she can.” He nodded to Avalon, who stuffed a chunk of cheese into her mouth then waved with the same hand.

“You want to send her in? Are you mad?”

“No, just desperate.” He filled Peet in on the recent events, the problems at the greenhouse and the collapse of the town should they not find a way to feed the remaining population. “The land is dying. Our way of life is dying. We need that fertilizer.”

Peet listened intently then frowned and looked at the two girls. “She may be a thief, and a good one, but you are sending her into harm’s way. She is only a child.”

“Hey, I am sixteen! I can choose for myself you know.” Avalon’s back stiffened in response to Peet’s words. “I could steal your shorts while you were wearing them, if I wanted to.”

Peet grinned at that and sat back. “Alright, I will help you. But it will not be easy... and I want something in return.”

“What?” asked Mitch.

“A piece of the action.” He grinned, his smile gaping and displaying a missing front tooth. “I want some of that fertilizer.”

Mitch nodded. “Fair enough. Let’s plan our assault.”

Peet grabbed a notebook and a pen and they all bent their heads over the sketch of the factory grounds. They planned for hours, and well into the night, examining and discarding plans, fine-tuning their approach. A plate of sandwiches appeared and disappeared as they munched on egg salad and homemade sourdough. Finally, just before midnight, he closed the binder with a snap. “We have a plan! Now, everyone off to rest.”

As Avalon’s eyes drifted closed on the narrow cot she shared with Alexa, her last thought was it would be a miracle if I survive! Somehow it did not scare her, rather she felt strangely excited about the raiding of the facility, as though she was finally doing something important. That night she dreamed about her parents, and this time they were alive, unlike her dreams of old.
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Chapter 9

For Mom & Dad

MITCH HANDED THE BINOCULARS to Avalon, who grunted her thanks. A rock was digging into her side, and she shifted slightly, but did not sit up. They had crawled up the rise of the scree-filled hillside to the ridge, hidden by the shadow of a great boulder. It was tilted at such an awkward angle, it looked ready to fall on top of them at any moment, but it had probably sat that way for a thousand years, forever poised on the brink. The shade was cool and the shadowy environs kept the eyes of the binoculars from flashing with reflected sunlight. Even so, they flattened themselves into the dirt and counted.

“Ten. There are ten patrols, and they repeat their pattern every ten minutes,” said Avalon.

“Eleven,” corrected Peet. See the guard there? ”He pointed to a wooden guard booth. “You cannot dismiss him because he sits in the gate hut. He sits on the alarm button and is only a radio shout away. In fact, he is the first one to fool.”

Avalon swung the binoculars to the hut and studied it for a moment. Whitewashed, it had sliding windows and a tin roof. Rolling gates sat in front of it, controlled by a button within the hut that operated a chain drive. The top of each gate was wrapped in curling barbed wire, which glinted in the bright sunshine. 

“I would not attack that gate. That would be stupid,” said Avalon.

“Correct,” said Peet. “What do you see as the weakest point in the perimeter?”

“There, where that maple tree overhangs the tin roof, at the back side of the building. I would climb the tree and drop down onto the roof.” Avalon handed the binoculars to her sister, who peered at the guards, counting them off.

“Very good. That is what I thought too. Not only does the tree’s canopy hide you from the cameras and sensors, but also the guards are watching for a ground assault. Anyone wanting to steal fertilizer would come with a truck, so they man the boundaries.”

“Yes,” said Mitch, “and they ignore what is happening above.” He craned his neck, searching the surrounding vantage points. “There, see that tree?” He pointed to a low spreading jack pine that towered above its younger cousins. “I bet that would give the best vantage point of all.”

“On it!” said Avalon and she slid back down the scree slide to the base in a fall of stones, and then ran off at a half crouch along the gully floor. Reaching a point where she lined up with the pine’s trunk, she scrambled back up the hillside on hands and feet, keeping the tree between herself and the warehouse. She swung into the lower branches and climbed the tree. Not a branch stirred due to her light weight. Avalon climbed to about forty feet in the air, and then stilled, eyes sweeping the compound. 

The warehouse was a facade. The three story high metal walls were topped with a flat roof that ended abruptly to expose a circular cut in the roof through which protruded a series of glass domes. To disguise it from aerial surveillance, the domes were cleverly tinted to look like puddles on the flat roof, but from her angle, she could distinguish the octagonal planes of the individual sheets of glass. Why do they have a greenhouse hidden away inside of the warehouse? It must have something to do with the fertilizer testing, but why hide it? She lifted the binoculars that hung from a strap around her neck and peered through the lenses at the scene below, scanning the facility. Cameras were mounted at the corners of the building, swiveling from right to left, to pan across the no-man’s land from the gate to the side of the building. Metal scanning and x-ray machines were set up at every gated entrance, and vehicles were automatically scanned as they passed through the tunnels to reach the compound. Once through the machines, the trucks were met with another rolling metal gate, wrapped with frost fencing, topped with curls of barbed wire. Guards did a visual inspection of the trucks, swiping under wheel rims and around door frames. For what, she could only guess. The occupants were made to exit the vehicle and were searched bodily before being permitted to re-enter the cabs of the trucks and pull ahead to the loading docks on the west side of the compound.

To try to gain entrance from ground level was suicidal. She raised the binoculars to the tar and gravel rooftop. She scanned from side to side and saw no presence of any form of security. Clearly, they did not believe that anyone would go to the effort of breaking in from the roof, or they believed that the roof was not accessible, so therefore did not bother to defend it. She had to admit, other than the one tree that hung partially over the roof on the north side, there was no other approach short of a helicopter. Avalon zoomed in on the tree. Broad branches and a heavy canopy of leaves screened the interior from view. The branch that she was most interested in dipped to about ten feet above the rooftop. It would be a long drop, if her weight did not bear the branch down. A well-placed grapple would give her the exit she needed, though, and like a squirrel, she could be back over the fence in seconds flat.

Across the rooftop, ventilation sheet metal crisscrossed the surface like a series of rodent burrows. These burrows connected to square mechanical units. She counted off the units and made a mental map of their locations. Satisfied that she had memorized their locations, she shimmied back down the pine and ran back to the group.

Out of breath from her run, she panted, “I counted eight roof top units and sixteen places where the shafts disappeared into the complex.” She picked up a stick from on the ground and began to draw out the rooftop, marking the greenhouse as a large oval, the units and tracing lines for the ductwork. “There is a greenhouse in the middle of the complex. You cannot see it except from the air. I think what we want will be located there.”

Peet nodded in agreement. “Before I was hired on as a guard, when the government took over the building, I was in maintenance with the old cannery. They did not want any former employees working inside the facility and brought in their own people. Probably pre-screened or transferred from some other facility. Anyways, those of us who were not originally government were placed in lesser jobs out of the center of the operations. I do not know what they are doing in there other than making fertilizer. They keep the central section under the tightest of security. Where this green house is now located, was the quality testing labs of the cannery. That area is serviced by its own dedicated and independent HVAC system. It would be this one, here.” He jabbed a crooked finger at a series of lines running to the edge of the dome. “If you were to enter the shaft here,” he placed an X on the unit, “it would take you right into the secured portion of the facility.”

“What will she find when she gets inside?” asked Mitch.

“I do not know. We will suit her up in some protective clothing and a mask before going in, but Avalon,” Peet frowned at Avalon. “Girl, you need to understand that whatever is inside that facility can kill you. You will not know what the chemicals are, so gloves stay on and keep the mask in place at all times. Do not touch your eyes, keep your goggles in place and do not remove them for any reason. Get your sample and get out.”

Alexa’s hand found its way to hers and linked fingers. She squeezed hard, fear in her eyes. Avalon squeezed her back. “For Mom and Dad?” she asked, looking to her sister for confirmation. Alexa nodded. “For Mom and Dad,” she whispered back.
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Chapter 10

Storming the Warehouse
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Avalon tucked the earpiece into the canal of her ear and dragged her hair back over it, while Peet pinned the mic to her shirt. Mitch waited impatiently while they positioned the equipment, and then whispered into her ear. “Test. Can you hear me ok?”

Avalon nodded and whispered back, “Loud and clear.”

Mitch picked up a dark grey disposable coverall, shaking it out as he approached Avalon. Avalon could see none of this, for they had decided to approach the warehouse under the cover of darkness. They were camped out beneath the maple on the north side of the complex. Reaching her side, Alexa handed her a small knapsack. “It is packed with everything you need. A coil of finely twisted rope here,” she touched a flap on the side, “some emergency flares here, although I wouldn’t be shooting those off from the roof, everyone can see it there, right? There is also a flashlight, a small acetylene torch, some firecrackers and a lighter. Oh and some pepper spray. I thought of that one.” She grinned at Avalon, who grinned back. Neither girl wandered alone without pepper spray hidden somewhere on their body. It had been an early lesson learned and had saved them from harm so often, that they automatically included it in any package they were carrying. “There is also a first aid kit. It’s not much, some bandages and a strip to use as a tourniquet if needed.” Her face fell at the thought. “You are not going to need it,” she said fierce tone that matched her glare, “because you are going to be very careful.” They embraced, then Mitch cleared his throat noisily and they broke apart.

Peet handed her a piece of paper. She took it but did not unfold it, as she couldn’t read it in the dark. “What is it?”

“It’s the floor plan of the facility, at least to the wall of the second security checkpoint. I know you are going to go in and out of the secured area and not wander about, but it’s always handy to have a backup, just in case. In that worst-case scenario, the only way you are getting out of that facility undetected is via the garbage chutes, so if you cannot get out the way you go in, then head for the south end of the facility. We are timing your movements here. You should be no more than an hour getting in an out. We only need a small sample, so do not take more than you can handle. It should all fit in the backpack, understand?”

Avalon nodded but didn’t say anything. Her nerves were kicking into overdrive. Heart racing, she didn’t trust herself to speak. Mitch shook out the grey jumpsuit and she stepped into it, pulling it up over her clothes and zipping up the front. 

“There is a mini camera embedded into the hood. It will show us everything you see. If you need help identifying something stare directly at it,” said Peet.

Alexa held out the backpack and Avalon slipped her arms through the straps, clicking the latch across her chest. It was a bit tight with the suit underneath. She pulled the hood over her head and slipped her hands into the gloves that velcroed onto the wrists. The goggles were attached to the hood and ready to slip into place when she gained the interior of the facility. She retained her sneakers, as they gave her feet the best protection, and shoved her slippered feet into the toe less interior.

Mitch placed a hand on her shoulder as she straightened. “In and out, Avalon. I do not want anything to happen to you. We will be in constant communication. No one around you will be able to hear you. Keep the camera on at all times. We will be an extra set of eyes for you.”

Avalon nodded. Her mouth was dry. “Water?”

“In the side pocket.” Mitch tugged the water bottle out, cracked it open and handed it to her. She took a long drink, screwed the lid back on and gave it back to him. He secured it back in her pack.

“It’s time.”

“Wish me luck!” and ran for the maple, where a rope dangled from a lower limb. Whispered echoes of “Luck, Avalon!” and “Be careful!” followed her, and reaching her ear through the earpiece was Mitch’s clear command. “Take your time and be sure of your surroundings. That was your only error at the last greenhouse.” A soft chuckle reached her ear and she stuck out her tongue over her shoulder at Mitch, even though she knew he could not see her.

She grabbed the rope and began to pull herself up the knotted length until she reached the upper limb. Swinging a leg over the limb, she sat for second then pushed her feet under body and stood up seeking the next limb and the next, climbing until she reached the target branch. From this far up, she couldn’t see the ground below and the leaves obscured most of the compound. A searchlight from a guard tower swept the compound on a regular basis, pausing occasionally. She knew it was manned and not an automated spotlight. It meant one guard at least was checking manually for any movement out of the ordinary. The light swung to the opposite end of the compound and she shimmied out onto the branch, ignoring the slight shake of the leaves. As she came to smaller new growth, she bent it down and continued moving along the length. 

At the three quarter point along the length of the limb where a thick side branch expanded the canopy, she pulled out her length of knotted rope and tied it around the secure join, looping it over the fat knuckle before lowering it to the roof below. She watched it disappear but could not see where it ended. If it did not reach the entire way, she would just have to drop the remaining distance. Avalon swung onto her belly then lowered her legs until she felt a knot beneath her slippered toes. She gripped the knot then lowered herself until she was gripping only the rope and moved quickly down its length.

The spotlight moved her direction and she gasped. She could not be spotted hanging from the rope. Avalon let the rope play through her hands and when she reached the final knot, she hung just for a second, then dropped the remaining two feet to the gravel roof. The spotlight swung her way and she dropped flat to the rooftop, praying that the camouflage would be enough to pass unseen. The light crossed by the corner, catching the rope but due to its thin consistency, it did not reflect in the brilliant beam as it passed. Avalon froze, squeezing her eyes shut to protect her night vision as the light flooded her location. She counted one, two, three, four...at the count of ten the light moved on and Avalon opened her eyes, lifting her head. Carefully she looked around at the rooftop, getting a sense of her surroundings. 

“Good, Avalon. Pan around the roof again.” Mitch’s voice in her ear was a comfort, one she was surprised to appreciate. Slowly, she looked around the rooftop, noting the locations of the ductwork and the HVAC units, fixing in her mind the direction she needed to go. She stared in that direction. Mitch murmured, “Yes that is the right way. Keep low and use the ductwork for cover.”

Avalon got to her feet and ran to the closest set of ductwork, ducking low and running along its length. At this time of night, there was no reason for anyone to be on the roof but she did not want to assume this was the case. She came to the first junction and dropped to her knees, listening to the night. Slowly she scanned the area and when nothing moved, she ran across the opening to the next branch of ductwork, working her way to the stairwell doorway that she had spied from the pine.

The dome of the greenhouse glass rose in her vision, a greyed out reflection. Mirrors, the greenhouse tiles were mirror surfaces, reflecting the light back inside. That is why no light escapes despite being greenhouses! “Mitch, the greenhouse is a mirrored surface. The grey tiles are the mirror backing. That is why no light is visible right now.”

“Good work, Avalon, you are right. Makes sense, it’s a sealed facility. The grey blends in with the roof, from the sky unless you are a satellite and you are targeting the complex, it’s all one grey roof. Careful on the door. Check for door contacts first. Remember what I said.”

“Mitch, I have been breaking into places like this for years.” Avalon could not keep the amusement out of her tone.

“Yes, my dear, and I have been watching you all that time.”

“Uh...yeah. Well I won’t make a mistake this time.”

Avalon slunk up to the wall beside the door and froze in the shadows, watching for anything that moved. With lithe steps, she crouched in front of the door and swung her backpack to the ground beside her. She slipped her hand inside and felt around until she found the tin foil and wire, secured in a zip locked baggie. She pulled out what she needed, and set to work, folding the tinfoil repeatedly until she had built up multiple layers. She activated the pin light on the camera and shone it into the crack of the door frame, scanning for security contacts. At each one, she wedged a flattened wad of tinfoil in front of the frame contact, gluing it in place with a touch of contact cement. She worked quickly, worried that the spotlight would flood the rooftop once again. “OK, tinfoil is in place, you ready to do this?” she whispered.

“Do it,” said Mitch.

Avalon reached forward, slid a pry bar behind the door latch and pulled. The door sprung open and swung out onto the roof, revealing a dark staircase, illuminated by strips of emergency lighting. Avalon froze, muscles tensed to run, but no alarm sounded. Although the break in had been silent, she knew some alarms did not make a big noise. If she had tripped a silent alarm, she would not know it until she had more company than she wanted. She remained still, listening hard. Several moments passed, and then with a deep sigh of relief, she put the materials back in her pack and pulled out a flashlight. She moved cautiously into the metal stairwell, pulling the door closed behind her. Outfitted with a panic bar, the door opened easily from the inside. A large warning sign plastered the upper half. “CAUTION! ALARM MAY SOUND!” She chuckled as she read it. “Or not,” she muttered as she turned away. Mitch laughed softly in her ear. “Be careful now.”

Avalon crept down the metal ribbed staircase, silently treading down the squared spiral through four turns. At the landing, another door presented itself, the metal hatching embedded in the glass confirming it to be a safety glass. Avalon slid up beside the door and tested the knob. The door was not locked. On the other side was a long concrete block corridor, painted a faded yellow. Avalon craned her neck, looking both directions but the corridor appeared to be deserted. She examined the frame and could find no evidence of any security feature on the door.

“That is the access corridor for the fifth floor. It connects the two halves of the warehouse. You need to go to the right,” said Mitch. “At the end of the corridor will be another door. On the other side of it, there will be a hallway with a series of doors. The doors lead to different laboratories. Peet says that you are looking for a door that says “Lab E- Environmental Testing”. Beware, many of the scientists work long hours. There could still be someone in the lab even at this late hour.”

“OK, got it.” Avalon took another glance through the door glass, then opened it and stepped into the hallway. The hum of air conditioning greeted her ears, and she saw a grate in the ceiling from which cold air was flowing into the stuffy corridor. She followed the ductwork in her mind’s eye, tracing the route down the hallway in the direction she was walking. The corridor ended in a set of double metal doors. These did not have glass and reminded Avalon of the doors in hospitals that hid an operating theatre. She put her ear up to the door crack, listening for the telltale sound of people in the corridor, but all was quiet. She opened the door a crack. There were no people in sight. She opened it further and stuck her head around the frame. The hallway was empty. She slipped through and gently closed the door. The hallway was about fifty feet long, with a door every ten feet on both sides of the hall. She ran down the hall, reading the doorplates as she did. She almost ran right past the door, for the plaque on the door was nothing more than a frame affixed to the door in which was a sign. This one was hand written in a spidery scrawl in faded blue ink, and said, “Lab E - Environmental Testing”.

“Is this the place?” she whispered into her mic.

“Peet says that is the place. Use the camera, slide it under the door.”

Avalon knelt beside the door, pulled out a tiny camera on a wire, and slid it under the door. The signal was being sent back to Peet to view and relay to Mitch what was on the other side.

“Move the camera now, to the right, just a touch. There, hold.”

Avalon checked the corridor. All was silent and still.

“Okay, the room is empty. You are good to enter, but do so silently. We do not know what is beyond these doors. This is as far as Peet has ever been.”

“Acknowledged. I will be careful. You are such a worry wart, Mitch.”

“And you are a precocious child. You must have given your father grey hair.”

Avalon smiled as she packed the camera back up and entered the lab.

The room was lit by a solitary lamp, sitting on a wooden desk that was shoved into the corner of the room. Journals were stacked on the desktop beside a computer screen in sleep mode, bubbles floating across the surface. She paused to glance down at the mess of papers. She scanned the desk, looking for anything of interest. Two textbooks were stacked against the wall. Avalon bent her head to read the spines. ‘Genetic Transformation In The Modern Age’, ‘On The Origin Of The Species’, and ‘Diseases Of The Ancients: The DNA of a Global Killer’, she muttered to herself, surprised to recognize the titles. They had been in her father’s study too, on the third shelf, on what he called the reference section of his office. A pair of silver cuff links sat in the tray on the base of the monitor. She picked them up, tumbling them in her hand and her eyes widened when she saw the golden bee raised on the flat surface of the cuff links. It was the same as the symbol on her father’s jacket. She saw that symbol every time she wore it. The cuff links went into her pocket too, as she scanned the desk for more interesting items. She pulled open the top drawer and sifted through the contents, shoving items aside. Several photographs of greenhouses were sitting in the drawer, and hand sketches of what Avalon took to be new designs for greenhouses. Three matchbooks advertising a bar in Solace with the name “Frankie’s Finger Food and Burger Joint” bounced around amongst partially used pens and discarded lunch receipts. Matches, awesome! I can always use matches, she thought and slipped one into her pocket. She shoved the drawer closed and took one final look around the desk. That was when Avalon’s eyes fell on a picture, taped to the top right corner of the computer monitor. It was an old photo, the colours fading from the print. In the photo four young people laughed into the camera, arms flung over each other’s shoulders, one man bent over as though he had told the punchline to the funniest joke in the world. Two men and two women, wearing jeans and hoodies in the orange and black of Solace University, were captured in various stages of mirth. It was a great photo, but that wasn’t what caught Avalon’s eye. It was the circles that were drawn around two faces. One was her mother and one was her father. Without giving it a moment’s thought, she snatched the photo from the computer front and stuffed it into the inner pocket of her jump suit.

A short hallway ended in a bathroom, the door ajar. Three more doors exited the room. One room had a light on, as evidenced by the thin ribbon shining from the base of the door. Avalon tiptoed past that door and moved to the last door by the bathroom. In bold black lettering, the words “NO STREET CLOTHING BEYOND THIS POINT- RESTRICTED ZONE” and “PROPER ATTIRE MUST BE WORN AT ALL TIMES - BIOHAZARD ZONE.” A keypad lock was placed to the left side of the door

“Now, that looks promising,” she muttered into the mic and pulled out a jar and a brush from her pocket. She unscrewed the lid and dipped the brush into the contents then dusted the surface of the pad. The dust clung to the grease of fingerprints, showing the four most common keys. The urge to hit the keys randomly surged through her but she knew she had to work systematically, she just hoped it wouldn’t be the last combination she tried. Only five combination tries later, the door lock clicked open. Finally, I can get the fertilizer and get out of here! 1859! Avalon giggled to herself, 1859 – Darwin’s theory of evolution – it was just the kind of geeky scientist code her father would use. With a satisfied grin, Avalon dropped her goggles in place and opened the door. Three steps took her to a second door. This one did not have a lock and swung open at her touch.

The vast greenhouse before her was on night lighting yet it was possible to see the plants growing in raised and vertical beds throughout the complex. The food production was off the scale. Her stomach rumbled in automatic response to the cornucopia of edible sustenance and her hands actually twitched toward a plump papaya that dangled in front of her nose. She turned away, knowing that she was not there to steal food, yet the urge was overwhelming.

Sensing her distress, Mitch whispered, “Ignore the food, Avalon. I have plenty. You will not go hungry again.”

Avalon moved carefully through the rows of growing things. The humid, earthy smells of damp soil and flowering plants assailed her nose. It tickled and she felt an urge to sneeze. Alarmed, she pinched her nostrils hard, holding it so long that she gasped for air when she released, scrubbing the reddened tip. She raised her goggles in order to see the gardens with her own eyes. The verdant growth was so intense that she dropped the goggles back in place.

“Mitch, what kind of fertilizer could do all this?” she whispered, slowly revolving her head so the camera would capture the view.

“I don’t know, Avalon, but whatever it is, the government doesn’t want to share the information. You have been in there for forty-five minutes. I need you to press on and get out: our window of an hour is almost up.”

“OK, I am moving.” Avalon’s eyes searched the interior for a storage container or stacks of bags, anything to indicate the presence of the fertilizer but saw nothing. She chose a path that would take her around the greenhouse to the far end where she thought she saw the hatch. At first, she thought it was an irrigation connection of some sort, but it wasn’t circular. Rather, it was hexagon shaped, and made of a waxed surface that glimmered in the dull lighting. Curious, approached the hatch. A dull hum met her ear. It reminded her of the hum of a transformer yet it was softer, less mechanical. She put her ear up to the opening, and the humming became a thrumming sound. She stood back, mystified. A screen door stood to one side. “Should I go in?”

“Yes, let’s see what is in there.”

Avalon turned the handle and pushed open the door. Instead of a storage room full of bags or bins of fertilizer, a massive multi story structure of tubing met her eye. The whole room hummed with an energy that made her skin crawl. She walked alongside the structure to a viewing portal and that is when she saw them. Bees, millions of bees were flying and swarming through the tubing. The whir of their wings set up an echoing, buzzing resonance. She could see the cells of the maturing workers, tiny antennae twitching as they flexed within the nurturing cell. “Are you seeing this?” she whispered to Mitch, staring in awe at the abundant live bees, missing in the outside world. The contrast was shocking.

“Pan slowly around the structure. Let us get a look at it.”

Avalon did as she was told, taking in all the nuances of the contraption. At one end, a series of flowers bloomed, planted in a dark moist soil not found in the outside world any longer. Tubes dripped a serum into the soil keeping it at perfect growing conditions. “Look at the plants, Mitch. They are gigantic! Do you think the fertilizer is in a liquid state? It would explain why I don’t see any bags lying around.”

“Could be. If that is the case, there must be a spot where it is mixed and fed to the plants. Try that door to your right.”

Avalon nodded, even though he couldn’t see her, and strode over to a narrow door that led behind the contraption’s walls. Behind the door on which a sign said “CAUTION: LIVE BEES” was a metal catwalk that ran around the exterior of the beehive. Avalon suddenly realized that was exactly what the facility was, a giant metal beehive. Keeping her footfalls light, she tiptoed along the catwalk, following the drip lines along the wall until she came to another room with a sign that said “NO ADMITTANCE - BIOHAZARD”, and the symbol for toxicity symbol in yellow below it. The door was fitted with time locks and heavy shielding. She could not see what was beyond.

“Wait, Avalon.” She paused, listening to their whispered conference but not able to make out their words, them Mitch spoke. “Peet says that he thinks the fertilizer is a bio hazard that the government has been keeping quiet. They don’t want the populace to know what it is, or that it is toxic. Check your suit, and close up your face before you go inside. Make sure every seal is tight.”

Avalon dropped down the screen and attached the Velcro connections and flaps and double-checked that everything was secure. She could hear her own ragged, anxious breath within the suit. “OK, I am ready.”

“OK, we are switching over to your suit cameras. No foolish moves, Avalon. Keep your inspection short and quick. Grab a sample if possible and get out. Be aware that should you set off an alarm, the security system will lock down the room trapping you inside. Do nothing without talking to us first.”

“I understand.” Avalon put her hand on the door handle and pulled it open.
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Chapter 11

The Secret Room
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Avalon stepped into the room, which was noticeably cooler than the room she had just left. The door swung closed with a click as she let go of it, mind already working on the puzzle before her.

Inside the room was a water trough, like the kind a miner might use when panning for gold. The stream ran from high up on the wall and down through a trough on the floor that contained white pebbles. The water washed across the pebbles and into a vat at the end that had a screen across the top. The trough was not the strangest thing in the room, however. On the opposite wall, connected to the hive was a series of tubes that spread out around the hive and off into the greenhouse, merging with the irrigation system. On another wall, a powdered version of the stones fed steadily into a mixing bowl with a large paddle, churning the water and stone mix into a milky paste.

Avalon could not make any sense of the room. What could possibly be hazardous about any of it? Puzzled, she spied rows of stacked wooden crates with the biohazard warning symbol emblazoned on their sides. A crowbar leaned up against the side of box and she picked it up, forcing the flattened end into the crack between wall and lid pulled up. With a squeak, the lid rose until she could look inside the box.

There, in the crate, was a skeleton, resting in shredded newspaper. It was not human, but some kind of animal. The bones were huge, and now that she knew she was looking at bones, she realized that the odd sizing of the crates was for even larger bones. Bones so large, they could only be one thing. Dinosaur bones.

“Mitch, they are dinosaur bones.” Silence greeted her words. “Mitch? Mitch can you hear me?”

She looked back to the door and realized that the room had cut off her communication. She knew if she spent too long in the room, they would panic, so she decided to take a sample of the bones with her. She closed the lid and went back over to the trough. As she stepped closer to it, she realized that it was not rocks at all, but smaller bones that littered the base. Working quickly, she took a multi-zippered plastic bag out of her backpack and scooped up some of the bones, being careful to not let her fingers come in contact with anything in the room. She also scooped up a sample of the paste, and for extra safety, she double bagged them both and tucked them back inside the backpack.

Zipping up the backpack, she tossed it over her back and just as she was turning away, she saw a chamber with hinges protruding out of the beehive. One of the tubes fed into this chamber. Curious, she lifted a panel on the metal chamber. Inside was a perfect beehive, every side of it visible from a glass panel that hid behind the plate. Attached to the hive was a tube that allowed the bees to move back and forth between the smaller cells to the larger hive. There was little activity right now, as it was nighttime and the bees were for the most part inactive. On impulse, she slid the shut off in place, pulled the pins holding the hive to the tube, and added the hive to her backpack.

It was time to get out. She marched back over to the time lock door and pulled on the handle. It wouldn’t budge. She yanked on it, pulling with both hands. Nothing happened. It was then she saw that the biohazard light above the door had been activated, and knew that the door had been locked to contain the room. Panicked, she searched for a cancellation button, anything to turn off the sign but there was nothing in the room. A TV screen on one wall lit up and she could see security guards running down the halls she had so recently traversed. True panic set in now and she ran about the room, searching for a way out. Avalon looked up and that is when she noticed the grillwork for the ventilation system. It was located directly above the boxes full of bones. She ran over to the crates and climbed up on top of them to reach the ceiling. Avalon pulled her multi-tool switchblade from her pocket and quickly unscrewed the four corner screws then jammed it between the cover and the ceiling and pried. It fell to the floor with a crash. She slid her backpack off and threw it into the vent then hauled herself up into the confined space crawling and pushing her bag ahead of her until she reached secondary screen. The ventilation shaft took her back out over the corner of the hive and as she crawled through the ventilation shaft, she could see downward termination vents every few feet that fed fresh air to the hive. Angry voices echoed up to her and she grimaced as her fears were confirmed. They were aware that there was an intruder in their midst.

Suddenly she heard movement in the shaft behind her. Someone had crawled into the shaft and was following down the long dark length. She came to another screen and pulled it off, and once past the join, put the screen back in place. She scrambled forward. She heard a crash and one of the screens for the termination vents fell past her view to the floor below. With an angry buzz, the hive came alive and rushed the opening, seeking the intruder into their home. Screams filled the air and vibrated along the vent behind her as the bees swarmed her pursuer. Shrieking, the man fell out of the vent to the floor below, dead before he hit the ground, his body covered in bees. Avalon moved faster, panic threatening to break her concentration. Bees crashed against the screen behind her, buzzing angrily. She shuddered, and scrambled as fast as she could move in the confined space, scraping her arms and hands on the sharp sheet metal. She left the hive behind and took a series of twists and turns that she thought would take her to the south end of the building.

After several moments, she paused, realizing that she was running straight toward those who sought her, as they knew where she was. She needed to leave the ductwork. She crawled to the next vent cover and peering down, saw a toilet and sink below her. Pulling her knife out again, she dropped three sides of the screen, and then dropped the backpack onto the toilet before sliding out of the vent herself, dropping the few feet to the floor. Slinging the backpack on her back, she pulled Peet’s map from her pocket and opened it up. She spied her bathroom on the map. She was in the southeast office section of the warehouse. Cracking the door an inch, she checked for movement on the other side of the door. People bustled back and forth just beyond the door, oblivious to the frantic search going on in the secure area behind them. Avalon closed the door and saw a discarded lab coat hanging from a peg by a set of showers. An idea came to mind and she stripped out of the jumpsuit and goggles, stashing them in the end shower unit, and then put on the lab coat. The sleeves were slightly too long so she rolled them up and buttoned the front. A box of paper sat on a shelf beside the showers and she emptied the box of its towels then stuffed her back pack inside, securing the top to hide the contents. She restrung the camera and the mic under her lab coat and then plugged it in again.

“Mitch, can you hear me?” she whispered softly.

“Avalon! Girl you scared us half to death!” She could hear Alexa in the background, demanding to know what was going on.

“Sorry, I was out of touch for a few minutes. Listen I need help getting out of here, I am in a bathroom on the south east corner. I have ditched the jump suit and have borrowed a lab coat. What is my best path? There are people right outside the door.” Murmuring reached her ear, and then Peet’s voice came through.

“Avalon, the warehouse shift change is about to happen. If you can join the group leaving, they will be exiting by the south gate. Just walk out and join the workers.

“Won’t someone recognize me? Or want to know what I am doing here?”

“No, they will assume you are a summer student. Join the group exiting. There will be guards at the exit, but keep to the right and just before the guardhouse, you will see the garage for the government vehicles. Walk over there, slowly, as if you have every right to do so. Go inside. It is a small auto body shop. Jump down into the pit for oil changes. There is an underground passage there that will take you beyond the gates to where the oil is stored, about one hundred feet past the gate. Go now, the shift change has started.”

“OK, see you in five minutes.” Avalon unplugged the mic and tucked it away but left the ear buds in place. She was just another bored summer student, with music in place. She grabbed the box and taking a deep breath, opened the door and merged with the people streaming toward the exit doors. Guards were crossing the compound, stopping employees and checking passes. Word must be out to look for an intruder in their midst, but not having a description of the person they sought, they were reduced to checking everyone. Avalon moved to the right side of the crowd and walked alongside the thickest portion, putting as many people between her and the advancing security as she could manage. An angry vibration inside the box set her teeth on edge. She no longer felt smart about taking the bees, knowing how aggressive they were. She slouched a bit and fought the urge to run towards the garages that she’d spied on the right side. As though suddenly remembering something she stopped walking, then turned towards the garage, away from the exiting staff. As she was not trying to leave, the guards ignored her, and concentrated their search on those who were streaming toward the gate.

Reaching the shadow of the garage bay door, she ducked inside. Thankfully, it was deserted. She heard laughter from the next room over. Wasting no time, she jumped down into the bay and found the low tunnel. As soon as she entered it, she started to run. Running was something she was good at and she ran for her life. All her pent up fear gave her feet wings and she sped along the corridor anxious to get out of the facility. When there were no signs of pursuit, she slowed down, uncertain what she would find on the far end. A short flight of steps appeared and she walked up them to be greeted by two pair of boots lying on the ground in front of her. The mechanics had been knocked out cold, and standing over them were Mitch and Peet, and a nervous Alexa who squealed and ran forward to hug her. Avalon smiled at them, handing the box to Mitch. 

At the angry buzzing of the box, he opened his mouth to ask what was in it. Peet spoke first, though. “We need to put distance between us and the night security. Whatever you did in there, Avalon, you have them stirred up like a hornet’s nest. Let’s get away from here.” 

As Avalon followed them, Alexa holding her hand, she thought you have no idea how right you are.
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Chapter 12

The Thumb Drive
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I could get used to eating every day thought Avalon as she ran her slice of bread through the thick gravy coating the bottom of her bowl. Peet had warmed up a pot of stew and they had set to eating silently, while the box on the side table buzzed noisily. Everyone ignored it, until the meal was finished. Priorities said they needed to eat and relax a touch and let the anxiety and excitement wane, before tackling the next steps. Throughout the meal, Avalon told them what all she had found and seen after they lost communication. Alexa gasped at the bee attack and ‘ooh’d’ at the description of the dinosaur bones, and overall made Avalon feel like a hero, except she really didn’t feel like much of a hero.

Pushing the empty bowl away with a sigh of satisfaction, Mitch smiled at Avalon. Peet filled the bowl of his curving pipe with tobacco and lit it with a match puffing contently. “Go fetch the box, Avalon. You should open it. You are the one who retrieved it all.”

Avalon brought the buzzing box back to the table and gingerly put it on the table, opening it up. She hesitated, then reached inside and lifted out her backpack. She carefully pulled out all the items she had collected.

Once all the items were arrayed on the table, she sat back down. Alexa picked up the photo and stared at their mother and father. Her lips trembled and she put the photo down.

“I feel stupid. I went to all that trouble and I never even found the fertilizer,” said Avalon.

“That’s not true,” said Peet, pulling the pipe away from his mouth and gesturing at the items. “You found the fertilizer all right, only it’s a living, biological fertilizer rather than a chemical one. Not only did you retrieve the fertilizer, but also their food source. You brought back the basis of their research, samples that we can analyze. You did a great deal, for a young one.” The pipe clamped between his teeth once again and he grinned around the stem.

“But what good will it do, if the bees kill everything they come in contact with?”

“We don’t know that is the case. It might have just been a defensive instinct that was triggered by the person who came into their space, and was seen as an intruder. More testing is needed around that.”

Mitch leaned forward and flipped open one of the hinged plates, observing the colony. Those that were hatched buzzed angrily against the glass. “We can’t leave them in there forever, they will die. But we don’t dare release them to the outside, not knowing what has been done to them or what effect this,” he pushed at the bags of bone and paste, “has on them. They look like ordinary honey bees to me.”

Avalon eyed the bees. They did look like ordinary bees, but the bees had all disappeared around the time of her parent’s kidnapping. Somehow, they were tied to the bees and the bees to them. “We need to find some scientists who can tell us about these things. Someone who can help us get to the bottom of everything, quickly. We need our parents found.”

Mitch and Peet stared at her. Mitch met her eyes and nodded. “We need to find your parents. We have their research, and the samples, which surely is based on their research. I do not believe the government would have killed them. They needed them too badly.”

Avalon and Alexa grabbed hands under the table and squeezed. “Then we vote to go after my parents.”

Peet studied the faces around the table then coughed. “I believe I know who to contact to help find them. Have you ever heard of the SOS gangs? Mostly they are associated with the hoodlums that spray paint bee graffiti on buildings, but the SOS stands for ‘Seeds of Survival’ and they are an underground environmental group that is all about forcing the government to share their research about why the land is dying. I bet they could tell us where your parents are being held.”

“Could you find a contact for them, Peet?” asked Mitch. “When I have tried to locate them in the past, they melted away like snow in the desert. Of course I was in uniform then.”

Peet pulled the pipe from his mouth and grinned, displaying yellowed teeth. “Sure, I can put you in touch with them. You are sitting across the table from one. Why do you think I keep a shotgun behind the door?” He chuckled. “Scared away more than one government nosy party. Until now, I only suspected what was behind those security doors. Now thanks to this young one, we know for sure. It is time to find the Gainsboroughs and recruit them into the SOS.”

Avalon yawned. Dawn was just breaking and her eyelids drooped shut as the effect of falling adrenaline and a full stomach took their toll.

“Come, it’s time we got some sleep. We will tackle the plan for how to find your parents after a good rest.” Avalon was only too happy to fall into bed, her sister curled under the blankets beside her. They were going to find her parents! The thought was as comforting as the food, and as she slid into sleep, her last thoughts were of her father’s jacket and the bee symbol stitched on it. She wondered for the first time, where he had gotten it. Another mystery to be solved. Smiling to herself at the thought of asking him herself, she drifted off to sleep.
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*** THE END ***
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If you have loved this story, please consider leaving a review on Amazon! Your reviews are precious to us and help us continue to find a cure for this dying land ☺. Join our mailing list!
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Chapter 1

A Place To Start
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Avalon sprawled on the floor of the bedroom she shared with Alexa, chin wedged between her palms, staring at the items spread across the floor. Stretched out on her stomach and legs bent at the knee, she swung her feet back and forth, studying the objects. Two silver cuff links with a stylized golden bee on black sparkled in the ray of sunshine slanting through the open window. A curling photo of laughing friends, two of which were circled in black pen; five books of matches advertising “Frankie’s Finger Foods,” and a hand drawn pencil sketch of a green house and the words “Landfill #3” written at the bottom, with the number “9275”. She scowled at the items, then swung around to sit cross-legged and picked up the matchbook.

“I think this is our best bet. I am going to go check out Frankie’s Finger Foods,” said Avalon.

“Are you sure? It might not even exist anymore. There are hardly any restaurants in business. The cost of food is so much, no one can afford to eat out,” Alexa pointed out. “I think we should start with the landfills.”

“How are we going to search every landfill in the country? We can’t even drive.”

“We could search for them online. You know, see if any of the photos have green houses. Or use internet maps. They would have the latest satellite views of the dumps.”

Avalon frowned and fingered the matchbook. The last ray of the sun vanished as it sank below the horizon, plunging the room into twilight. “I have a feeling about this place. I am going to go to Frankie’s first.”

“Ok, then I am coming with you.”

“No you’re not. I am not dragging you out into danger. I swore to Mom and Dad to keep you safe. You are too young,” said Avalon as she pushed to her feet. She gathered the items and stuffed them back into a tin that she had found, placing all the objects inside except for one cuff link and a match box, which she stuffed into the inside pocket of her dad’s jacket. She rarely took it off.

“You can’t stop me following you, Avalon. I hate being stuck alone when you go out.” Alexa scowled at her older sister, angry tears sparkling in her hazel eyes. She jumped to her feet and ran over to the door, planting herself in front of it, all five feet two inches of stubborn sister..

“You are not alone. Peet is right downstairs. You will be safe here.”

“I am coming with you. You have to get by me to go out.” Alexa spread her arms wide, back against the door and gripped the door casing, anchoring herself against Avalon’s advance.

Avalon shrugged and walked over to the window, picking up her back pack and slinging it over her shoulder and onto her back as she passed it. Reaching the glass, she gripped the edge of the pane and pushed the sash higher. She swung one leg out over the lip of the window jamb then sat down straddling the opening. 

“Tell Mitch where I have gone and if I am not back within two days, to start looking for me there. Love you, ‘sis.” 

She ducked her head under the window and grasped the upper window casing, pulling herself to a standing position outside the window. A metal television antenna ran up the side of the house and she stepped over onto the structure and climbed quickly down, jumping the last three feet to land in a crouch at the base of tower. 

“Avalon, get back here!” screamed Alexa in frustration. She stared at the offending tower in frustration and then backed away from the window. The height scared her and kept her confined to the house more than any lecture of Peet’s. 

Avalon glanced back up at the window and waved, before vanishing into the bushes lining the driveway.

A curtain parted on the main floor and a pair of anxious eyes watched as Avalon disappeared down the drive.

***
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AVALON RAN DOWN THE driveway, once she was clear of the house and any watching eyes. I don’t want to worry Mitch, he is way too protective of me. I work better alone. I can go places and do things that he cannot. He’s a cop, for god’s sake!

Mitch had been her constant companion for the last several weeks. They met when he arrested her for breaking into a greenhouse. He later freed her from custody, under the condition that she agree to a dangerous mission. The mission involved stealing evidence of a government cover up, one that strangely linked back to her missing parents. Avalon and her sister Alexa had been on their own for five years, ever since the disappearance of their mother and father, two preeminent scientists with a flair for solving ecological issues in the natural environment. But this goes way beyond invasive species management, thought Avalon, as she ducked behind a wooden machine shed at the edge of the driveway.

She ran around to the back to the aging wooden door and yanked it open. It took a moment for her eyes to adjusted to the dimly lit interior, after the brightness of the outside. She pulled the door partly shut and looked around the barn. She had been in the machine shed last week, just poking around to see what Peet kept in the decrepit old building. It was then that she spied the old bicycle, leaning up against the rusting red fender of a long disused square hay baler. Lucky for her, the tires were still fully inflated. She pulled the bike out of the thick cobwebs and rolled it over to the doorway. The bike was baby blue with a purple banana seat, the plastic split in two places. Long curving handle bars put her in mind of a Harley Davidson motor bike. “This will do for transportation,” she muttered aloud, scooping off the remaining spider webs and then rolling it outside. She kicked the door closed behind her and with a running start, hopped onto the bike and began peddling. Beats walking, she thought, as she sped down the deserted gravel lane, a cloud of dust trailing in her wake. 

The paved highway was empty when she reached it, for which she was grateful. Peet’s driveway sloped toward the road and as she sped down the hill she gathered speed. Just as she reached the turn off, she braked, squeezing the pedals in reverse to slow her descent. Nothing happened. She shot out into the road at break neck speed and swung the handlebars to the left, dumping herself onto the hot pavement as the bike skidded out from under her. She slid along its surface for a few feet before coming to a bruised stop at the edge of the gravel. 

“Oww!” she howled, the palms of her hands skinned and embedded with stones. The cuts welled up with blood and she wiped them on her jeans, wincing at the contact. “Damn, that hurts! Shit!” She puckered her lips and blew gently on the stinging cuts. Her knee throbbed, drawing her attention to a new ache and she bent over to examine the rip in her jeans. “Aww, man! Not my new jeans!” 

They were not new jeans at all but the cast offs of Peet’s eldest daughter, now well into her middle years. Twenty years out of date, they were still a wondrous find for Avalon, for they fit her thin torso perfectly. She even liked the bell bottoms.

Avalon limped back to the bike, scowling. She picked it up by the scuffed handles and did a visual inspection, carefully checking it over for damage. It looked to be no worse for the spill on the hard pavement. The chain had sprung off the sprocket and was dragging in the dirt. Avalon put down the kickstand and began repairing the bike. As she fiddled with the chain, an object dropped onto the road with a jingling sound. Surprised, she picked up the object. It was a leather change purse stuffed with coins. She bent her head sideways to look at the underside of the bike seat and that is when she saw it. The seat was hollow, and a little trap door had popped open with her fall. She snapped open the clasp of the change purse and emptied it in her hand. Out tumbled a large number of assorted coins, and a small silver key, but more importantly, a fat roll of bills secured with a rubber band. A low whistle escaped her lips as she slipped the rubber band from the cache of cash. A quick count brought the total to over a thousand dollars. Shocked at her sudden windfall, she stretched the band around the bills and put them back into the bike seat, keeping the change in her pocket. As an afterthought, she put the cuff link in the bike seat too, for safekeeping. 

Chain properly seated once again, Avalon straddled the bike and slowly pedaled away, testing that the chain was repaired and operating correctly. This time when she braked, it slowed with no effort at all. Grinning, Avalon sped up, heading toward the outskirts of Solace. Her aches were forgotten in the excitement of her windfall. I can even buy myself lunch when I get to Frankie’s, she thought. Her stomach rumbled in pleased agreement at the thought.
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Chapter 2

Plans Within Plans


[image: image]


The door opened and closed. The floorboards creaked as Peet walked down the hallway to his living room where Mitch sat, a glass of neat whiskey in his hand. He frowned down at the book open on his lap. The page was in some way offensive, for his frown deepened as he turned the page. 

“She found it,” Peet said, sitting down in the horse hair chair across from Mitch.

“That didn’t take her long,” said Mitch, engrossed in his reading.

“She is a smart one, that girl,” said Peet with a grin. “I like her.”

“Did you really have to slip the chain like that? You could have just told her.”

“Yeah? And have her run like last time? Nope, she is a stubborn one. Best to let her discover things herself.” Pleased with himself, Peet helped himself to a measure of whiskey from the decanter sitting on the table between the two chairs. He took a sip and as he lowered his glass, he spied Alexa standing in the doorway. “Hello Alexa.” 

Mitch’s head came up and he smiled at the younger sister, features smoothing. “Come in, Alexa.”

She walked into the room and sat down on a foot stool by the fireplace hearth. The fireplace was empty and cold. Alexa twisted her fingers together and said, “You put her up to this, didn’t you?” The accusation tumbled from her lips in a rush and she felt her cheeks heat. “Why did you have to use her again?”

Mitch stuck a coaster in between the pages of his book and closed it, settling his full attention on Alexa. “I am not using her, Alexa. Avalon came to this decision all on her own.”

“No she didn’t! You are responsible. You said that the restaurant might be where the gangs hang out. You had to say it, didn’t you?”

“Alexa, I only said they might be there. I also said that trying to locate the stronghold of the Firebrand gang is like trying to find a nest of rats in a sewer system. So many dead ends.”

“We need to find our parents!” Alexa trembled, her anxiety spiking with the conversation. “They are the important key, not the Firebrand gang. Who cares about a gang of teenage street rats? They robbed our house after our parents were taken! They are thugs and scum!”

“Alexa,” said Peet, “We are going after your parents, but first we need to figure out where they are. We will find them but it will take time. The S.O.S. might have some information. I am going to start with them. If anyone knows where they might be, it will be the S.O.S.”

“Who are the S.O.S? I know what they are, you already explained that. What I want to know is who are they? If they are so important and smart and all of that, how come the government doesn’t have them under lock and key, helping to solve the problems rather than sneaking around in the dark?” 

The S.O.S. were a group of scientists, working in secret right under the government’s nose, to discover the “Seeds Of Survival” in a world where the land was dying. No longer trusting the government to provide answers in time to save the populace, the environmental scientists formed an underground, non-profit scientific brain trust, to explore solutions to the advancing ecological disaster that was unfolding before it was too late. 

“They are in hiding, Alexa, because they refused to help the government. The government doesn’t take these things lightly. Its aims are not always aligned with the scientific community.”

“You want to go to scientists who are on the most wanted list and ask for their help against the government? Why would they do that? They are in hiding!”

“They are in hiding as their way of fighting back. I know what they want, Alexa, I am one of them.”

“So if they are so smart, if you are so smart,” she glared at Peet, “why did you have to send Avalon into danger again?” Alexa’s voice rose in anger and she choked on the next words. “She’s the only family I have!” 

“Hey, hey... Alexa, we are here. I know you hate seeing her leave, but do you really think we could corral Avalon?” Mitch gathered Alexa into a fatherly hug, pressing her face against his shoulder. “She would have gone anyway, Alexa. She is headstrong and way too used to doing her own thing. We wanted to make sure that if that was the choice she made, that she was set up in an unobtrusive way. We also wanted to make sure she had resources and options. She has cash and transportation and most importantly, she is street smart. She will be fine.”

Alexa pulled away, scrubbing an escaped tear from her cheek. “Why can’t I help? Why does everyone treat me like a child? I hate being left behind. I can help!” 

Mitch ran a hand over the stubble of his beard, taking in the stubborn set of her jaw and the narrowed, stormy eyes. His gaze rose to meet Peet’s. He nodded agreement to his unasked question. Mitch sighed.

“You can help.”

“I can?” said Alexa, surprised. 

“Yes, you can. Peet would like you to be his spy. Would you like to be a spy?”

Alexa’s eyes widened as her lips wobbled into a half grin. 

“A spy? Like in the movies? I can run around and eavesdrop on conversations, and discover secrets?”

Mitch nodded. “Exactly. Adults overlook children, and often speak things in front of them they would never share with an adult nearby.”

“Ok.” Alexa sat up straight and twisted around to look at Peet. “Who are we spying on? When do we leave?”

“Not until the morning,” he said.

“But Avalon got to leave early. She is biking to town in the dark!”

“Well the people we will be infiltrating do not hang around after dark. Most scientists work during the day. We leave in the morning.”

“Alright.” She jumped to her feet and ran out of the room. “I am going to go pack. Do I need a dress?” Her voice floated back to them as she climbed the stairs to her room. 

“Yes!” called Peet after her retreating form.

Mitch eyed him for a moment then picked up his glass of whiskey again. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“I guarantee they will not even notice her after a while. She will be safe with me. And as you are leaving, it’s best she is in my line of sight.”

“Alright, we go with your plan. Now, I just have to figure out how to get back into my old job without being thrown into jail. We need access to those police records.”

He watched the amber liquid swirl in his glass for a moment, before downing it in one gulp. Placing the glass on the table, he stood, picking up his baseball cap and tugging it onto his head. 

“I think it’s time to pay a visit to another old friend. Take care of Alexa.”

“Will do. Watch your back, Mitch. You cannot know who is involved in this or how far the governments’ reach is. Be careful who you talk to and who you trust when you do.”

Mitch nodded, and left the room. The front door slammed and his steps faded away. A moment later the engine of his ‘69 Mustang roared to life and he swung out of the driveway, leaving the old house in a cloud of dust.

Peet watched for a moment as the car disappeared down the lane, then shut the door and bolted it. He picked up the shot gun behind the door and checked the magazine, then placed it back behind the door. He hoped he would not need it. But one could never be too careful.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3

Press Ganged
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Dawn was still a few hours away when Avalon came to the sign announcing the outskirts of Solace. She stopped pedaling and coasted to its base, to rest for a moment. She leaned the bike against the signpost then dug into her back pack to retrieve her flash light. The beam of light washed over the sign. It read “Solace - Gateway To The Stars - Population: “The number was erased and spray-painted over with a skull and crossbones. The sign was covered in graffiti and gang slogans, the most prominent of which was the Firebrand gang, with its signature flames making the sign look as though it was on fire. Avalon smiled. Where the Firebrand gang could be found, she would also find clues to her parents’ fate. 

She sat down under the sign then dug into her back pack and pulled out an apple, devouring it in three bites. Apples were her favourite. She could never eat enough apples. She reached in for a second apple, eating this one more slowly, pondering her next move. I could head to the ghetto, and check out every place where the brand was spray painted. Someone would know where the gang’s headquarters were in Solace. But making inquiries in that fashion is a good way to be ambushed and beat up pretty badly, especially if it is the Firebrand gang. They like their privacy. They would not appreciate someone asking questions. No, if the Firebrand gang wanted to speak to you, they initiated the conversation. What I need to find is the place where they exchange information, among other things. Their secure meeting place. It dawned on her that they could have more than one, but in Solace, there would be a primary location. She was hoping that Frankie’s Finger Foods would be that place. Avalon plucked the matchbook out of the side pocket of her backpack and flipped up the cover. Inside was small map, and a pointer in the shape of a hamburger pinpointed the location of the diner. It was located on the east side of town, not far from the road she was currently travelling. The hours listed were 11:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m., seven days a week. She planned to be there at 6:00 a.m., to scout around and spy out the lay of the land, see who came and went from the place.

Avalon slid the matchbook into a pocket of her jeans, slipped her arms through the straps of the backpack, and headed off down the road.

Dawn found her in the city proper. The drought was no less severe here, than it was in the country or at home at Gainsborough Manor, for that matter. The difference here was that the pavement increased the temperatures by reflecting it back into the air. By noon great waves of heat would shimmer across the surfaces. The increased heat fed the drought and any patch of grass was a crispy carpet of dried vegetation. 

The first buildings she came to were all abandoned, their windows broken out, and by the look of it from the roadway, the doors were missing too. She poked her head in the first couple to confirm her theory and noted that anything of value had been stripped out of the buildings. Soulless plaster shells were all that remained as every ounce of copper or metal or plastic had been scavenged from the bones of the building. The cracked stucco exteriors were tagged with graffiti announcing which gangs controlled the various neighbourhoods. Where the territories of the various factions intersected, the tags changed on a regular basis. 

There were no vehicles on the street. Parking one in the area was as good as giving it away. Avalon kept a wary eye as the single family homes became duplexes and then row housing, and the density of the number of structures increased. The units in this area of town were occupied, the windows shuttered and curtains drawn to maintain the privacy of those inside. She began to see people on the street, lounging in doorways or sitting on the steps of the brownstone units. Most were boys, her age or a little older, with tattooed arms and chests, hair shaved or left long as they desired. They watched her cycle past them, following her passage with suspicious stares. Avalon kept her head straight, ignoring them, but secretly watched from the corner of her eye to see if they followed. One group got into a heated discussion over her passing. Hands pointed at her but their leader shook his head, and the group of four boys sat back down. With a sigh of relief, she spotted the street she was looking for and turned the corner. A van parked on the side of the road, forced her bike to move away from the curbside. As she swung out around it, five people stepped out into the road in front of her. Avalon braked hard, and as she did, three more stepped off the curb behind her, blocking her in. Avalon skidded her bike to a halt, apprehensively eyeing the approaching teens. They were a mix of boys and girls, in the vicinity of her age. Her eyes darted around the circle, looking for an escape. 

“Why are you here?” 

The question came from a tall, sandy haired teen, his face hard and unsmiling. A scar from a knife wound puckered his eyebrow, and slid down his cheek. He wore an eye patch, over the eye. 

Avalon stared at him, surprised at the wave of pity that washed over her. Despite the wild thumping of her heart as the gang members closed the noose, something about their leader made her pause. 

“Is there a reason why I shouldn’t be?” she said, with a false bravado, glancing around at the shuffling bodies closing rank. She let a knife, tucked up inside the sleeve of her jacket slide into her palm, all without taking her eyes from the advancing teens.

“This is Firebrand territory. Only the foolish would enter.”

“Or the really stupid,” said a girl to the leader’s right. She was also tall, with dirty blonde hair braided into one thick rope and slung over her right shoulder. Her lips were pressed together into a thick flat line that transformed her face from acceptable to ugly. Or maybe it was the possessive stance she took in relation to their leader that made her ugly to Avalon. 

“She looks stupid, so that must be it.” 

The other gang members laughed. 

“Where’d you get the bike? Steal it from your little sister? Or just swipe it off of the street? It’s super ugly.”

Avalon ignored her, eyes fastened on the leader, who let the girl ramble on. She had the impression that this was how they did things, the girl provoking the victim until they began the fight, even though outnumbered. He was the only one that mattered. The rest would do nothing without his approval. She focused on the male with the eye patch and pretended the others did not exist. A muscle twitched in his cheek, a hint of a smile. Avalon decided that she had nothing to lose or to hide.

“My name is Avalon. I am not from here. I didn’t know this was Firebrand territory. If you wish, I will leave.”

“Avalon. A stupid name to go with a stupid girl. You are named after a tree? I bet it’s nuts!” The girl snorted at her own joke and the others guffawed along with her. 

“Avalon is a mythical world of hope and peace. The name means ‘island’. It is the home of Merlin, and the legendary burial place of King Arthur,” said the boy, his eyes never leaving Avalon. “Don’t you read, Cris?” 

Cris’ laugh cut off, her mouth hanging open at the rebuke. She snapped it shut. The gang surrounding Avalon laughed, this time at Cris. An ugly scowl echoed the murderous glare she directed at Avalon, hatred in her eyes.

“Did you not see the markings?” he asked.

“Yes, I saw them. But I needed to travel this way.”

“Why?”

Avalon hesitated. Can I trust this guy? She stared into his lone eye, noticing flecks of green and gold. It stared back into hers. Suddenly he winked and she realized she had been staring at him like a love sick teenager. Avalon mentally winced at her own description. She secured her knife then reached into her pocket and slowly pulled out the matchbook, holding it up for everyone to see. A variety of knives instantly flashed into gang member’s hands at her movements. They held them up to the light, steady and menacing, a visible threat. Avalon’s eyes swept around the group and leaving one open hand in the air, she tossed the matchbook cover to their ringleader. He caught it and opened his palm to gaze at the matchbook. Surprise flicked across his face. 

“Where did you get this?” he whispered. 

Avalon hesitated again. “I can’t tell you that, but I need to go there. It’s important. I need information.”

He stared at the matchbook, and then stuck it in his own pocket. He sauntered over to where she stood, walking around her and her bike, taking in her appearance. Pausing at her side, he reached out and touched the bee symbol stitched into the sleeve of her father’s jacket. 

“Where did you get this jacket?”

Avalon pulled her arm out of his grasp, backing away. 

“I didn’t steal it. It’s mine, and I won’t give it up either,” she said with growl, eyes fierce. “I will never give it up.” 

He straightened, puzzled by her reaction. Suddenly he spun around and walked away. 

“Bring her,” he snapped over his shoulder. 

The gang closed in around Avalon and she had no choice. Pushing her bike and ignoring the gang members at her side, she followed the gang leader. The blonde girl fell into step beside him, slipping her hand into his. He did not seem to notice. She turned her head, throwing Avalon a dirty look, full of triumph. The warning could not be clearer. Her murderous gaze screamed stay away, he’s mine!

Avalon didn’t care. She was already plotting how to get away from this annoying gang. She had to get to Frankie’s, and find the Firebrand’s hideout
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Chapter 4

Mitch’s Secret
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Mitch fiddled with the broken air conditioning switch for the fifth time and for the fifth time since he left Peet’s place, it didn’t work. As the sun broke the horizon he finally gave in and rolled down the windows. Dust filled air blasted through the open window cooling the sweat on his brow and making him feel marginally better despite the grit now coating his skin.

The winding gravel road broke over the ridge of what was once a seabed tilted crazily on its side. Fossil Ridge was a well-known landmark and the destination of many a school field trip during his youth. There were shallow caves and crevices all along its expanse. The local lore said that gold was buried in the hills, the ill-gotten contraband of a time when the art of robbing a train was at its height, over two hundred years ago. The legend said that Crazy Annie was the brains behind the Sampson heists. Family members all, the three person team were credited with a dozen successful train robberies over twenty years. In year twenty-one, they all died when the team of horses they were using for a getaway flipped during a river crossing, trapping them all in the water beneath the wagon.

Somewhere in Fossil Ridge the gold of their heists was stashed, or so the rumours went, and prospectors turned treasure hunters searched the hills for the missing gold to this day. What no one knew was that Mitch was a descendant of the Sampson gang. No one except his sister knew, that is. 

Mitch turned off onto a dusty track that switched back and forth between large outcroppings of rock, following a path that was little more than a goat trail. The old Mustang groaned at the steepness of the inclines but soldiered on, inching its way over the rugged terrain. It crested a hill and skidded down the far side to the base, kicking up a cloud of dust. A camp was set up in a copse of fragrant juniper bushes. Canvas stretched between the bushes providing a low shaded area. Under the makeshift shelter was a tightly rolled sleeping bag, a metal chest with the lid flung open and a woman, bent over a small campfire. The smell of coffee drifted back to Mitch as he shut off the engine, along with the delicious smell of eggs and bacon. 

“Pam! Do you have enough there for two? I’m starving!” 

Pam stirred the contents of the fry pan then lifted her head, squinting at the newcomer. Her grey hair was waist length and tied back into a pony tail. 

“Is that my mangy cop-for-a-brother? Figures you would show up when there is food cooking.”

“It’s good to see you, too.” Mitch bent over and entered the shaded pavilion, squatting by the meager fire. 

“Ummm,” he murmured, inhaling deeply of the smell of food “that smells amazing. How is the prospecting going?” He kissed her lightly on the cheek.

Pam pulled two tin plates from the chest and split the eggs and bacon between the pair and handed Mitch a fork along with his meal. 

“Promising. I think I have figured out another clue. Here, look.”

She pulled out a tattered old ledger. The leather cover cracked and faded, and opened it to page defined by a ribbon. 

“Annie said to ‘...travel the shadow of the twin mounds to find your dearest treasure...’ I think she means those two hills right over there.” Pam pointed with her fork to a series of rounded hills just visible on the horizon. 

“She was writing poetry, Pam. You know what a raunchy gal she was. She was probably practicing her pick-up lines for the local saloon.”

Pam stubbornly shook her head. “I don’t believe that, and neither do you.”

“How long are you going to keep prospecting, Pam?” Mitch shoved the last of his eggs into his mouth.

“Until I find the treasure, you dolt. Why would I give up when I am so close to finding it?”

Mitch shook his head, bemused.

Pam put her plate down then sat back, arms folded across her chest. Her eyes narrowed. 

“You want something. What is it, Mitch? This isn’t just a family visit, is it?”

“No, it is not. I need your help.”

“With what?” She narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “You don’t want me to sponsor your baseball team again, do you? You need some real sponsors.”

“No it’s not about baseball sponsors. This is something else, much worse.” 

He picked up the pot of coffee and Pam held out the two mugs for filling. Over sips of coffee, Mitch filled her in on the events of the past few weeks, and what they had discovered. He mentioned the problem with the killer bees, if that was in fact what they were. 

“You see, we need a place to house these bees, someplace that they cannot escape from but still some place that they can do what they normally would do, gather nectar and produce honey. Something about these bees is key to the drought, to the ecological disaster that surrounds us right now.” Mitch gestured with his coffee mug and liquid sloshed over the side. “The government is keeping very quiet about it all. Peet and I have hashed out a plan to locate the missing scientists and those who are possibly in hiding. The government is willing to kill to keep this information secret, Pam. I feel bad even asking you to get involved. But something must be done. The land is dying and the people will begin dying right behind it, when the food runs out. Society is disintegrating all around us. People are desperate. If you know of a possible place to hide these bees, I need to know and I need to know it, right now. I have the bees in the car.”

“You brought them here? Are you nuts?” Pam shot to her feet, her head bowing the makeshift tent. “What if they get loose?”

“They are in a secure pod. They won’t get loose until someone releases them. Do you know of a place?”

Pam slowly sank down to the ground. 

“Well, there may be one place. It’s a two day hike from here. Are you willing to back pack them all that way? If they are killer bees, as you suspect, one false move or one fall that cracks that canister, we are both dead.” She glared at him in accusation. “And worse yet, you will have released a horror to the world that may kill us faster than the drought.”

“If we don’t find a place for them soon, they will die in that container and the chance to study them and find the antidote to the sickness attacking the land will be lost. Do you want to lose that opportunity? We have no choice, Pam.”

Silence descended for a moment and then she nodded. 

“Ok, but we need to leave right now. I know of a secure place. It so happens to be in the direction of those two mounds you scoffed at, earlier. This is as good of an excuse to explore that set of hills as any. Personally, I’d be just as happy if they all died under my boot heel.” 

She scowled at Mitch’s car containing the bees, then peered up, pinning the location of the sun in the early morning sky. 

“We could get in about five hours of walking this morning before our brains fry, but I have a better idea.” She exited the tent and walked over to a thicket covered in tumbleweeds. “Come here.”

Mitch got up walked over, joining her in pulling the tumbleweeds away from the thicket. A glint of metal caught Mitch’s attention. Once they had cleared the brush a motorcycle was revealed, but not just any motorcycle. An aqua blue 1949 Harley Hydra-Glide was hidden in the brush. Mitch let out a low whistle, grabbing the handlebars and rolling it out into the sunshine. 

“Where the hell did you get this?”

Pam grinned. “Not all treasure to be found out here is gold. I found this baby in a cave near where we are headed. It had been there since 1949. It was still in its original shipping crate. Inside, wrapped around a handle grip was a note that said ‘The spoils of war go to the victor. Perseverance pays off.’ The keys were in the ignition. The cave had not been disturbed since the bike was delivered. That is the place I want to take you to.”

“Wow, alright! Let’s go! I’m keen to see this place now.” 

Mitch ran back to his car, grabbed his backpack containing the bees then locked and pocketed the keys for the Mustang, before running back over to Pam. An angry buzzing accompanied him.

Pam ducked back under the awning, gathered some essentials, and then joined him. 

“It will be a tight fit on the seat, riding double. I’m driving.” She stuffed her bag under the straps behind the seat and climbed on. 

Mitch sat down behind her, backpack on his back. She kicked the start and the bike roared to life. 

“There is more gasoline in the cave,” she yelled over her shoulder then gave the bike some throttle and sped off across the dusty yard. 

Mitch tightened his grip around her waist, yelling and hooting with glee as they vanished over the first set of hills.
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Chapter 5

The Hospital Visit
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Peet led Alexa down the hallway of the dimly lit hospital, keeping a tight grip on her hand as they weaved in and out of the stretchers and bodies littering the hallway. Alexa’s eyes were wide with fear, and her lower lip trembled as she fought the urge to cry. Women, children, grown men. It made no difference. All of them were sick. 

The emaciated bodies revealed distended bellies, every ounce of fat long gone, consumed in the struggle to stay alive. Open sores ran on the arms and legs of the people huddled against the wall. One man, on the only stretcher in sight, lay with a heart monitor beeping sporadically, ashen-faced and struggling to breathe.

Hands clutched at Alexa’s skirt as she walked by, begging for food and water. A wave of helplessness overwhelmed Alexa. A sense of shame dimmed her earlier joy of her pretty party dress. Sunny yellow with tiny blue flowers stitched around the hem, she had thought it would cheer the sick people in the hospital, but she no longer cared to attract attention. 

It was just a dress but to the sick hoard in the hallway, she appeared rich, healthy and most importantly, like she had eaten recently. To them, she was wealthy beyond measure.

“Do not look at them, Alexa.” Peet murmured in her ear as he tugged her along, weaving in and out of the people. 

The odor of sickness and unwashed bodies was overwhelming. Alexa wrinkled her nose and tried to breathe through her mouth but then she imagined she could taste the air and she clapped a hand over both to try to block the smell.

A woman lurched to her feet, screamed a name and then ran at her, eyes wild and crazed. 

“Mandy! Mandy it’s you. You’re safe! Oh my darling, I found you at last!” She staggered toward Alexa, hands outstretched. 

Alexa screamed. The woman’s hands were covered in blood. As her hair swung away from her face, deep red gouges were revealed, her skin clawed by her own fingers. 

Peet stepped between the woman and Alexa, pushing her behind his body. The woman was oblivious to his presence, trying to slide around his bulk to reach Alexa’s trembling form. 

“Now see here, woman. That is not your Mandy. Stop right here.” He gripped the woman’s arm, pulling her to a halt. 

She blinked at the hand on her arm and then met his eyes. 

“Not my Mandy? But where is she? I can’t find her anywhere.”

“I don’t know. I’m sorry. You need to see a doctor for those cuts. Here, come sit down.” He led her over to an empty chair and pushed her down into it. “Stay here. If I find Mandy, I will send her over, but you must stay here or she won’t find you.” 

The woman nodded, mumbling under her breath. Her words trailed away and then she lapsed into silence. Alexa slid her hand into Peet’s as he hurried her away. She glanced back just before they turned the corner into another hall, to see the woman arguing with another woman that the child she held in her arms was Mandy.

“What is wrong with her, Peet?”

“A great shock, I suspect. She has lost someone dear to her, probably a daughter or granddaughter.”

“Oh. That’s sad. She really should be stronger though. What if Mandy is found?”

“Not everyone is strong, Alexa. Some people are weak. Those will be the first to suffer in trying times. I suspect all of these people are homeless. Hospitals always have food so they come here, looking for help and a handout. They are usually sick too.” 

He veered down a corridor and pushed through a set of swinging doors. The howling din from the corridors cut off abruptly. The silence was profound and welcome. It left a slight ringing in Alexa’s ears.

“Where are we going Peet? Are we allowed to go back here?”

They passed a door with a glass window in it and a sign that read “Radiology: Admittance Restricted To Grade 3”. So far they had not encountered any hospital staff. Hospital security had its hands full with the corridor, but they did not bother Peet in his doctor scrubs and fake photo ID badge that announced him as Dr. Peet Anders. Alexa looked up at him as they strode down the hallway unchallenged. 

“Are you really a doctor, Peet?”

He chuckled. “Yes, I am. But my education is in literary history. My doctorate is in archeology. This way.” 

He came to a plain green door with no window. The bronzed plate beside it read “Records”. He pushed open the door and a light turned on. The room was filled with dozen of rows of metal shelving containing binders and books, stacked floor to ceiling. At the end of each row an alphabetical directory indicated what was to be found in that row. Cubicles lined the windowed wall on the far side of the room, each with a computer terminal blinking sleepily. 

Alexa grinned at Peet then ran over to the computer terminals. 

“I love libraries!” she said, and plopped herself down into one of the chairs in front of the screen and jiggled the mouse. 

The screen awoke and she typed in a password. The screen saver of bouncing stethoscopes disappeared and a menu appeared, asking for her search terms.

“How did you do that?” Peet asked, amazed.

“The password is taped in the corner of the keyboard” she said, pointing at the curling paper. “So what are looking for?”

Peet stared at the piece of paper and laughed. “I thought you might like to search your parents, see if there are any records of their research in the data base. All the computers in the country are interconnected.”

“Ok.” Alexa typed in her father’s name and hit enter.

Peet sat down at the terminal beside Alexa and after entering the password, typed in ‘search by stats’ then ‘search by cases between:’ and selected ‘one month prior’. The screen flashed then cases scrolled by on the screen, before coming to a stop. Ten thousand patients were treated in the last month. Peet raised an eyebrow at the number. He typed in ‘narrow by diagnoses’ and ‘sort alphabetically’ and scanned the listing. The vast majority of cases were listed as “Unknown Disease Element” or “Cause Unknown”. Frowning at the unhelpful screen, he broadened the search. The cases of unsolved or unclassified illness remained steady, reaching back over ten years of data. Peet raised a hand and scratched at his encroaching daily growth of beard, puzzled.

“That is really odd,” he muttered, sitting back and staring at the screen, willing it give up its secrets. 

Several moments ticked by, then he leaned forward and resorted the information. He typed “Search by assigned physician” and hit enter.

The correlation slapped him in the face. He ran his finger down the list of physicians on the right side verses the diagnosis on the left. The pattern lined up perfectly. All the undiagnosed cases involving skin lesions, seizures and early onset dementia were assigned to the same two doctors. ‘Research Doctor 1’ and ‘Research Doctor 2’ were the only two doctors listed handling their cases. He plugged in a thumb drive and saved the search information and their case files to the drive, then did a search for the employee profiles for the two Research Doctors. There was no record of them in the hospital system. Frowning, he repeated the search and once again it came back “file not found.”

At that moment, the door opened and a security guard entered, hand over his baton. 

“Identify yourself, Doctor,” the balding man said, his eyes flitting from Peet to Alexa.

Peet rose slowly to his feet, hitting the clear key and palming the thumb drive up his sleeve. Alexa did the same, and slipped her hand into his. 

“I am Dr. Peet Anders, on loan from Solace University. Is there a problem?” 

The guard looked at Alexa. 

“Ah, this is my niece, Alexa. Her parents had to work late, so I brought her along for the evening. I could hardly leave her at home alone with the current state of things.

The guard frowned. “There was a report of an unauthorized entry in this area of the hospital. This records room is off limits to civilians.” 

“Of course it is, but I am hardly a civilian, am I?” Peet walked toward the guard, Alexa’s clutching his hand tightly. “Well my shift is nearly over. Please enjoy the rest of your evening.” 

Peet made to walk past the guard but he pulled his baton and placed it across his chest. 

“I must search you first. Your entrance was the only one to register in this room in the last hour.”

Peet nodded and dropped Alexa’s hand then grabbed the lapels of his lab coat as though to open it to inspection. Quicker than a flash, his left elbow rose and smashed into the guard’s nose. 

“Owwww!” howled the guard, grabbing his nose, bending over with the pain.

Peet’s knee was rising at that exact minute and smashed into his face, sending him sprawling, blood spurting everywhere. He crashed into a metal cart stacked high with x-ray plates and sent both the cart and the plates clattering to the floor.

Peet grabbed Alexa’s hand and ran out the door, racing down the corridor deeper into the hospital. He took a series of turns and had just slowed to a walk when alarm bells went off. He walked casually along the hall, nonchalantly strolling toward the side entrance that led to the employee parking. Guards ran past him, heading to the source of the alarm. Once they were safely past, Peet opened an emergency exit and let them out into the side alley between wings of the hospital. Once clear of the building, they ran for the safety of obscurity in the greater world beyond the hospital grounds.
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Chapter 6

Frankie’s Finger Foods
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Avalon let her body go limp, sagging in the arms of the two husky teens who had clamped their beefy hands on her upper arms. At first they’d tried to grab the bike away from her but she’d see a passive resistance video once when she was younger. Make your weight impossible to bear and they would drop you, giving you a chance to escape. They did indeed drop her, but as she hit the ground a sharp boot kicked her in the ribs. Avalon cried out, hands clutching her side against the sharp, stinging pain.

“Get up, bitch!” 

A hand leaned down and tangled in her hair, dragging her to her feet by its roots. 

“Stop!” she yelled. “I tripped, ok?”

“Let her go,” said their brooding leader, frowning at her.

The husky lad shoved her away from him, watching as she stumbled, breaking her fall on the handle bars of her bike. They yanked the temporary support out from under her and she tumbled to the pavement.

“Give it back to me!” she yelled, hand clutching her aching ribs as she staggered back to her feet, reaching for her bike for support. “It’s mine.”

Green and gold eye stared at her then he held up a hand. 

“Let her be. Her bike is hers.” 

Avalon’s head came up, making contact with that beautiful eye. He appeared to be three or four years older than her. Tall and lean, he was well muscled. She found she could not stop staring. She gripped the handle bars tight, knuckles whitening. Her eye contact was broken when a pimply scar-faced girl forced her way into the circle. She had shaved the sides of her head, above her ears, leaving a Mohawk of spiky hair, dyed bright orange. She glared at Avalon, drawing a short switchblade and testing the edge of her knife against her tongue, drawing blood. 

“Ok, princess, bring your bike in. Don’t worry, I don’t bite,” she said at Avalon’s look of surprise. She bared sharpened teeth at the assembled gang members and as they backed off, she took Avalon by the arm. “This way, princess.” 

Avalon gasped as her fingers dug painfully into her flesh. With a stubborn set to her lips, Avalon dragged her bike behind the toothy troll as she now thought of her. The street ended at an alley way that fed between tall brick buildings, blackened with age. Her companions were forced to narrow into three rows, the central position taken up by her bike, which she now hugged close to her. Avalon faced forward, staring at the blond head and refusing to look at the rest of the gang. 

When the group squeezed in tight to get around a dumpster, Avalon tripped over her bike pedal, scraping her ankle against the metal. Swearing under her breath, she licked her dry lips. She was thirsty and hungry. Her stomach growled and someone behind her laughed. 

As they reached the end of the alley, it opened onto a square. There was no exit; rather, it was by framed by the remains of a partially collapsed building, the shell of which was four stories high. Avalon stared in awe at the towering structure. All the upper floors had long ago been harvested for firewood during the winter, cleared away leaving concrete ribs in blocks that rose through the floors and defined the balance of the interior space. The crazy patchwork walls were fascinating to Avalon. She could see aged wallpaper and faded paint, snippets of lives frozen in time. A nursery with cartoon animals sat beside a dark painted wall with a sailboat wallpaper border. The wainscoting had long ago been stripped from the room. Beside it was a kitchen with a stenciled saying on one wall. “Live for the moment. Hope. Pray.” 

She was jerked to the side by the troll, bringing her back to her immediate surroundings. Troll hauled her towards a staircase located at the base of the wall. It disappeared into ground. She realized suddenly that it was the basement of the ground floor unit. An old wooden floor board had been carved to look like a hand with a painted finger. On the sign was painted the words “Frankie’s Finger Foods” in bright red paint. Indeed, the finger was cut off and dripping blood. Avalon stared at it, shocked. I’ve found it! she thought, but that sign was not what she had thought of when she had seen the matchbook cover. Swallowing past an exceptionally dry mouth, she followed the tall form of their leader down the stairs, her bike jumping as it rolled down the concrete steps.

As she crossed the threshold at the bottom, a dimly lit restaurant was revealed, complete with tacky green booths and prints of actors whose popularity had faded several decades ago. Heavy navy blue velvet curtains hung on a rod above each booth. A quick glance showed that all the booths were empty except for three located at the very back. The privacy curtain was drawn tight across the end of the tables, hiding the occupants from view.

Halfway down the aisle, Avalon was shoved into a booth, followed by the toothy troll. Her bike was taken out of her resisting hands and wheeled over to lean against the table of the booth across from them. Green-gold eye slid in across from Avalon followed by Cris. The table was scarred with carved hearts and initials. A grimy green pendant light fixture with a single bulb was suspended above the table.

Green-gold eye stared at her. 

“Name. What is your name?”

Avalon’s eyes flitted around the circle, weighing the unfriendly gazes. She knew that none of them used their real names, but she could not see any reason to withhold her own. She was not from here. They would not know her name if she spoke it.

“My name is Avalon.”

They waited. The silence stretched. 

“Last name!” snapped the troll, knife flipping into her hand. 

Gold-green eye grabbed her wrist, not breaking eye contact with Avalon. 

Suddenly, Avalon was afraid. They wanted something from her. Badly. But still, it was just a name, wasn’t it?

“Gainsborough,” she whispered, watching the reactions. 

Eyes widened and silent messages flashed around the table.

“I thought so,” said the gang leader.

This time Avalon’s eyes widened. 

“You know... you know my name? My parents? You know where they are! Where are they?” Avalon made to rise and the troll grabbed her arm and made her sit. Avalon ignored her. “Who are you?”

He frowned, clearly struggling with how much he should tell her.

“Trevor Trench. But my friends call me Trench.”

Trench. Avalon mentally tested the name on her tongue. She liked Trevor better.

“This is Megan, we call her Magnum,” gesturing to the trollish woman whose fingers still dug painfully into her arm. “And this is Francis. She goes by Cris.” 

The blonde-haired girl by his side glared at Avalon, in challenge, winding her arm possessively through Trench’s.

Definitely not friendly, Avalon thought.

Avalon nodded to each in turn, nervous suddenly. She had not expected them to know her name. 

“How do you know my name?”

They exchanged glances. 

“We know your parents. They came here once,” said Trench.

“They did?” Avalon leaned forward, excitement shining in her eyes. “When? Where did they go? Where are they now?”

He hesitated. “Magnum, get us some drinks,” he said. “Root beer will do.” 

Magnum looked pissed at the request, but she rose nonetheless and left to gather the drinks.

Once she was gone, Trench pulled the privacy curtain closed then leaned across the table.

“It was three or four years ago. They came through here, looking for someone that could help them gain safe passage away from Solace for four passengers. I assume it was for them and you... and a brother? Sister?”

“Sister,” whispered Avalon. “My sister Alexa.” 

Avalon shot a quick glance around the dilapidated restaurant. 

“What is this place? How did you know who I was, back on the streets?”

“Frankie’s is our headquarters, the headquarters for the Firebrand gang. We operate from here. We stop everyone that comes into our territory, but never has one come bearing that symbol.” He pointed to the sleeve of Avalon’s jacket where a stylized bee was stitched on to her right sleeve. 

“I got this jacket from my father. Why, what does it mean?”

“It is a symbol of the revolution. Of the revolt.” At her puzzled frown, he continued “You know the rebellion against the government? They have been suppressing information about the blight. It’s like the environment is cursed. We use this sign to identify those that can be trusted. It is very, very secret. We did not know who you were, yet you wear it openly.”

Avalon frowned. “My father said that I should always wear the jacket. He said it could save my life.” 

Trench grunted. “We are also a refugee way stop. By refugee we mean political refugees. There is good money to be had in selling falsified passports and passage out of the country. Your parents came to us to make a deposit, passage for four out of the country. We saw them that day but we never saw them again.”

Avalon’s face fell. 

“Avalon. I’m afraid they are dead.”

Avalon studied the scratches on the tabletop, tracing the patterns, letting her mind drift. Sadness welled within her, tightening her throat. She swallowed past the painful lump. Then her head came up. Her eyes blazed with determination. 

“I do not believe they are dead. They were too clever for that. I intend to find them, and I will not stop until I do. So you can either help me, or get out of my way,” she said, a fierce light in her eyes.

At that moment the curtain was ripped back and Magnum stood with her fingers curled round the neck of four root beer bottles. She dropped them on the table and slid onto the bench beside Avalon, crowding her back into the corner. 

“Oh look, the princess has claws,” Magnum smirked. She shared a quick glance with Trench, and then she flipped an envelope onto the table. “Here, these were supposed to go to your parents. Maybe you can make some sense of it all. It means nothing to us.” 

She pushed it towards Avalon, who picked it up with trembling fingers. Finally some clues to work from! she thought. Avalon gave her a grateful smile then slipped her thumb under the flap and slid open the yellowing parchment.
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Chapter 7

Tribal Trespass
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The five hour walk still took the better part of an hour on the bike, as they were forced to slow down over the rugged and rapidly changing terrain. At first it was a hot, sandy ride across the level land, the breeze created by the speeding bike compensating for the intense heat of the sun as it climbed towards its zenith. Thirty minutes into the ride they reached the base of the first set of hills and began to climb, entering a stand of trees that brought blessed relief from the unrelenting rays. The trees were scattered and sparsely leafed, their hollowed trunks standing silent sentinel in a forest of dying green. Those few trees that lived on shivered with the passing of the bike, tossing curled yellow leaves its wake. Mitch could not determine the path that Pam sought. The forest looked the same to him. 

“The biggest danger in these forests nowadays, is the threat of wild fire. Even the heat of the exhaust of this bike can spark a blaze. The wild fire risk is extreme, and this is one of the main reasons I walk everywhere. If the need wasn’t so urgent, I would have made us both walk.” 

She winced as the bike backfired, craning her neck for a quick glance behind.

“Keep an eye on our back trail. Let me know if you spot any smoke,” she yelled, speeding up. 

The invisible path crisscrossed the hillside, a snaking trail of rocks and fallen trees. Pam found a way around the barriers. 

“You have been here before,” he yelled as she lurched to one side, to avoid a thick branch.

“How can you tell?” she yelled back, over her shoulder.

“You know where all the obstacles are. How did you memorize it so well?”

“I haven’t! These are all new!”

“What?” yelped Mitch, his grip tightening around her waist. 

“The native residents who own this land have laid these traps. I am not worried about the ones I can see. It’s the ones I might miss!” 

Pam steered the bike around a curve and suddenly there was no more trail. 

“Shit!” she screamed as the bike spun out into empty space. 

The chasm was not deep but it was steep and just wide enough. Mitch swore but his words were whipped away as bike and dual riders fell. 

“Jump right!” Mitch yelled at the last second, and tossed himself off the back of the bike to the left as Pam rolled to the right. 

They landed on the steep slope to a shower of rocks, quickly forming the center of the slide as the bike slid and flipped its way to the bottom of the incline. Somehow Mitch managed to keep his pack from being crushed but the angry humming increased in tempo with the jostling. He settled at the base of the ravine, half buried in scree, with Pam face down ten feet away. 

“Pam! Are you ok?”

Pam pushed up out of the rocks. Her face was covered in grey dust and a trickle of blood ran from a long scratch down the side of her face. Her cheeks puffed out and with a groan, she pushed the rest of the way to a sitting position, testing her limbs. 

“Yeah, nothing is broken. Just bruising. These old bones don’t bounce like they used to.” 

Mitch groaned in sympathy as he pulled off a boot, emptying it of pebbles. 

“I thought you knew these hills? How did you not know about the ravine?”

Pam glared at him and limped over to the bike, righting it. 

“The ravine wasn’t here before, you dough head of a cop. Look up.” 

Mitch followed her pointing arm and saw that the upper edge was freshly formed. Tree roots spilled out of the side, thin vegetative tentacles searching the air for sustenance. The ravine was not long. It ran for the length of a football field in the rough shape of the game ball. 

“What could have caused this ravine? Better yet how are we going to get out?”

He tugged his boots back on and pushed to his feet, stamping them to settle them in place. He picked up the buzzing backpack and walked over to Pam, where she bent over the motorcycle, checking over the mechanics. 

“How’s the bike?”

“Scratched,” she huffed, “but it will live. It’s operational. As to your first question, this is a dry sink hole. They have been popping up all over the region as the water table drops. First one I have driven into, though. As for your second question, look.” 

She pointed to the rim of the crater on the opposite side from where they had fallen. There, crowding the bank, faces painted in fierce colours stared down at them. None of them looked friendly. Mitch groaned. “Those are warriors of the Seiko tribe” Pam said, as the twenty guardians glared at the intruders on their land. “They are mainly nomadic, roaming the abandoned hills of their ancestral lands and disregarding all government edicts. They are self-governing and proud. They alone know how to exist on the land, even while it dies around them. None of their people suffer.  It is why outsiders have been searching for the tribes. Rumors have reached the cities that the tribes are not starving.”

Pam straightened and waved at the warriors and then spoke to them in their native tongue. Mitch didn’t understand a word of it. After an exchange that lasted a couple of minutes the faces disappeared. When they reappeared, ropes were tossed down into the pit. Pam rolled the bike over, chattering away as she tied ropes around the bike, securing it to be hauled up the slope. Once it was secure, the ropes tightened and the heavy bike began to move, inching its way up the steep incline. It disappeared over the edge and silence descended. Mitch shifted his feet, sweating under the sun that now beat down mercilessly, perfectly aligned to roast them alive. 

Pam chattered again at the ridge, and was greeted with silence. Her voice sharpened and a face appeared over the edge, speaking just as sharply. Two ropes were tossed over the edge and Mitch caught his, grateful for the escape. He gripped the thick twine in his hands and began to climb the slope, relying more on his strength of arms than his legs as the sides crumbled away at the touch of his feet. Pam climbed beside him, and as they reached the edge, arms reached over and hauled them the rest of the way and onto firm ground. With a sigh of relief Mitch tried to push to his feet but was met with a spear at his throat. Swallowing carefully, he froze as a blade, sharp as any knife he had face in the alleys, pressed against his jugular.

Pam snapped a few words and the blade lifted from Mitch’s throat. 

“Thanks,” he croaked. 

Pam laughed. “For what? I told him that slaying a cop was bad karma, and he didn’t want to befoul the sacred soil beneath his feet. I think he is more worried about offending the land, than spilling your heathen blood.”

Mitch glared at his sister but held his tongue.

He was hauled to his feet by two burly youths that easily topped his height by a foot. He didn’t need any urging to follow the direction of the warriors away from the cliff face, limping slightly with the new rocks that had settled into the heel of his boot. 

They trudged along a well-worn path for about an hour, the sun setting at their backs. Just as the sun hit the horizon in the west, a village came into view. Tan tents embroidered with wildlife met his gaze. The figures were so life-like he had to look twice to realize they were stitched. An eagle in flight soared over wolves couching in tall grasses. Bison grazed nearby while an inquisitive prairie dog stood sentinel. Amazing scenes that had disappeared from the landscape. “Mitch looked around, bewildered. ‘How long have these people lived here? Why are they living like this?’ 

Pam glanced sideways at him. ‘The Seiko Tribe have lived here for generations. They’re nomadic and fiercely independent. They have roamed these abandoned hills of their ancestral lands for years, disregarding the government’s edicts. Because of their indigenous heritage, they are self-governing and proud. They know how to exist on the land, even while it died around them, and so none of their people suffered. That was a problem reserved for the cities.’ Mitch looked closely at the people as they watched them walk past. ‘Some of these people aren’t indigenous. I see lighter skin, and some much darker.’ Pam shrugged. ‘As people left the cities, some found their way here, and the Seiko welcomed them. They wanted a simpler lifestyle, free of government control, and the Seiko offered that. Not everyone can live like this, but those who can, become part of the tribe.”

Mitch felt a pang for what was already lost, for what they still had to lose. When he looked away from the artwork, he did not find a defeated people, however, but one that stood proud.  A bustling community greeted the returning warriors, children running to meet their fathers, and young women running to hug lovers. Mitch was astonished that such a large community existed so far from civilization. It was obvious that this was a large, extended family that had worked hard to create such a feeling of solidarity and cooperative effort. Mitch couldn’t remember the last time he was part of an extended family, working towards a common goal.

Pam clucked and whooped and two children ran out from a nearby tent to greet her, glad cries filling the air. Twins, a boy and girl crowded into her arms as she crouched down to greet them, then she fell onto her back, bowled over by the force of their charge. Pam laughed and the years fell away from her face. She hugged and kissed them, then tickled their ribs while the warriors laughed and dispersed into the village, leaving them there with the motorbike, propped on its kickstand.

“What is this, Pam?”

“Welcome to Wapatipae. Welcome to the Village of Love. These are my adopted children. Come meet your niece and nephew.” 

Nonplussed, Mitch crouched down by his sister, as giggles rent the air. They frolicked on the ground, shouting and pulling faces. The people passing by smiled at the trio.  A bemused grin crept across his face as he observed their obvious affection for each other.
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Chapter 8

Flight Of The Hunted
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Peet and Alexa dashed down the alley that ran between the hospital and the multi-story parking garage. Peet stripped off his hospital scrubs and tossed them into a dumpster after pocketing his doctor’s badge in his pocket. The far end of the alley opened onto the main thoroughfare and the sound of sirens echoed down the narrow passage. Red lights flashed, reflected in the puddles that had formed in the drizzling rain. 

Surprised at the unexpected shower, Alexa pulled up the hood of her sweater. Her body cooled as they hurried along the alley, the rain a welcome relief. Even as they ran, she could see the clouds parting and knew the rain would not be enough to end the gnawing drought that gripped the land. Peet lifted his face to the rain and let it flow over his face, soaking into his beard. 

“Glorious,” he said, but suddenly pulled her behind a dumpster.

Alexa peeked around the edge of the metal wall. A squad car had turned into the alley, the engine a soft purr as it slowly inched along its length. At first, she thought it was the local police, but the colour of the car was all wrong. On the doors of the slick black doors was an insignia of the security wing of the government.

“Feds,” hissed Peet, pulling her deeper into the shadows cast by the container. “Nasty business. Come on, it’s time to go.” 

He grabbed her hand and pulled her along behind him as the squad car pulled to a stop beside the container. Alexa looked forward and back. It was the only hiding place and a natural conclusion that someone or ones might be hiding behind it. 

“Alexa.” 

She looked up, tensed to run. 

“Do you see that crack in the alley brickwork, just beyond the end of the car park? I want you to run to it and squeeze into the opening. On the count of three.” Peet shifted his weight, to shield her flight as the door of the squad car slammed and gravel crunched under a heavy foot. “One, two...THREE!”

Alexa shot out from behind the dumpster and ran like the hounds of hell snapped at her heels. 

Peet watched her slide into the narrow door opening and then bolted out from behind the dumpster to the shouts of “Halt! Stop now or we will shoot!” Gun shots rang out and chunks of pavement burst into the air as the bullets sought contact with his fleeing frame. He zigzagged, randomizing his gait to throw off the chasing bullets, but it was a gambit with no promise of success. Just shy of safety Peet stumbled, as a bullet pierced his calf. He changed his fall into a dive, to take the weight off his burning leg. Airborne, he tumbled into the opening, coming up hard against the bricks, tumbling into the waiting Alexa and knocking her to the ground.  He grabbed her arm before crawling out of range.

“Peet! You are bleeding!” Alexa gasped, as she placed a hand on his leg. A dark stain soaked the fabric and her fingers came away sticky with blood. 

“Can you walk? Oh my god, Peet, you have been shot!” 

Peet pushed himself to stand, and leaned back against the wall. The break was a narrow gap covered over with tin, bridging the two buildings and lined with garbage containers. He pulled Alexa along, limping to a window covered in metal grillwork. He pulled on the grating and it fell away under his touch. The block was rotten and crumbling. Another shove and the window swung in. 

“Inside, now!” Peet picked up Alexa and feet first shoved her through the window. 

She squealed as she fell through, landing on a filthy couch and tumbling off its back. Peet followed Alexa through the opening. His descent through the window was much less graceful, rolling to a painful stop on the floor. Alexa scrambled up and slammed the window shut, locking it. She wedged a broom handle under the lock, before helping Peet to his feet to limp off through a doorway to the right. They disappeared around the corner just as flashlights shone down into the room.

“Where are we? Did we just break into a house?” 

“Shhh!” 

Peet fished in his pocket for his keys. Dangling from the ring was a tiny pen light. He switched it on then limped over to a door on the opposite side of the kitchen where they found themselves. He placed his ear against the heavy door, listening hard. After a few seconds, he pulled open the door and motioned for Alexa to follow. A hallway, decorated with peeling flowered wallpaper, stretched away in both directions, with numbered doors. They were in the central hallway of an apartment building. Peet closed the door and hurried down the hallway. An exit sign flickered over a metal door with a panic bar at the end of the dimly lit hallway. Peet limped to the door and pushed it open, revealing a staircase climbing up to the front doors of the building. A squad car was parked out front, red and blue lights flashing. The car was empty. 

“This way.” Peet grabbed her hand and pulled her through into the landing.

Ignoring the squad car, he took her down two flights of stairs. At the bottom was a brown painted door and a sign that announced the parking garage could be found on the other side of the building.

He pulled open the door and led Alexa over to their parked car, unlocking it with the key fob. Easing his way into the driver’s seat behind the wheel, he lifted his left leg into the car with a groan. In the dim light of an overhead fluorescent bulb, Alexa got a clear look at Peet. His ashen face was beaded in sweat. 

“We need to get you to a hospital, Peet!”

“No hospitals,” he said harshly. His voice softened and he squeezed her hand. “I will go see a doctor but it will be someone I trust. Pass me that towel.”

Alexa twisted around and grabbed a towel lying on the back seat, then handed it to Peet. He took it and mopped his face, then wrapped the towel around his leg, tying it into a knot over the gunshot wound.

“Ok, we are going to drive out of here. If we get stopped, I want you to pretend to be getting sick, ok? Just a father and his daughter heading out for the day. I want you to be a total brat, ok?”

Alexa smiled. “I am good at that.”

Peet’s mouth twitched. “I bet you are. Show me how good you are.” 

He turned the key and the car roared to life. He started out at a leisurely pace, driving slowly around the bends as they climbed out of the car park. On the final turn, the underground parking door rolled up and brilliant sunshine greeted their eyes. Squinting past the glare, their eyes fell on two black cars parked at the street exit. Peet drove up and as the car leveled off and reached the government cars, a man in a dark suit stepped off the curb in front of Peet’s car and motioned for him to stop. He carried a hand gun in his right hand. His companion closed in on Alexa’s window. 

“Begin whining now,” whispered Peet. He rolled down their windows. “Can I help you?”

Alexa put her hand over her mouth and moaned. As the second federal officer stepped up beside the car, she yelled, “Dad, I’m going to be sick!” She rolled down her window and leaned out, gasping. 

The agent on Alexa’s side paused and stepped back. 

“Get out of the car, both of you,” said the one at Peet’s window.

Alexa moaned and hung over the side of the car.

“I am not getting out the car. I am trying to get my daughter to her kidney dialysis appointment. Who the hell are you to tell me to get out of my car?” Peet hit the button to roll up the window but the agent grabbed the glass. 

“Let go of the window, or lose your fingers,” he said quietly, stopping the window. 

Alexa groaned again and began to cry. She dry-heaved, her pale hair a curtain around her face.

“Maybe we should let them go.” The second officer stepped closer to the car, to try to peer inside of it but still stay out of range of anything that might spill from the little girl.

“Nah, he’s hiding something.” The first agent sneered at Peet. “Where have you been today?”

“None of your business. Why should I answer you? Are you some kind of cop?” Peet scratched his beard as the federal officer flashed his badge. “You looking for terrorists or something? You might find a few drug dealers in this building, but that is about it.”

“We are looking for a man who stole some private records from the hospital.”

“Since when are the feds interested in hospital records? I don’t think you are cops at all. Now get out of my way.”

“Dad!” gasped Alexa as the second fed put his hand on the door handle. Alexa’s head came up and she projectile vomited down the front of the dark suit. The force of her sick was so strong that it wedged in behind his collar and dropped with a sickening splash onto his shiny patent leather shoes. 

“Eww!” He jumped back from the car, shaking off his jacket. The vomit soaked into his shirt, and the sour odour of sick filled the air. “Let them go, dammit!” 

The first officer dropped his hands from the window. “Get out of here,” he growled. 

Peet rolled up his window and drove out of the parking garage. Two sets of furious eyes followed them as Peet rounded the corner. Once the officers were out of sight, Alexa pulled her head back into the car, grinning. Peet grinned back. 

“That was masterful, Alexa. Nice timing.”

Alexa grinned, but then her smile faded. “We need to get you to your friend.”

“Yes, and fast.” Now that the adrenaline was fading, pain slammed into his leg. Peet felt woozy from blood loss. “Keep me awake Alexa, I am losing a lot of blood.” 

She reached over and squeezed his arm. “I will keep you awake.” 

Peet took the ramp to the highway and sped off to find the only doctor he could trust. He prayed he would not pass out before getting there. But five miles down the road, he pulled over to the side of the road. Sweat covered his face once again. Putting the car in park, he sized up Alexa.

“I cannot drive any further. I am afraid I am going to pass out behind the wheel. You must drive.”

“Me?” she gasped

“Yes. You can do it. You are tall enough. I am going to crawl into the back seat. Take the next exit and turn right off of the ramp. Drive to Timbers Gas and pull in behind the mechanical garage at the back of the property. The man you are looking for is named Steve.”

Eyes wide, Alexa got out of the car then helped Peet into the back seat. He passed out as soon as his head hit the seat.
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Chapter 9

The Envelope


[image: image]


Avalon’s fingers shook slightly as she pull open the business envelope and tipped it, spilling the contents onto the scratched tabletop. She spread the items out, and examined them with a quizzical eye. The passports were self-explanatory. She picked one up at random and opened it to the photo page. Her mother stared back at her. Her hair was cut short around the ears but left long at the sides and spilled over her shoulder. It had been dyed a brassy blonde. She had made up her eyes so that they gave the impression of being larger than they normally were. A bright red lipstick traced her full lips. She wore a V-necked tight pink t-shirt.

Avalon started at the picture, shocked. Her mother looked twenty years younger, as she had in her college days. She checked the date of birth as shown on the passport and it agreed with her assessment of the photo. Her mother had changed the date of her birth to eighteen years later than her actual date of birth. The name listed was ‘Mary Fullerton’. 

Avalon flipped through the rest of the passport but it was blank. She put the passport down and picked up the next one, flipping them open one by one. She saw a picture of her father, Alexa and herself, all with names changed. She recognized the photographs of herself and Alexa. Her mom had snapped them on Alexa’s birthday. Alexa had wanted a cops and robbers themed party, and in the makeshift cardboard jail house, her mother had set up a photo booth to take pictures of the criminals as they were arrested. Her mother, dressed as a police officer, had made them sit straight faced. Prisoners were not supposed to giggle, she’d said. She had made stay in jail there until they could stare straight into the camera and not laugh. Those were the pictures that she saw now, the straight-faced photos.

She placed them back in the envelope then picked up a piece of paper. It was a print of a train schedule, showing the departure times for the Solace train station. It was the Monday schedule. She placed it back into the envelope with the passports. The third paper showed a series of three numbers: 22 17 38, and then the number 1008 circled in red ink.

“It must be the combination to a locker,” she said aloud, to no one in particular. 

Trench took the paper from her hands and studied the writing. “Or, it could be the buzz code to an apartment.”

“Or maybe a departure or arrival schedule?” she said, thinking about the train leaflet. 

Avalon tucked it back inside the envelope and picked up the last item. It was a page torn from a magazine. On one side was an advertisement for Betty Bees Honey Trees. A smiling woman in a bee keeper’s suit held up a large honey comb swarming with bees. Avalon flipped the page over but the reverse side did not seem relevant, as it was the final page an article about women’s rights. She returned to examining the advertisement of the bee trees, puzzling over its significance. 

“Bee Trees? Why would my parents be interested enough to put this in the envelope? It makes no sense.”

“It must have made sense to them.” Trench took a swig of his root beer. “What are you going to do with this?” He gestured toward the envelope with his bottle. 

“I am going to chase down the leads, the same as I did today by coming here.”

“How did you find us?” Cris’ eyes narrowed. 

“With the matchbook cover.” She glanced at Trench, who hauled out the confiscated matchbox cover out of his pocket and tossed it onto the table. 

“Where did you get that?” growled Magnum, pointing at the matchbook cover that Trench was turning over and over in his hands. 

“In the high security facility on the edge of town,” said Avalon.

“I knew it! You’re a government spy!” Magnum’s hand shot forward and grabbed Avalon around the throat. “You lying bitch! I will —”

Trench cut her off when he reached over to haul her hand away from the choking Avalon. 

“Stop it, Magnum. Let her go!” 

Trench wrenched her hand away and pulled her off of Avalon, who collapsed onto the bench gasping for air and massaging her neck.

“You heard her, Trench! She was inside the government facility,” she shouted. “No one goes inside the gates, unless they have been cleared by security. She is a spy, and she is going to rat on us all.”  

A cluster of other gang members gathered at the table, pulling knives as they approached, drawn by the conflict. Trench stood up and blocked the others from approaching the table. He grabbed Magnum’s arm, hauling her to her feet, and gave her a hard shake. 

“Get a grip, Magnum. She is not a spy.”

“How can you be sure? And what was that,” she pointed at the matchbook cover “doing inside of the warehouse?” 

All eyes swung in Avalon’s direction, as she slid back into the corner. 

“I found it in a scientist’s desk and I took it, thinking it might help me find my parents. I do not know why it was there. It was in a drawer with a picture of my parents with friends from their college days.” 

“Prove it. Show us this picture,” Magnum growled, as she placed both fists on the table and leaned toward Avalon.

Avalon’s eyes flashed with anger. “I don’t have it with me! Do you really think I am stupid enough to carry around with me anything I have stolen? I barely got out of there without being caught!”

“Oh great,” said Cris, “she is a fugitive too! She is going to bring the entire government down on us, Trench. I say we do away with her. She is a liability.”

“Shut up, both of you.” Trench stared at Avalon, sizing her up. Cris and Magnum glared at Trench. He took no notice. 

“Everything all right here, boss?” asked a tall, dark haired young man covered in tattoos. A silver ring pierced one nostril. On his right hand a set of brass knuckles flashed.

“Yeah. Take Magnum and Cris and check our back trail. I want to know if anything so much as twitches, back to where we picked her up.” 

With a huff, Magnum pushed away from the table.

“She will bring disaster, Trench. Mark my words.” Cris’ face darkened at her dismissal. “You betray us, bitch, and I will slay you first.” 

She kissed Trench on the cheek and got up to follow Magnum, who stomped away from the table, taking the toughs with her. The door at the base of the staircase slammed behind them.

Silence descended. Only Trench and Avalon remained. He relaxed back onto his bench as Avalon straightened.

“Thanks,” she muttered, as her eyes darted around the room, searching for more trouble.

“Magnum is super protective of me. She is also a hot head who leaps first and thinks later. That is why I am the leader, I think things through. Without me, they would all have been dead long ago, most likely by each other’s hand.”

“And Cris?”

Trench smiled. “She is protective...for other reasons.” His attractive mouth twitched into a smile. 

Avalon wrenched her eyes away from his mouth. “She hates me.”

“She is jealous of you.”

“What is there to be jealous of? I live on the street the same as you do.” 

The lie fell from her lips and she crushed the swelling guilt. She did not technically live on the street, but it came to the same thing. Until Mitch and Peet had entered her life, she had lived as they did, stealing to survive.

“You know who you are. You know the faces of your parents, even though they are gone. Cris has no idea. She was found in a dumpster after she was born. She was found by a garbage picker, who sold her to a pimp. She worked the streets for him from the age of seven, until she killed him at age eleven and fled. That was three years ago. Not a night goes by that she doesn’t wake up screaming, thinking he has found her.” Trench stated Cris’ history in a flat, matter-of-fact voice, devoid of emotion.

Avalon’s eyes widened in horror at the retelling. “She has nothing to fear from me.”

“I am convinced that you believe that, Avalon,” he fingered the envelope, “but she is right about one thing. You do bring trouble on your shoulders. It was not a coincidence that brought you here today, but a planned event. You need to tell me everything you are up to. We need to know the facts so that we can prepare for what may come. I need the truth and all of it. If you don’t tell me, I will have to kill you.”

“What?” Avalon shot to her feet. “You wouldn’t do that.”

Trench’s face hardened. 

“I will not let this gang fail because you bring the feds down on us. This is the only home we have. We will defend it with our lives. But perhaps there is something we can do to help you find your parents. If it wasn’t for them, you would be dead already. We do not allow trespassers on our turf.”

Avalon stared at him for a minute, and then sat down with a sigh. 

“Ok, I will tell you, but only you. This must be kept between us. If this knowledge were to get out on the street, there would be rioting. I do not want to be the cause of a civil war, nor get caught in the middle of one. First, let me first tell you about my family...” 

Trench reached outside the booth and pulled the sound proofing curtain closed, sealing its sides.
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Chapter 10

The Bunker
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Mitch followed Pam through the welcoming crowd and to the most highly decorated tent of the village. The patched leather hide was tanned to a chocolate brown and stitched with thick bindings of cream leather. It was long and rectangular, anchored to the ground by pegs driven deep into the soil. At the entrance, two warriors stood guard, faces painted with multiple eyes and images of lightning bolts. Mitch could not help staring at their fierce makeup. Pam paused at the door and bowed, then straightened. Mitch mimicked her posture. 

“We seek the counsel of the Chief Elder. Could you request an audience for us?”

The warrior on the right nodded and ducked inside the tent. He returned a short time later, and held back the tent flap, gesturing to them to enter. They passed through into the interior. The longhouse was set with benches of carved wood, set in a semi-circle around a tall chair set on a small platform. The pale chair was carved from bleached wood, and glowed in the natural light that filtered through several openings in the roof. In the chair sat a man with long red hair, braided into two plaits that ran down the front of his chest. On his chest he wore a vest of hollow bird bones, interspersed with beads and shells. Leather leggings and boots clad the lower half of his body. In his right hand he held a long scepter crowned with a petrified egg. The shell was pale blue and luminescent. Pam crossed over in front of the chief and bowed low once again.

“Elder, I would like you to meet my brother, Mitch. He is an officer in the Melina police department.” 

Mitch elbowed her. 

“Excuse me,” she amended, “he is currently on leave from the Melina police department.” 

Mitch grinned at the description, and Pam scowled at him. 

“He carries an object of utter secrecy,” she continued, “one that has now made him into a fugitive from his own co-workers, and from the government itself.” 

Pam reached out to take the backpack from Mitch. He slid it off his shoulders and placed it gently at her feet. Pam unzipped the pack and withdrew the blinking cylinder full of the hive colony. As soon as it was brought out of the back pack and into the light, the chamber began an angry buzzing.

“What is this thing?” the chief asked, his eyes on the container.

“Possibly the answer to the plague that is causing the land to die. It was stolen from the government research facility.”

The chief sat straighter. Stark realization flickered in his unusual, green-eyed gaze. “You have bees.”

“Yes,” said Mitch. “Genetically altered bees, we believe.”

The chief stared at the container. “We do not know what was done to them, do we?”

Mitch shook his head. “No, we do not. We need to study them. By ‘we’, I mean a team of scientists. Pam thought you might know of a place where we could do so without the government detecting us.” 

The chief’s gaze roved between Pam and Mitch. “We know of such a place. But the danger to my people is very great. The government does not bother us while they think we don’t have access to any technology. But if they were to learn certain ‘truths’ they may not leave us alone any longer. I repeat; the risk is very great, not just because of what you carry but who is interested in it.”

Mitch met the chief’s eyes with his own and held them. 

“I swear that the government will not learn your ‘truths’. I will destroy all evidence of the bees before I would let that happen. We will keep your secrets as our own.” 

The chief studied Mitch, and then he addressed Pam. 

“Daughter, you are a part of our people, one of our tribe, sworn to our protection and secrecy. Do you trust this man, as a Seiko tribeswoman?”

Pam picked up the chief’s hand and pressed her lips to the back of his wrinkled hand. 

“I swear on my familial oath, that my brother is honest and worthy of your trust. He will not betray the Seiko tribe. I swear that if this is not true, I will slay him by my own hand after cutting out his deceitful tongue and feeding it to my dogs.”

The chief nodded, satisfied. 

“Then you have my permission to travel to the sacred caves. Take however many warriors you need for security. Remember your oath.” 

Mitch and Pam bowed low, twice, then returned the container of buzzing insects to the backpack and left the lodge. They passed out through the tent flaps and between the two sentinels. As they walked away, one of the young warriors ran off in a different direction, into the village. 

Mitch leaned over and whispered in Pam’s ear, “You would cut out my tongue and feed it to your dogs, would you?” 

Pam’s head turned and her eyes twinkled. 

“It was the least painful of oaths. The other favoured way that the Seiko deal with the deceitful is to pull your intestines out through your belly button and wrap them around your lying throat, then hang you from the highest pole in the village square. You choke twice then, you see? Strangled by your own twisted gut and hung for good measure. My choice of death for you is much more merciful.”

“Gee, I feel so much better now,” muttered Mitch as Pam laughed. 

“Come on, if we hurry we can be at the caves by nightfall. I want to show you them while it’s still light.” 

Pam quickened her step and soon had Mitch jogging behind her as she hurried through the village, returning the greetings of the women they passed. By the time they had returned to the motorbike a group of six warriors were waiting for them, three women and three men. 

Pam climbed on the bike and kicked it to life, Mitch once again taking his precarious seat on the back of the bike. Pam eased off the brake on the handle, and sped off toward the hills in the distance. The warriors ran. Fleet of foot, they had no trouble keeping up with the motorbike. Mitch was amazed at their speed but as he soon found out, riding the bike was not an advantage. The terrain became ever rockier and the climb steepened until the bike moved slower than the human feet. They inched their way along the rough terrain and forty painful minutes later, just as the sun flattened and the colour of the sky morphed to reds and oranges, the caves came into view. 

The face of the cliff was sprinkled with holes, but the largest of them gave the cliff the appearance of a grinning skull. Bats flew in and out of the eyes of the face, blinking away into the dusky light, in search of their breakfast. The heated winds of day died away, as they parked the bike and began the last part of the climb to the largest cave. It was the nose of the rocky face, a flattened outcropping with two lopsided bores for the nostrils. Mitch pulled a crank-style flashlight from his pack. He spun the handle as he climbed behind Pam, building the charge in the battery. The sun plunged below the horizon just as they reached the lip of the cave. Mitch snapped on the flashlight and shone it into the dark hole in the face of the cliff, and nearly dropped it in shock as the beam revealed a shiny metal door. A weathered sign hung over the entrance and announced in barely legible paint “Integrated Blast Facility” and then in smaller letters below “Danger! Keep Out.” Over the sign an aged bell lantern hung, rusted and pitted with age. 

“You found a bunker?” Mitch said, pleased. “This is fantastic! There is nothing more secure than this. Is it abandoned?”

“Yes, the government never comes here. It is deep within the Seiko tribes’ sacred lands. They wouldn’t dare enter, since the signing of the treaties of The Silenced Lands, seventy five years ago. They returned the traditional burial grounds and all structures on or below the surface to the Seiko at that time.”

“Brilliant. This is perfect.” Mitch walked up to the silvery barrier. “There is nothing more secure than a bunker. How do we get in?”

Pam tugged on his arm and he followed her to the right side where another door stood hidden in shadow. 

“We use this entrance.” 

She knocked on the door, the taps coded into a pattern. A series of knocks were returned and Pam tapped again a shorter message. After a moment of silence, the door swung open and they stepped into the dim interior. A narrow hallway ran a few feet and then broadened onto a catwalk suspended from the curved metal ceiling and fenced over like a chicken coop to keep one from dropping several stories to the stone floor below. The fenced walkways crisscrossed the vast room, descending to the floor at either end. From above, Mitch could clearly see the silos built into the floor, like empty eye sockets. Instead of missiles, however, the silos were filled to the brim with water. Precious, life preserving water. 

Mitch whistled. “Talk about striking gold. You have found true treasure, Pam.”

Pam nodded. “I have, indeed. It was under our feet all along.”
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Chapter 11

To Save A Life
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Alexa wobbled down the highway, taking up both lanes trying to keep the car on the road. Her hands shook on the steering wheel, the wet slick from her sweating palms making her grip slide on the leather. She was too scared to let go of the Mustang’s wheel long enough to wipe each hand on her dress, in case she lost control of the car. She gripped it tighter, her fingers white against the black grip. She could barely see over the dash and had to sit close to the wheel to be able to see the road at all. 

Her first attempt to make the car go forward was greeted with spinning tires that scared her so badly, she’d started crying. She sat, frozen with fear for several minutes before gathering her courage and gently depressed the gas pedal with a trembling foot. The car eased forward without the spinning tires, and she drove it off the gravel and onto the pavement, her foot quivering so badly she wondered why the car didn’t hop down the road like a rabbit. The green road sign announced that the exit she needed was two miles further. 

She had no idea what the dials meant, except for the one that told her the speed. The red hand in the middle left circle of the woodgrain dashboard was pointing at the number thirty, so she thought she must be driving thirty miles an hour. She had no idea what the speed limit was, but at that speed, she didn’t wobble so much on the road. 

“Peet?” she called, not wanting to be alone. 

There was no answer. She bit her lip, to stop the tears that wanted to spill from her eyes. Stop it, Alexa. Peet needs you, she scolded herself, and concentrated on the road. The car hit a pot hole and lurched. Peet moaned from the back seat. 

The exit veered off on the right side and she followed the exit down an incline. A stop sign was at the end of the ramp and she braked, but it was a bit too late. She shot out into the intersection and was across it and onto the gravel on the far side before she could get the car turned. Panicked, she yanked the wheel to the right and the car swerved out onto the pavement again, but on the wrong side of the road. Alexa screamed as the grill of a truck bore down on her. A horn blared, scaring her so badly she floored the gas pedal. The Mustang leapt forward, onto the proper side of the road as the truck whizzed past, horn still blaring. Shuddering, Alexa took her foot off the gas and let the car coast down the road. Her legs were out of control, shaking in a cold adrenaline rush so severe they refused to do anything that her brain commanded.  Alexa concentrated on steering the car, her brain numbed with terror over the near miss. The Mustang slowed as the needle dropped and as she coasted, she calmed.

The gas station! There it is! Alexa squinted at the tall orange sign. A circle like the setting sun, with green triangles representing trees announced Timber’s Gas was closed. The last price posted was missing two numbers and a board announcing “Last Gas for Fifty Miles” swung in the breeze, flapping from one unbroken hinge. Alexa turned the wheel, still too scared to touch the gas pedal. The Mustang limped past the rusting gas pumps and the whitewashed gas station, obscured by six foot tall weeds and thistles. At the back, a narrow lane could be seen, but no building in sight. The Mustang rolled to a stop. Peet groaned once again.

Alexa let go of the steering wheel and rubbed her hands on her legs, fingers aching with stiffness. She shook her hands and then took several deep breaths, gathering her courage. She placed her hands on the wheel then gently pressed the gas pedal. This time she had more control over the pedal and the car eased forward, bouncing down the rutted lane. Gritting her teeth, she fought the bumps, steering as best she could. She was so focused on the driving part that she didn’t see the cottage until she was almost driving in the front door. She crested the slight hill and there it was. 

Alexa braked and put the Mustang in park, relieved that her ordeal was over. She opened the car door and stumbled out on legs that felt like jelly, stumbling to the front door. She pounded on the door with her fists. 

“Hello,’ she called. “Is the doctor in?” 

Spying a brass knocker, she lifted it and pounded on the striker, still calling, “Doctor? Hello, Doctor, are you home?”

The door opened abruptly under her pounding. A frail man stood in the doorway, white hair sticking up in all directions. A bathrobe was tied closed around his waist.

“I am Dr. Song. Who are you, girl?”

“I am Alexa, I am a friend of Peet’s. He is in the car, he has been shot. Please, can you help me?”

“Peet? I don’t know any Peet.” The door started to close.

Panic rose once again in Alexa once again. She stuck her foot in the door. 

“Please, you need to help me. He is bleeding and unconscious. Please! Help me!”

The man paused, eyes searching her dirty, tear stained face. 

“Alright, child, I will help you. Show me your friend.” 

Alexa took his hand and dragged him back to the car, opening the passenger side door and pulling the seat forward. 

Peet was sprawled across the back seat, but his legs had dumped onto the floor sometime during Alexa’s inexpert maneuvers. Blood had soaked through the towel wrapped around his leg. 

The doctor leaned into the car, placing two fingers against the side of Peet’s throat. 

“He is alive. We must move him inside, but it will take both of us to get him there. Wait a minute. I have a small wagon.” 

The doctor walked around the back of the cottage and returned a short time later with a gardening wagon. He rolled it up under the open door. 

“Now, we need to grab him under his arms and pull him out onto the wagon. I will pull him out, if you can keep the wagon steady. Ready?” 

At Alexa’s nod, he bent inside the car, slid his arms under Peet’s and began to pull him out. Peet groaned as his injured leg shifted, but with a few more pulls and heaves, they had him out of the car and onto the cart. Together they pulled the injured Peet into the house and into a library where a squashy, well-used couch sat under the window. 

“Take his feet, I will get this end,” said the doctor, and on the count of three, they lifted Peet’s limp form off the wagon. “There.” 

He straightened, running a practiced eye over the prone man. “I will need to examine him. Come with me — “He paused, turning to peer at her, and raised an eyebrow in inquiry.

“Alexa,” she supplied.

“Come with me, Alexa. You can run some water for me.” 

He led her back into his tiny galley kitchen, pulling a metal basin from a cupboard and placing it in the sink. 

“Fill this with lukewarm water while I fetch my supplies.”  

He shuffled out of the room, leaving Alexa to her task. When she returned to the library, he was already there, towels spread under the injured leg. 

A pair of sharp scissors made quick work of the blood soaked pant leg. He peeled back the stiffening cloth to reveal the damaged leg. Dr. Song gestured for her to put the water on the table beside him then dipped a clean cotton cloth into the warm water and washed away the dried blood. Fresh blood flowed as he washed away the thin crust and he poked at the wound, feeling his way. 

“The good news is that the bullet passed right through. We do not need to probe further. The bad news is that he has lost a lot of blood. I need to clean the wound then we will need to stitch it closed.”

“Is he going to live?” 

Now that the raw emergency was over, Alexa felt weak, and sick for real. Her stomach churned watching the injured Peet.

Picking up on her tone, the doctor assessed Alexa’s pale face. 

“Go get some food in the kitchen. There is some roast chicken salad in the fridge. Make yourself a sandwich and have a glass of mint tea. There might be a bit of goat milk left, check in the freezer. I freeze it in ice cube trays and only thaw what I need. The goat has been going dry.”  I will be fine for now. I will call you if I need your help. Do not come back until you have finished eating.”

Grateful for the excuse to leave, Alexa got up and left the room to do as the doctor asked. She poked around the kitchen and found all the fixings for sandwiches. She carried everything over to the table and decided to make three sandwiches, one for each of them, rather than just the one. Peet would be hungry when he woke up, she was sure of it. The cheery thought lightened her mood and she made sure to pile Peet’s sandwich twice as high as hers, as he would need the extra energy to heal. She sat and ate her sandwich and drank her milk. Bravery returning, she walked back into the library.

The doctor was wrapping Peet’s leg as she entered. 

“Feel better?”

“Yes. I made you and Peet a sandwich, too.”

“Thank you.” He smiled at her. “The leg is all stitched, and now just wrapping him up. I need to give him a shot for pain and one to help stave off infection. Are you scared of needles?”

Alexa shook her head, no.

“Good, because you hardly feel them at all.” 

He reached into the box at his side and pulled out a couple of small, labeled vials and a thin needle, pushing the needle through the rubber top. He pulled out the needed quantity and then plunged the needle into Peet’s arm. He repeated the process with another vial. He winced at the need to double up on the needle but they were hard to come by now. He ejected the spent needle into a secure container then stood up. He would re-sterilize it later. He pulled a blanket up over Peet. 

“He needs to rest. Come show me this sandwich you made for me.”

He followed Alexa back to the kitchen table, pausing to wash his hands at the kitchen sink before joining Alex at the table. He lowered himself down into his favourite chair with a weary sigh. 

“Thank you for the sandwich, Alexa.”

“Will Peet be ok?”

“Yes, his vitals are strong. He needs to rest and recover though, so you will be staying with me for a few days. I have a spare bedroom. How about you tell me what is going on here, and how Peet was shot? By the way, Peet is his middle name. That is why I didn’t recognize his name. I guess he doesn’t go by his first name.”

“What is his first name?” asked Alexa

“Gustave.” 

Alexa giggled. “Sounds like something out of a kid’s movie.”

“It sure does.” The elderly doctor’s eyes twinkled, as he took a bite of his sandwich. He chewed and swallowed, then said gently, “What happened, Alexa?”

The smile slid from Alexa’s face, as she recounted their narrow escape from the hospital. The old doctor frowned, listening in silence. He did not interrupt, leaning in to catch her every word.
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Chapter 12

Firebrand
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“So, you are saying that your parents are likely the leaders of the SOS or very close to the top of the underground movement? They are public enemy #1 according to the government?” asked Trench.

“Yeah. That is my take on it. They knew something, something dangerous, something that the government didn’t want the general populous to know. It was damming enough to hunt them down and silence them,” said Avalon.

“So you think they are dead?”

Avalon pondered the question for a moment, searching her feelings. 

“No. I don’t believe they are dead. However dangerous their knowledge is on the outside, it is even more dangerous to those on the inside. But it is also something they need. I think what my parents discovered was the antidote to the government’s failed experiment, the genie they let out of the bottle. I think they know how to stop all of this.” Avalon waved her hand at the greater world beyond the walls of Frankie’s Finger Foods. 

“Why imprison them for it? Why not thank them and implement the cure?” Trench scowled at the realization that the world he knew writhed in the throes of death beyond the brownstone walls of their hideaway. 

Avalon stared at him sadly. “Money. It’s the only theory that makes any sense. Someone is making a fortune to keep the truth silent, that there is a cure for all of this.  And we do not need to look very far to guess who that is.”

“Senator Penn,” growled Trench.

“Senator Penn,” agreed Avalon. “Do you remember the scandal of a few years ago, with the off-world shipments?”

“Wasn’t he investigated for privateering? It was all hushed up by the House of Lords.”

“Exactly. Do you remember who brought the accusations?”

“No,” said Trench.

“It was the student body at Solace U. They planned that big rally and marched from campus right to the gates of Parliament Hill. Don’t you remember? The government swarmed the crowd and opened fire, killing the leaders of the march.”

Trench nodded, as memory of the event returned. “That’s right. The government later put it about that the Parliament security had acted against orders and issued a formal apology, but that didn’t bring back the dead students who were leading the charge. The movement died with them. No one wanted to be the next ones targeted.”

“Exactly. The movement went underground at that point. I wasn’t old enough to know any of this, but I remember my parents talking about the rally.  I didn’t understand any of the conversation then, but I understand it now. They never tried to hide the issues from us. They spoke openly of their school days and the rally. In their study, they kept a scrapbook with news articles from the event, noting everyone they could identify on both sides of the conflict.”

“Do you still have it?” said Trench.

“Yes, it is in our hidey-hole in the barn,” said Avalon.

“We need that scrapbook,” muttered Trench. “It will help us so much!”

“How so?”

Exasperated, Trench leaned across the table, glaring at her. 

“How so? How so? Your parents were eye witnesses to the revolution! They know everyone who is involved. That might be the reason they were targeted.”

Avalon’s mouth dropped open with an audible click. 

“Oh my god, you are right.” Her eyes glazed over as memories flooded over her. “How could I be so stupid? They were trying to teach us without us even realizing it. They left the scrapbook as a road map, a guide. The government agents. That is what they were looking for. That is what they wanted. THE SCRAPBOOK!” Avalon shot to her feet. “I have to go,” she gasped and turned away but her flight was halted by a strong hand that clamped onto the bruises forming under the skin, from Magnum’s manhandling.

“Ouch!” she cried, pushing at Trench’s hand.

“Sit,” he commanded, pushing her back down and releasing her. “You are not going anywhere until you are one of us.”

“One of you?” she rubbed her upper arm. “What do you mean?”

“No one can come and go in Firebrand territory without being branded. What do you think it meant?” 

Trench shoved up his sleeve, and there, burnt into his skin was the Firebrand’s signature image, tattooed into his skin. Only this tattoo was burnt in, not inked.

Avalon licked her lips. “You mean I have to join you, in the flesh, in order to leave here alive?”

“Yes.” 

Her eyes rose to meet his. They were blue steel on ice. Immovable. Avalon’s eyes dropped to her bruised arm. With a sigh, she shoved the sleeve of her jacket up her arm, revealing the heaving bruising that had made her wince. 

“Ok, but make it quick. I need to get back so I can be sure the album is safe.” Anxiety over their hidey-hole in the hayloft where she and her sister Alexa had been living for the last five years set her heart to hammering in her chest. “I can handle your initiation.”

“Can you?” Trench raised an eyebrow. “We will see. I hear the others returning. You agree to become one of us? The decision cannot be reversed. Once branded, you are always branded. That is why we do not do ink.”

Avalon swallowed past the chunk of stone that lodged in her throat. 

“I can handle whatever you dish out. I do not fear you.” Avalon’s chin lifted in defiance and her eyes locked on Trench’s. “Bring your best and your worst. Either way, I am out of here in half an hour.”

Trench grinned in appreciation of her bravado. He ripped aside the privacy curtain, and pushed himself to his feet, to greet the returning gang members. Avalon scrambled to her feet also, anxious to not appear as a supplicant any longer. Her chin lifted in defiance, and her fists clenched. She spied her bike, still leaning against the booth across from her and sighed with relief.

Magnum lurched to a halt in front of them, the permanent glare fixed on her square face. A trickle of blood ran from her split lower lip. 

“The coast is clear. Nothing but the usual scum on the street.” She swiped the back of her hand across her lip and grinned. “Nothing like a good fight to start the morning off right.” 

The other gang members chuckled and cracked knuckles. Cris sidled up to Trench and ran her arm through his. 

Trench grabbed Avalon’s arm, lower this time to avoid the bruised area.

“Avalon is going to be inducted into the Firebrand gang.” 

Silence fell while all eyes fell on her. Some were curious, some almost friendly. Magnum’s grin fell, but it was Cris who raised the first objection.

“Why would you let her into the gang? What is she to us?” said Cris.

Trench untangled himself from her grip. 

“She is needed, and the decision to induct or not induct is mine alone, as our leader. Do you wish to dispute this, in front of the gang?”  His eyes were flat grey green steel. 

Cris blushed with anger, eyes flashing. 

“No, I will not argue with you. But I do not have to like it.”

“That‘s correct. You don’t. Your personal feelings have nothing to do with who is invited into the gang and who is not, but once inducted, you will protect her as you would any other gang member. Do you have a problem with this?” 

Cris shook her head. 

“Alright,” he continued. “Let’s get this done. We have work to do. Avalon, follow me.”

Trench headed toward the back of the restaurant and Avalon fell in behind him, keeping her distance from Cris. Magnum fell in beside her and the rest of the gang closed the box. 

Magnum leaned over and whispered “I’d watch your back if I were you. Cris doesn’t like you.”

Avalon turned to meet her eyes. Magnum grinned at the look of feigned surprise on Avalon’s face. 

“No kidding. I don’t intend to be here long enough for it to matter. The only thing I am interested in, is finding my parents. Nothing else matters to me. This was Trench’s idea, not mine.” 

Trench’s broad back shouldered through a pair of swinging doors that opened to reveal the kitchen of Frankie’s Finger Food. The kitchen was currently quiet, with no food prep underway. Trench marched back to the fryers lining the back wall and paused in front of one that had oil bubbling on a low simmer. Beside the fryer was a charcoal grill. He stirred the coals and added a couple more bricks to the grill, then a small splash of oil. The charcoal caught and burned merrily. Trench crouched down and sorted through a cupboard then pulled out what looked like a branding iron. On its tip was a symbol that Avalon knew all too well. It was the Firebrand symbol. Her eyes widened as Trench stood back up, facing her. He shoved the brand into the coals without dropping eye contact. 

“Take off your coat and give it to Magnum.” 

Avalon hesitated, but shrugged out of the precious jacket, handing it to Magnum. 

“Now, give me your left hand,” he said softly. 

Avalon’s throat constricted with fear. Silently, she held it out fighting the telltale quiver of fear that ran down her arm. Trench shoved her sleeve up, just as a pair of hands gripped her shoulders and pushed her down, so that her arm rested on the wooden prep board in front of the grill. Panting, she looked away as Trench reached in for the glowing firebrand. 

“This is going to hurt, Avalon.” 

Before she could say a word, he plunged the burning poker onto her arm. The smell of burning flesh and hair filled the air and Avalon shrieked, her scream echoing off the tiled walls. The excruciating pain overwhelmed her, merging with her exhaustion. The world spun then tunneled smaller and smaller until it faded to black.
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Chapter 13

An Unpleasant Truth
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Mitch followed Pam down a series of walkways. Their boots clicked on the metal grating, echoing in the vast chamber. The entire facility was empty. Not a person moved in the dimly lit interior. Mitch shivered. The temperature within the bunker was at least twenty degrees cooler than outside, and the contrast was shocking on the skin. 

They crossed over to a metal door, set with a security code. Pam punched in a series of numbers and wrenched open the door. 

“The pass codes are set to each person’s individual birthday plus one random number of their choosing. I will get you set up in the system in a second.” 

The hallway they entered ended in an elevator. The stepped into the box and Pam punched level 2. The doors closed and they descended, the cage rattling and squealing over the rusting pulleys. Mitch grimaced over one especially loud screech. 

“We haven’t had time to service the elevators yet. No one who is familiar with this facility has any experience with the elevators, and we can’t pull in someone from the outside. They work, that is what is important.”

“As long as they continue to work,” said Mitch. “Where do you propose we keep the bees?”

“That is where I am taking you.” 

The lift doors opened and they stepped out into a room with curved glass windows that overlooked the nuclear station. Old blue grey steel monitoring equipment was set in tidy rows, their displays dark. A thick coat of dust covered every surface.

“This is the original control room for the facility.” Pam led him through the room. 

“This is like stepping through a portal into one of the creature feature movies of our youth. I expect to find monsters on the other side of the wall,” said Mitch, with a grin.

“I think you have brought the monsters with you,” said Pam, eyeing his backpack. 

“True enough,” said Mitch. The backpacked buzzed angrily in agreement. He could feel the vibrations on his back.

“Here, this is the place.” 

Pam paused in front of a door with reinforced glass, with a heavy seal. She opened the door, passing into a narrow hallway that stopped at a secondary door. This door said Emergency Containment. Timed Entry Only, in bold red letters. 

“This is the safest place. Come on, let’s release your pets in here. We will set up a feeding station for them. We have been growing hydroponically within the facility. The plants could use some natural pollination. In time we can build a fly tube to the greenhouse. But for now we will bring plants into them. Put the back pack down and let’s get the supplies the bees will need.”

Grateful to be free of the buzzing pack, Mitch set it down on a table where it would not be disturbed, then followed Pam back out into the facility. 

Along the way, she found a couple of people stationed in the facility, and commandeered their help in carting plants and water, as well as rigging a temporary bee hive out of screens in wooden frames where the bees could begin building a home for the colony. 

Once everything was in place in the containment room, complete with a drip water system and a variety of pots containing flowering plants, Mitch tied a string to the loosened lid of the bee container and unwound it back to the door. With a tug, he pulled the lid off, just before he slammed the door, which cycled into locked mode. The lid fell to the floor in a silent crash and the bees flew out of the container, racing directly at the door, behind which their captors hid. They slammed up against the glass, swarming its surface. When they couldn’t reach Pam and Mitch, they lost interest and headed over to the flowers, settling in to feed off the nectar and familiarizing themselves with their new home. 

Mitch turned around to ask Pam when the door would be unlocked again, and paused at Pam’s ashen face. 

“You weren’t joking when you said the bees were killers. They knew exactly where we were. If we had been inside with them loose, we would be dead right now.”

“Yes, the bees are very dangerous. We think they have been altered somehow. We don’t know how or even why, but they are evidence of the government’s crimes. We just need time to be able to study them, and discover the truth. Avalon went to great personal risk to steal them.”

Slowly the colour returned to Pam’s face. 

“We need those dammed scientists,” she muttered. 

“Peet is in contact with them.” 

He settled in beside Pam, matching his stride to hers, working their way back through the control room. 

“Do you think we would be allowed to bring them here? I mean, who do we ask for permission? It would go better if we knew that we could invite them to the facility, before we made direct contact.”

“I am the person in charge, and seeing as this may soon be one of the last hospitable places left on this planet, it only makes sense to bring the best and brightest here, to aid in our survival. If they can unlock the secret, they may be able to reverse the damage that is being done, before it’s too late. But I doubt anyone will believe that every crisis on the planet right now is a result of a handful of bees. It is difficult for me to believe, and I am only one person that needs convincing.”

“I know, Pam, but the bees are a place to start. Maybe it’s not the only cause, but it is a major one. I am sure of it.”

“Then bring your scientists, if you can find them. We will keep your pets safe for now. You don’t need to worry about anyone disturbing them. No one will want to get too close to them.”

“Great.” Mitch yawned, his jaw cracking. He raised a hand to the thick stubble on his beard. 

“You could use some food and a rest. Whatever else you have planned can wait a day or two. Come on, let’s find the cafeteria and see if there are any leftovers in the fridges there.” 

As she lead him through the facility, she described the areas they passed. 

“Men’s showers are on the left, Women’s on the right. The left side doors are all sleeping chambers for men, the same on the right for the women.  Family quarters are one level below. Laundry facilities are located at the front of the shower facilities. All the water here is recycled. Soaps are made here, from what we grow. The organic compounds are separated during the water reclamation and used as fertilizer for the greenhouses. Nothing goes to waste.”

They entered the cafeteria, which was set with about fifty square tables and metal folding chairs with cracked red vinyl seats. The walls displayed old posters urging the purchase of war bonds, and one showed a list of rubber drive depots, where old tires could be donated.

Behind the serving counter, a fridge hummed. It was white enamel with a rounded top and a large silver handle that pulled down to open it. 

“Ok, let’s see what we have in here,” said Pam, pulling on the handle. 

Blocks of hard goat cheese, wrapped in brown paper sat on the top shelf beside a pitcher of watered down goat’s milk. Boiled eggs sat in a green plastic bowl and raisins soaked in a second glass bowl, rehydrated to a plump and juicy state. 

“Great, let’s eat!” She pulled the items from the fridge and put them on the counter. 

Mitch pulled a knife and began slicing cheese and bread. “How did they come by all of this?” he asked as he divided the food between two plates. A couple of eggs and some sweet raisins followed and a cold glass of skinny milk, each. 

“They keep goats and chickens in small pens by the tents, and they keep a separate stock here, in case of raids, or deaths due to the drought on the outside. Animals are worth their weight in gold now. Theft is a real problem, even out here in the wilderness. But the goats and the chickens are great scavengers, and nothing goes to waste.” Famished, Pam pulled her plate in front of her, signalling an end to the conversation. They fell to eating and when the plates were cleared and their stomachs content, they both yawned.

“I am going to find an empty room and crash for a few hours,” said Mitch. “I will be leaving when I wake up. I set out to find a place for the bees and I have accomplished that, with your help.” He put his arm around his sister and squeezed. “But now, I need to get back to my police station. We need information and I need to get access to it. Hopefully there isn’t a warrant out for my arrest.”

Pam nodded. “I will have a warrior take you back to the Mustang. He can retrieve my gear too. I need to prepare for the scientist’s arrival, provided they consent to come.”

Mitch pushed to his feet and pulled Pam up beside him. “Thank you for your help. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” 

Pam hugged him and then pushed him away. “Enough of the mushy stuff. I wanna sleep. Come on.” 

They placed their dishes in the sink then headed out of the cafeteria.

At the door to the sleeping chambers, Pam paused, frowning. 

“One last thing, Mitch. Be careful who you bring back to this facility. You must clear them all. One stray word about what we have here, and the government will be on us like flies on stink. This is still a top secret facility. It must remain so.”

“I will screen them all personally. That is another reason why I need to get back into the good graces of the police department. Each and every person I send here will be as shiny as a bright new penny.” 

Pam nodded, and then entered her room. 

As the door closed behind her, Mitch couldn’t help but wonder what his reception would be at the police station. I need access to the records there, but first I’d better find out if I am a wanted man, or I might end up in the same cell that held Avalon, not so long ago.
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Chapter 14

Undercover Scientist
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Dr. Song shuffled back into the living room, carrying two mugs of hot chocolate. Alexa eyed the treat with excitement. Two fat marshmallows bobbed on the top, slowly spreading their creamy gooey goodness across the surface. He placed one on the TV dinner tray he had set up for Alexa, before easing himself into his armchair. 

“Now, be careful with that. It’s very hot and I don’t need any other casualties under this roof.” 

Alexa nodded and then bent over and stuck her finger on the marshmallow, dunking it under the surface. It bobbed right back up but now it was covered in a slick milk chocolate coloured cream. She stuck her finger in her mouth and licking off the sticky sugar confection. 

“Oh! This is so good! I haven’t had a marshmallow since Mama made us...” Her voice trailed away as a bittersweet memory came to mind. Her head dipped down and her hair fell forward, shielding her face. 

“Hey now, no crying now. Whatever you are thinking about is in the past. It has no power to hurt you any longer. You are safe, and your hot chocolate is yummy and you have a place to sleep tonight. Now drink up and let’s get you settled for the night.”

Alexa took a sip of her hot chocolate, then put it down and looked over at the still mound of blankets that was Peet. The sun had set and outside the window and all was dark. The light of the lamp by Dr. Song’s chair was the only illumination in the room. Alexa yawned, her eyes drooping. 

Dr. Song picked up a note book and pen from the table side and flipped it open to where he had left off. He scribbled down a few sentences, scratched them out, and then tried again. He wrote, absorbed in his creation, sipping his hot chocolate while the cuckoo clocks’ pendulum ticked off the seconds and minutes. When he looked up an hour later to check on Alexa, he found her slumped sideways in the chair, fast asleep. Grabbing a spare blanket, he draped it over the sleeping child then shuffled out of the room and down the hallway to a spare room. He opened the door and entered what looked like a small radio studio, complete with a vintage microphone on a stand and a pair of bulky headphones. He sat down in the office chair, rolling it toward the desk where a stack of old CD’s sat on top of a CD player, plugged into a mixer. He flipped the switch on the wall to light the room then turned on the short wave transmitter/receiver, stacked in the corner of the desk up against the wall. He had created the numbers station as a way to send coded messages to his listeners, in case the government was listening in.” Only those who knew how and when to listen in would be able to hear and decode the messages sent in plain sight. Sometimes he used altered voices, sometimes a series of sounds, mixed with Morse code. His favorite ones were the nursery rhymes he created. Poetry was a passion of his and the message was locked deep within the verse. It eased an itch for both secrecy and art.

A quick glance at the bird clock on the wall confirmed that it was 9:15 p.m. and time to begin his broadcast. He turned on the mixer, queued the CD player, pulled several pages of poetry from his pocket and laid them flat on the desk. Dr. Song donned the headphones and pressed the black button on the base of the microphone, then fed the words to the night sky. He read aloud for fifteen minutes, flinging his message to a specific audience that only he knew about. He repeated the message three more times, and then shut the mic off just before 10:00 p.m. He pulled the headphones off and swiveled around in his chair and jumped at the sight of Alexa standing in the open doorway. 

“My child, come in. You startled me.”

Alexa came into the room, rubbing her eyes. 

“That was a strange nursery rhyme. What did it mean? Was it a secret message?”

“Yes, I was sending news to my friends in a way that only they would understand.”

“A secret code!” Alexa’s eyes lit with excitement. “That is so cool! Will you teach it to me? I want to be a spy when I grow up!”

Dr. Song chuckled. “I might teach it to you. Let me consider the request while you sleep. Secrets can be dangerous and I don’t know if it is wise to teach you this.” 

As she opened her mouth to object, he held up his hand to stop her words. 

“I will consider it, but for now it’s time for rest.” 

He pushed himself up from the chair, straightening slowly. 

“Come, this is where you will sleep.” 

He motioned her further into the room. Behind the door, pushed up against the opposite wall from the radio equipment, was a day bed. Alexa followed him over to the bed while he pulled back the covers.

“Now, the recording equipment may turn on in the middle of the night, if it hears a signal, but don’t be worried, it is just doing its job.” 

Alexa crawled under the covers and he pulled them up tight under her chin.

“Sleep well, Alexa.”

“Good night Dr. Song.”

He closed the door behind him as he left the room then checked on his patient one last time. Peet was hot. He checked his temperature and pulse, then gave him another shot of antibiotic. He checked the dressing and seeing that it was weeping, he unwrapped the leg and changed the absorbent pad out for a new one then wrapped the leg once again. Angry red lines ran from the lip of the wound, and the exit hole was red and swollen. Peet had infection setting in, and that, combined with his loss of blood meant that his patient was not going anywhere soon. With a heavy sigh, he pushed back to his feet then grabbed his cane as he felt bone weary. He was retired and not used to all this excitement. 

He locked up the doors and headed to bed, grateful for the chance to rest. In the morning he could worry about his two guests and what to do with them. The message he had sent to the SOS had advised the scientists that Peet had arrived and that an emergency meeting was in order. Now, he would wait for a reply and further instructions. It could be a week before they messaged back, and in the meantime he would try to nurse Peet back to health. He was running low on medical supplies. They were not easy to obtain and when one was dealing with a gunshot patient, even harder to hide the need. He ran through a mental check list of the items he would need to trade for, or source from the black market. His eyes drooped and he fell asleep, to his most frequently recurring dream where government agents swarmed his house, searching for the SOS. 

From the living room, similar sounds issued from the throat of Peet, as he wrestled with the blankets tucked around his body. Flinging out his arm in panic, he rolled from the couch attempted to stand. His leg collapsed under him. He struck his head on the side of the end table as he tumbled to the floor, unconscious once again.
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Chapter 15

A Change In Plans
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The door of the facility clicked closed with the finality of a prison cell, the locks snapping shut with a snick. Mitch adjusted the near empty pack on his back. It felt immeasurably lighter now that the container was missing. The incessant hum of the buzzing bees was also absent. The sun was still an hour away, the formations around him ghostly shadows. He searched the darkness for the Seiko warrior who was to be his guide back to the Mustang. Crickets chirped, the only sound in the predawn gloom.

“Hello?” he called to the dark. 

There was no answer. He fumbled around in his pocket and withdrew his flash light. A watery beam lit the immediate area, barely lessening the darkness. “Damn, the batteries need charging,” he muttered.  He flipped the crank out of the side and with quick movements, spun the handle to create the charge to be stored in the batter, while he waited for the Seiko warrior to appear. 

Suddenly a figure glided out of the gloom into the path of the weak spill of light from his flashlight. Mitch jumped, startled, his automatically dropping to where he would normally carry his service revolver. It was not there, of course, but the warrior’s eyes did not miss the movement. Mitch saw his hand flash and the glint of steel told him that a switch blade lay between the clenched fingers. Mitch held his hands above his head, palms out, one hand still clutching the flashlight. 

“Whoa there, son. You startled me, that’s all. I meant no aggression. Put the knife away.”

The warrior hesitated, then folded the knife and tucked it back up his sleeve.

“Good thing you apologized, old man. My brothers would have run you through before you could twitch.” 

He gestured around him and six heavily painted warriors stepped into the dim pool of light cast by the flashlight held aloft by his rigid hands. Mitch swallowed. 

“I am lowering my hands now,” he said in a firm voice. “We are on the same side, you know.” Slowly, he lowered his hands. 

The faces around him did not soften. A young warrior with a plethora of skinny braids grabbed him by the arm and jerked him into movement. Silently, Mitch followed the young warrior out into the badlands, shadowed by his muscular companions. 

Not a word was spoken during the first half hour of walking. He followed in silence, assuming that Pam had given instructions to the warriors as to how to find the Mustang and her old camp, but forty five minutes into the walk, he noticed that their general direction of travel was away from the Mustang, not toward it. He reached out and tapped the leader on the shoulder to gain his attention. 

“You do know that you are to be taking me back to my car, right? Pam gave you the location of it?” 

The warrior turned his head, smirked, and continued on, picking up his pace to a quick, effortless trot. 

Mitch was forced to increase his speed to keep up and said, in a breathy voice, “Hey, answer the question. Where are you going? I need to get back to my car.” 

The warrior behind him, red hair bouncing as he ran, said, “Shut up and keep moving.”

Distrust swelled and his mulish, stubborn side kicked in. He stopped dead in the path and his sudden arrested movement startled the warriors. As one they pulled knives and leveled bows at his torso. 

Mitch ignored the show of weaponry and addressed the leader, who had turned back, anger drawing his brows into a straight, furious line. Mitch crossed his arms, facing the youth. “Well?”

“Who said we were your escort back to your car? You are really stupid, for a cop.”

A frisson of alarm skittered across Mitch’s nerves. 

“If you are not my escort, then what are we doing here?”

“That,” said the youth with a flick of his hand, “is none of your business.”

That moment a burlap sack dropped over Mitch’s head and was pulled tight against his throat. Mitch swore, grabbing the edge of the cloth with both hands as he kicked out at his attackers, but he missed. Off balance, he was tripped, falling heavily to the ground, barely breaking his fall. The pressure on his neck did not ease and he gasped for air. A knee shoved in his back immobilized him. Mitch’s arms were pulled back and a plastic tie snaked around his wrists tightening painfully, cutting into his flesh. He was yanked back to his feet, and the pressure around his neck eased as the sack was tied tight. A rope dropped over his head, tightening painfully against his Adam’s apple, and then the warriors began to run again, in complete silence. 

The pace and the inability to see the ground under his feet had Mitch stumbling and falling on a continuous basis, and each time the rope around his neck tightened painfully like a hangman’s noose. More often than not, the warriors pulled him back to his feet by the rope, choking him until his sight tunneled towards unconsciousness. After the third fall, they cut the plastic tie and moved his hands round to the front and rebound them. With his hands now in front, he wrapped his hands around the rope by his neck to maintain the slack he needed to breathe. 

The ground leveled out and his falls became less about the ground underfoot and more about his exhaustion. The heat of the sun beat down on him and the rough woven strands of burlap scratched despite the film of sweat that ran down his face. The coarse fibers dug into his skin, a thousand tiny pricks of annoyance. 

Around midday, the pace slowed then the party came to a halt, with Mitch in their midst. He stumbled, wavering on legs that quivered with exhaustion. Into the still, heavy air, the drone of a plane split the silence, growing louder as it approached. The drone of the engine identified it as a twin propeller prop plane. A welcomed breeze gusted past them and Mitch realized that the plane had landed nearby. The engine cut, and the crunch of boots grew louder as the pilot approached where he stood, coming to a halt a few feet away.

Not a word was spoken. Mitch sensed that something changed hands between the pair and the murmur of quiet speech reached his ears. He leaned forward to try and catch the gist of the softly spoken words exchanged between the pilot and the braided warrior. Without warning he was struck on the head from behind. The blow made Mitch’s world spin and he crumpled to the ground, unconscious. 

The warriors picked him up and carried him to the plane, loading him into the back seat. The tall man in the dark suit spoke for a few moments longer, then shook hands with the warrior and climbed into the pilot’s seat. 

The engine turned over and caught with a powerful roar, then taxied down the desert floor, stirring clouds of dust as it sped down the flat, boulder free stretch. Lifting off, the plane made a slow circle as it climbed into the sky, before straightening out, and vanishing from sight.
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*** THE END ***
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If you have loved this story, please consider leaving a review on Amazon! Your reviews are precious to us and help us continue to find a cure for this dying land ☺. Join our mailing list!

***
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

THE SILENT LANDS CHRONICLES

[image: image]


By E.A. Darl 

STEALING SILENCE

SEEKING SILENCE

STINGING SILENCE

SHADOWED SILENCE

By Judith Docken

GHOSTED

By Sylva Fae

RAINBOW MONSTERS

MINDFUL MONSTERS

CHILDREN’S CHRISTMAS COLLECTION

By Susan Faw

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

THE SPIRIT SHIELD SAGA

[image: image]


SOUL SURVIVOR

SEER OF SOULS

SOUL SANCTUARY

SOUL SACRIFICE

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

THE HEART OF THE CITADEL

[image: image]


HEART OF DESTINY

HEART OF TYR

HEART OF SHADRA (COMING SOON)

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

STINGING SILENCE


BY


E.A. DARL




























[image: image]


COPYRIGHT © 2018 E.A. DARL

All rights reserved. Reproduction or utilization of this work in any form, by

any means now known or hereinafter invented, including, but not limited to,

xerography, photocopying and recording, and in any known storage and

retrieval system, is forbidden without permission from the copyright holder.

Cover Design by Greg Simanson

Edited by Judith Docken

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are

either the product of the authorʹs imagination or are used fictitiously. Any

resemblance to similarly named places or to persons living or deceased is

unintentional.

EPUB ISBN 978-1-989022-06-1

EPUB ISBN 978-1-989022-06-1 (AS PART OF THE SILENT LANDS CHRONICLES BOXSET #1-4)

DEDICATION

We dedicate this book to all of our earlier adaptors, who have dived into the series with excitement and fervour. We hope our words inspire you to think about the world around us. Humanity and nature walk this planet side by side, and neither can exist without the other. Well maybe nature can, It is humanity that is running amok, out of pace with the reality of life.

There is room for us all to co-exist. But if one or the other is to fail, it may just be humanity that goes extinct, for being too blind to see and too stupid to care.

Time will tell, for all.

-The lovely ladies of E. A. Darl

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1

Kidnapped
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The drone of the Cessna’s single engine vibrated the cushion, shaking him awake with a groan of pain. Mitch moaned at the sharp stabbing sensation that throbbed at the back of his head. He reached back with his right hand to examine the lump he was sure stuck out of his hair, but could not as his hands were bound in front of him. His eyes opened to a blue leather pilot’s chair, separated from him by a glass partition. The grey head of the pilot swiveled to the side, glancing into the back seat. Mitch caught sight of a curling grey mustache adorning his upper lip. The co-pilot’s chair was empty.

“Relax, Mitch. There is no place to go and any attempt to attack me will result in both of us dead. Enjoy the flight. We will be landing in about ten minutes.”

“Where are you taking me? What is the meaning of this?” Mitch rolled onto his back and held his bound hands up in front of his face. The tie had cut deep into his left wrist and a trail of smeared dried blood ran down his arm. An inaudible growl caught in his throat at the sight. 

“You have been dabbling in things you shouldn’t have. We have some questions for you, that is all. I can feel it when you roll on that seat. Now lay still unless you want to unbalance this plane.”

“Who are we? Who are you?” Mitch ignored the advice, glaring at his captor. 

“All will become clear when we land.” The pilot turned back to face the windscreen and ignored Mitch. It was a clear dismissal. He had no intention of passing on further information, and to prove the point he switched on his console and suddenly the plane was filled with the sound of an old rock song. The ADF receiver had zeroed in on the unmanned radio station signal that played continuously from the station located in Melona. Mitch knew it was the case because he had listened to it for years. The song always skipped at a particular interval, and sure enough, as soon as it reached that spot, it passed over an entire verse of the song. He smiled, know knowing his approximate location. He craned his neck to confirm the location of the sun in the sky.  We are flying northwest over Melona. If we do not lose the signal, then I know we are within a hundred mile radius of the town, and in that direction lies...the government warehouses. A frisson of alarm skittered down his back.  Damn, have they found me out?

The plane droned on, flying into the darkening sky as the sun coursed through its daily track. The music faded away and Mitch’s heart sank. They were going further than he thought. Perhaps it was the government but his first guess proved wrong. Mitch shifted onto his side and his eyes closed, lulled by the hum of engine and the need to escape from his splitting head ache. 

He awoke to the sensation of the burlap sack being pulled down over his head once again. He was hauled up off the seat and out of the plane, stumbling for a second as he gained his balance. Hands grabbed either arm and lead him away. Through the bottom of the sack, he could see the runway was grass, not pavement. A rural landing strip, he guessed. He did not resist his silent escort and when he heard a car door open, he paused. A hand on the back of his neck forced him to duck inside the open doorway and he settled onto the back seat of a car. The door slammed and the car engine purred to life and drove away. He tried to peer around under the sack but suddenly it was pulled from his head. Seated beside him in the back of the Lincoln was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Regal, like a queen, she sat straight backed, her nose wrinkling in her narrow, pale face. 

It dawned on Mitch that he smelled like a bar fight without the booze, all sweat and blood and that undeniable stench of things gone sour. He also realized that he was parched, his throat drier than a spider’s last meal. 

“I apologize for my state of, uh, or lack of a recent shower. The express trip across the badlands had no rest stops,” he croaked, leaning away from the woman.

She sniffed, tucking a stray strand of ebony hair ribboned with grey behind a delicate ear. She raised one brow and said “Understandable. Give me your wrists.”

Mitch held out his wrists. The woman pulled a knife from her pocket and sawed through the plastic strip. He winced at the pressure as she worked on the binding, which snapped, freeing his wrists. The relief mixed with fresh pain and the cuts oozed. She dropped the restraints into a bag and handed him some baby wipes. Mitch washed his injured wrists, depositing the soiled sheets in the bag. 

“Hold out your hands again.” He did as commanded.

“Who are you?” asked Mitch. As his voice croaked, her eyes met his. They were a vivid green. I could drown in those eyes, he thought, as she smoothed an antibiotic cream on the cuts, and then wrapped a soft gauze around the wounds. 

“I am Maria,” she said simply. She taped the ends and then handed him a thermos of water. 

Grateful for the cool liquid, he drank his fill before handing the mostly empty thermos back to her. 

“Keep it,” she said ignoring his attempt. She settled back in her seat, gazing out the window. “I apologize for the rough treatment, Mitch. We did not intend to hurt you. Only secure your cooperation. They,” she waved a manicured hand at the out of sight plane, “were meant to bring you, regardless of your wishes, but they were a little too enthusiastic in their instructions.” 

“You still know more about me than I do you. Are you government?” At the negative shake of her lovely head, he said “a spy for a faction? The leader of a faction?” 

She hesitated at his words. He could see that she was struggling with what to say. “Not in the way you think.” She watched the passing scenery out the window for a moment, then with a sigh, turned back to Mitch. “A long time ago, my identity was changed, to protect all involved,” she said in a quiet voice. “I go by Maria Mainz now, but I was born Ellen Maria Gainsborough. I believe you have been looking for me.”

Mitch stared at her in complete shock. Avalon and Alexa’s mother? 

Her eyes flicked over to him, gauging his reaction, and then she looked away, embarrassed.

“I don’t know what to say. Believe me, this is a first. I searched for you for years! Every lead went cold. Every trail a dead end. I had the full might of the police department at my fingertips. We finally closed it down as an unsolved missing person’s case.” Mitch shook his head. “Was this all staged? Was the kidnapping fake? Was your disappearance a fraud? You left your children behind, to starve!” Mitch’s voice rose in anger. “Avalon, Alexa. How could you abandon them like that?” The last words came out in an angry shout and Mitch heard the click of hammer on a gun being cocked, ready to fire. He made himself relax, pushing himself back into the seat, but still his fists clenched with anger.

Ellen had tensed at his tirade, but she hadn’t turned around. At the click of the hammer however, she leaned forward and put a hand on the shoulder of the man in the driver’s seat. 

“Don’t, Albert. He has the right to be angry. He does not mean to harm us.” She squeezed his shoulder. 

He tensed under her touch, then took his right hand off the gun and placed it back on the wheel. He did not relax his guard. Angry black eyes stared at Mitch from under heavy dark brows, reflected in the rear view mirror. 

Mitch’s narrowed eyes moved between the pair. “You have a lot of explaining to do, both of you. Is this why you have gone to such lengths to get me here? So you could talk to me in secret away from prying eyes?”

Albert answered his question. “Yes. You are being brought to our hideout. It also doubles as the headquarters of the SOS. We have questions to ask you, but we couldn’t risk being seen in the open, not for you, not for the kids. The world must believe we are dead.” 

He spun the wheel, taking a rutted lane off the quiet road, and meandering back through the underbrush to the base of a railroad trestle. Mitch’s eyes wandered the scene, trying to figure out where they were headed. It looked more like a good place for an execution, than a hideaway. His gaze settled on Ellen’s rigid profile. She was the very likeness of Avalon, a child she had not seen in five years. 

“You look just like Avalon,” he said. “She is a miniature you.”

Ellen’s face turned towards him. Unshed tears, held firmly in check, sparkled in her eyes. “Thank you. I am sure she is very beautiful.” She turned away again, to stare out the window as her husband steered the car underneath the trestle and straight toward a wall of stone. “How are they?”

Alarmed, Mitch did not hear her reply. Instead, he cried out as he ducked behind the front seat, but the anticipated impact did not occur. The car shot right through the wall. Heart beating very fast, his rationale caught up to his instincts and he sat up. “What the hell was that?” he gasped. They were inside a cave hollowed out of the hillside. The large metal structure could have housed the plane they had flown him here in, not unlike the silo facility he had just left. People in farming gear and lab coats moved to and fro, pushing carts loaded with burlap sacks or driving tractors hauling plows or seeders. No one paid them any heed. They went about their duties unconcerned about the stranger in their midst. 

“A hologram. It is a very expensive piece of deception. We stole it from the government,” said Albert.

The car eased to a stop by a door. Albert put it into park and then turned around to look him full in the face for the first time. Lines of worry had dug deep furrows into the once youthful face and his hair was liberally sprinkled with grey. 

“Welcome to the secret facilities of the SOS, the ‘Seeds Of Survival’ initiative. It is our most important facility.” Mitch took a deep breath to slow his racing heart, then nodded acceptance of the welcome. He had found them, or rather they had found him. Avalon and Alexa would be so happy. Their parents were alive!
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Chapter 2

The Initiate
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Avalon launched all one hundred twenty pounds of enraged female from the couch like a rocket, lunging with outstretched hands to grab Magnum’s throat. All Avalon wanted was to choke the girl where she stood. She was tired of being pushed, prodded, and goaded into reacting, yet here she was again, attacking the taunting teen. 

Magnum laughed as Avalon bounced off the plexi-glass barrier and was tossed to the floor. She crossed her arms, eyes glinting and lips twisted into a mocking smile. “She doesn’t handle the drugs well, does she?”

Trench leaned up against the wall picking his nails clean with tip of his switchblade, watching Avalon rage. “You know, I wouldn’t get on her bad side. That girl has some serious anger management issues. They might even be worse than yours.”

Magnum stuck her tongue out at him and went back to smirking at the out of control Avalon through the safety of the plexi-glass. The room where they had secured Avalon was an old office space tucked off the back of the main kitchen. All furniture had been removed long ago, except for a rolling cot that they used as a place to crash and get some sleep. The window’s blinds had been pulled up, giving a clear view out into the kitchen. They had moved the unconscious Avalon into the room and laid her on the cot, after she had passed out from the branding. Trench had given her a shot of Oxycodone to ease the raw pain of her burnt arm, and then they had wrapped the wound and left her rest. 

However, Avalon had awoken, and finding herself in the narrow cell-like room, she’d jumped to her feet and charged the window, screaming and raving about jail. She’d thrown herself over and over at the window, her face contorted with rage and a wild, insane light to her eyes. 

“Uh oh,” Magnum had said and then wedged a chair under the doorknob, effectively locking Avalon inside. “Trench, we have a problem!” she had yelled over her shoulder, bringing him back to her side. 

Again and again, Avalon hurled herself at the window. Magnum watched the small girl, fascinated by the desperation underlying her aggression. The attacks had a feral quality about them. The girl was acting like a caged bear she had seen once at a zoo. Feral and deranged at the same time. Avalon was extremely dangerous right now. Most people who are hallucinating are dangerous purely by accident, as they do not sense pain. That is what the drug is for, to deaden pain. Who knew she’d have no ability to handle it, thought Magnum. Weak.  

Avalon had given up on her direct attacks at the window and now lay curled in a ball on the cot, cradling her sore arm. She had not moved for the last five minutes. 

“Hey, Trench,” Magnum called over her shoulder, “looks like she has fallen asleep again. What do you want to do now?”

Trench left off counting their food supplies and wandered back over to the window. “I will watch her. We are running low on just about everything. I need to you to do a foraging run. See if you can find another abandoned storage warehouse like you did last time.”

“We got lucky, Trench. The warehouses are nearly always controlled by rival gangs. We’d have to fight our way in just to get a peek at what is inside of it. That last one was a fluke, because it didn’t look like a warehouse from the outside. I think it was a food bank or something originally. The outside was painted up like an auto body shop.”

“Go back to that warehouse and let’s do a thorough sweep of it. Maybe there will be a clue to other food stashes across the city. We know they had more than one outlet. Take some help. And Magnum,” he said as she stepped away from the window, “watch your back, ok?”

“Got it, boss!” She tossed him her usual smirk and left the kitchen.

Trench took the chair out from under the door knob, opened the door and carried it inside, setting it quietly on the floor beside Avalon. He sat down next to her and watched the slow rise and fall of her arm, cradled on top of her chest. She was indeed asleep. He hoped it was peaceful now. His eyes traced the features of her face. 

“You are a mystery, Avalon,” he said softly to the sleeping girl. “Despite our talk of a little while ago, I sense you have more secrets than you shared. That’s ok. I do, too.  But you are one of us now. Be careful what you do. Do not force me to destroy you.” He ran a hand over her hair, then settled back in his chair by her bedside. 

***
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AVALON WAS HAVING THE strangest dreams. She was back in the jail of Melona, and then she wasn’t. Mitch was there, and then it was a different man, the Firebrand gang boss. She had to get out, she couldn’t stay, and both were holding her back. She moved her arm and cried out. It was on fire, they were burning her alive! She thrashed and a hand grabbed her hand and soft words floated across her consciousness, soothing her frayed nerves and nerve endings. She drifted off once again.

This time, when she woke, she stared around at the puce coloured walls with disgust. She’d hated this colour for as long as she could remember. Lighter rectangles spoke of pictures long gone. The ceiling was the same depressing pink as the walls. She turned her head and her sight filled with something bound to cheer her up. Trench sat in the chair beside her, chin resting on his chest, fast asleep. His arms were crossed, and from Avalon’s perspective, all she could see was his bulging bicep where it exited the short sleeve of his t-shirt. Avalon dragged her eyes away, and sat up, coughing. The noise woke Trench and he straightened, instantly awake. His eyes were wary. 

“How do you feel?” he asked, dropping his arms to his knees. Dark crescents under his eyes hinted at his lack of sleep.

“Good. My arm is a little sore yet. Why?” She looked around the room. “Where are we?”

“This is an office space just off the main kitchen. We use it as a place to flop when tired. You have been here for a day.”

Avalon frowned. “A day? Why would I need to be here for a day?”

“We gave you some medicine to help with the pain of the brand. You reacted badly. I have never seen such a reaction,” said Trench.

Avalon scowled. “What did you give me?” she demanded. “I can’t take most pain killers. I have bad reactions to them.”

Trench laughed. “That is an understatement. You went berserk. Even Magnum was scared of you, although she’d never admit it.”

The door opened and Cris walked in, her face thunderous. “I still vote for just putting her down. She is going to get us all killed with that temper. She,” she pointed at Avalon, “is a liability to us all.” Trench stood as Cris marched in the door and faced him.

“Since you are so scared of Avalon, I am assigning you to her training. You will work alongside her and introduce her to our activities. If you get killed,” he nodded toward Avalon, “I will know you were right.” He put his finger under Cris’ chin, raising her angry face to meet his. “But, I’d prefer if you both lived.” He kissed her lightly on the lips, then left Avalon alone with Cris.

Cris turned triumphant eyes on Avalon. “Come on, you need a change of clothes, before we hit the streets.” Avalon got up and followed Cris out of the cubicle and through the back doors to a hallway, all the while wondering how she was going to stand being with this girl all day long. One or the other was sure to snap. One thing was clear, she had a dangerous rival in this girl, and it wasn’t just over Trench’s attention. Not that I want Trench’s attention, never that. Avalon squirmed internally. One can lie to oneself but you always know it’s a lie. Most inconvenient.
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Chapter 3

Comparing Notes
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Peet pushed himself up off the couch, struggling to not move his leg any more than necessary, which of course was an abysmal failure. “Oww. Dammit, ouch! Six teeth of a tooth fairy, that hurts!” he grumbled as he stumbled to Dr. Song’s favourite chair.

Alexa laughed at his swear words, knowing he changed them for her. “Six teeth of a tooth fairy?” she giggled, grabbing a stool and dragging it over under his leg. 

Peet scowled at the imp. “Do you really think they get all their teeth from youngsters like you? They steal them from adults too, you know. Although they hide it by posing as dentists. That is why you have to lie back in the chairs so far, so you can’t see the bump of their wings under their lab coats.”

Alexa howled with laughter. Peet hid his smile in his shoulder, unwilling to give up the game, quite yet. He was glad to see her in good spirits after their flight from the government agents, getting shot by those selfsame agents, and then forcing her to drive his car. That either of them was alive was a miracle, and she deserved to laugh. 

“That’s not true, Peet! You are teasing me.”

Peet replaced his smile with a wince and a groan, then mock glared at Alexa. “You think I am joking do you? Why pull out teeth when they can make them? Answer me that one.”

“They pull them out when you don’t brush your teeth.” Alexa grinned at him, assured in her knowledge of this matter. “Didn’t you brush your teeth, Peet?”

“Of course I did! Once every three months, as instructed by the tooth fairy, err, I mean dentist.”

Alexa laughed. “No, no! You have to brush them every day! To keep the gremlins away.” Alexa smirked, enjoying the childish game. Gremlins were much more fun than tooth fairies. She did not believe in either, hadn’t believed for a very long time, but it was fun to play along.

Peet ran his hand over his stubbly chin, frowning. “Gremlins, you say? Gremlins? Well I suppose they could have been gremlins. They come in the middle of the night, right? Sometimes during the day too, if you are scared of dentists and have to sleep in the chair.” He shifted slightly then said, “I will make you a deal. Next time you have a wiggly tooth, give it to me and I will stay awake to see who comes to get it. Deal?”

“Deal!” said Alexa, flashing her cheekiest grin around a mouth full of perfect teeth. “I am afraid you will lose this bet. I have all my adult teeth. I think you will end up losing some before I do.” Peet grinned back, gap toothed. Three teeth were missing in the front row. Alexa hugged him hard. “You are the funniest man I know! Even funnier than that cartoon duck. I can’t remember his name but we used to watch it on Saturday afternoons on TV when I was really little.” Her smile faded as she remembered.

Seeing her mood changing, Peet said. “Well, are you going to get me a cup of tea? That is why you woke me up, wasn’t it?” Her smile returned and she scooted out of the room, calling for Dr. Song as she left. 

Peet eased himself into a more comfortable position then picked up a magazine that sat on the side table. The title proclaimed it to be a science magazine, several years out of date. The cover featured a weathered old farmer, kneeling on one knee in a field, examining a withering plant. The soil beneath his boot was dry and cracked, huge furrows running in all directions. It had been many years since any farmer had attempted to plant crops under the naked sun. As the clouds had vanished and the drought deepened, farming had moved indoors, to warehouses and ice rinks and sports facilities, any place where the environment could be controlled, and moisture created artificially. Moisture collected from sweating pipes and air conditioning coils was meticulously collected, the water life-giving in a dying world. The headline on the cover proclaimed “Worst Drought In A Century Grips The Farming Heartland”

At that moment, Dr. Song shuffled into the room, carrying two cups of tea. Alexa walked carefully behind him carrying a plate of crackers. Seeing his patient sitting up, he smiled at Peet. “Well it’s about time you woke up. Your colour has returned. Good.” He set the tea on the side table and took Peet’s abandoned spot on the couch. “How do you feel?” Alexa placed the crackers beside the tea then skipped out of the room to return with a small jar of jam with a spoon stuck in it. She put it down beside the crackers then joined Dr. Song on the couch. 

“As well as can be expected, for recovering from a gunshot wound and no hospital nearby. I am grateful we are both alive. Alexa did a hell of a job getting me here.” Alexa beamed at the praise.

“She is a smart girl. You must be very proud of her,” said Dr. Song.

“She is not my daughter. She is the daughter,” Peet hesitated slightly over the small lie, “of a friend.” In actual fact, he had never met Alexa and Avalon’s parents, as they had disappeared many years ago, as a result of a government cover up and scandal that had resulted in the two girls being orphaned on their own farm and forced to live on the streets to survive. It was his personal belief that they were still alive and that their current host may be able to enlighten them to why the government abducted the two eminent scientists, in the first place. “She is the daughter of Ellen and Albert Gainsborough,” he said quietly.

Dr. Song’s brows lifted in surprise, and then he glanced over at the child seated beside him. “You are quite the surprise, my dear.” He focused back on Peet. “I do not believe that you were shot on purpose, just to get access to me. I also do not believe in coincidences. I am thinking you were coming to see me anyways and just got shot along the way.” At Peet’s nod of affirmation, he grunted. “So then, tell me why you are here?”

“We found some information in the hospital records.”

Dr. Song raised a white brow in question. “Found, or stole?”

“How about we say acquired. You worked at the hospital for over thirty years. You know all the doctors who have been in and out of that facility. Yet there were two on loan from the government about ten years ago, who had no I.D. yet full access to all programs and services. They were studying some strange disease on a specialty basis, and the results were encrypted. The timing of this is suspicious in the extreme. It was only a short time later that the Gainsborough’s went missing. I think you know what this is about, Dr. Song. I think it is why you chose to hide away from the world. I think you want everyone to forget you ever worked at the hospital.”

Dr. Song stared at Peet. “I don’t deny it. I wanted nothing to do with the hospital when I left. I retired, and faded from view as quickly as I could. I live a peaceful, quiet retirement here. I prepared in advance for this time. I knew it was coming, you see. I knew the land was dying.”

“How did you know? You are a medical doctor.”

Dr. Song took a sip of his tea, then stared at the swirl of leaves in the bottom of the cup, gathering his thoughts. “In the beginning, the signs were subtle. The doctors in the ER started dropping offhand comments about the poor diet of the patients coming through. Cases of Scurvy and iron deficiencies were the early indicators that something catastrophic was occurring in the local food supply. The cases of severe nutritional deprivation and diseases related to these conditions such as Rickets & Beri Beri multiplied, until the trend was undeniable.”

“What trend? What did you discover?” asked Peet.

The old doctor lifted his head. “Something was poisoning the food being handled and eaten by all of us. The food that was being grown was nutritionally deficient, and fewer people had access to healthy food. Something in the environment was affecting the food, but not just the nutritional value, but also the produce itself was coated in a toxin and those closest to the problem were the first to show signs of illness. The first cases came from the agricultural community, those doing the planting and cultivating and growing. Farm workers and farmers. Then we started seeing those who handled the produce becoming ill- grocery store employees and warehousers, truck drivers, cannery employees, the list goes on and on. Anyone who came in contact with the produce became ill. The plague acted like a virus, infecting all who came in contact with it, yet it was undetectable by the normal screening processes put in place by the Department of Agriculture’s standardized testing.”

“How do you know it is undetectable?”

“A government agricultural tester was one of the patients that came into the hospital in the second wave of illnesses that flooded into the hospital. He told me about a pandemic they were trying to contain but that was undetectable by their current methods. He had a bronchial infection that he thought he had acquired from working in one of the hot house greenhouses. This was back when they were still privatized operations. When I questioned him further about his exposure, he said he couldn’t say anything more, that they were under orders to not talk about it to anyone on the outside. He had only come in because he couldn’t breathe any longer. We did the usual work up on him and took x-rays of his lungs. He had tumors the size of my fist. He died within hours of arriving at the hospital. There was nothing we could do for him.”

Alexa’s sat with her mouth wide open, as she listened to the adults talk. 

Peet swore for real this time. He had forgotten she was there.  He held out his arms. “Come here, Alexa.” Alexa ran over to him and he pulled her close to his side. “Don’t you worry, you are safe. If you were infected, you would have died a long time ago. This is something that happened a long time ago too, around the time your parents went missing. Ok?” He gave her a little shake and smiled down at her. Her head bobbed acknowledgment. Over her head, he said, “Do the two unidentified research scientists have anything to do with the cases?”

“Yes. They were sent by the government to study the cases. They were not there to treat them, but more like scientists observing lab rats. They took most of the patients who showed symptoms away with them to be studied in a secure facility somewhere. We were happy to see them go, frankly. The last thing we needed was a hospital full of people who could not be treated. We did not question it overly much, believing at the time that the government had specialized help brought in just to handle the issue.”

“The patients never returned though, did they? Are you aware of any who were cured?”

Dr. Song shook his head. “No. They all died in their care. We received copies of the death certificates so that we could close the hospital record, but that was it. We assumed the bodies were passed on to the next of kin.”

“Did you ever figure out what was causing the disease? I mean, you must have had some thoughts around the disease. Was it something ingested? Airborne? Passed on by physical contact?”

Dr. Song shook his head. “No. The closest we came to a working theory centered on some pollen collected from the coveralls of the greenhouse worker. One of my colleagues put the pollen under a microscope as a joke, wondering if it was a hyper allergen. What he discovered was that the pollen was a thousand times sharper than regular glass shards. Every spike on the minuscule particle was a tumor waiting to happen.”

“Did you report this?” said Peet his voice sharp. 

“To whom?” said Dr. Song, equally as sharp. “The government doctors? They were the ones hiding the evidence! They took away every single person who presented themselves at Emergency, citing section this and section that. They were ready to shut down the entire hospital and turn patients away who were not part of this problem. They were willing to let people die in the ambulances lined up at the door! We had no choice.” Silence filled the room. “But...it does not mean that we kept no records at all. We just didn’t keep the type they can easily find.”

Alexa piped up. “You wrote everything down. Computers are easy to copy.”

Dr. Song winked at her. “That’s right, Alexa. We made paper records and kept them in a very special place.”

“Where?” she asked. Peet leaned forward, better to hear the answer.

“Right here.” Dr. Song got up and pushed the couch out from under the window. Lying flat on the floor underneath the sofa was a black leather briefcase hard-sided briefcase. He bent over and picked it up by its handle. “I assume this is what you were looking for, Peet?”

Peet nodded. “Thank god. Now we can get to work.”
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Chapter 4

Digging Into The Truth
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Mitch straightened, stretching his back to work out the tender kinks that were the result of his recent transportation experiences that had brought him to this spot. He followed the retreating backs of the Gainsborough’s as they made their way deeper underground. After they passed the initial human traffic, the tunnel dove straight through the hill on which the south section of trestle rested and emptied out into a...garbage heap. Mitch stopped dead in his tracks. The SOS was located in a dump? His nose wrinkled with the sulphuric smell of rotting vegetation and other odours that he struggled to place. “Uh, why are you all parked on the edge of a garbage dump? This makes no sense.”

Albert’s faced creased into a thin smile. “It wasn’t our choice, trust me. What you see is a garbage dump. What we see, is evidence.” 

He led Mitch down between tall columns of wood, laid on their sides like retaining walls. Garbage mounded up out of the top of the pile threatening to tumble down into the passage with a good gust of wind.  

“I don’t understand,” said Mitch, frowning. “Care to elaborate?” He followed their silent forms, annoyed at the lack of communication. “You went to all the trouble to bring me out here to show me what?” 

They took a right fork and then climbed a rough staircase made of leftover paint cans, climbing to the top of the pile. His head leveled then moved above the height of the garbage, and that is when he saw it. 

Lying in the midst of the pile of garbage was a flattened section, partitioned off by ropes. The area had been dissected into quadrants. Within each quadrant, masked and gloved people worked with brushes, tiny shovels, and water bottles, clearing away the surface of the area. 

“An archaeological dig? In a dump?” said Mitch, in utter amazement. “You really believe you will find anything that old in here?” he gazed around at the trench they had just climbed out of and then it dawned on him how much work they had already completed. As he gazed out over the dump, over the acres of garbage, he realized the retaining walls were sites already dug to bedrock. This excavation had been going on for years.

“Twenty years to be exact,” said Ellen. Mitch turned towards Ellen at the sound of her voice. He hadn’t realized he’d spoken the words out loud. “We first heard of the deposits back in our college days. The hills around Melona show evidence of an ancient marsh that was pushed upwards by seismic activity, and the remains of dinosaurs had been found, on and off, for centuries. We used to volunteer for those outings, to go scavenging for fossils containing dinosaur bones. Those were fun days. Then the government stepped in and stopped it.”

Albert leaned against the temporary fencing, studying the scene. “It was under the guise of protecting our national heritage, declaring the scavenging to be disruptive to the ecology of the area and that all such activities were to cease. We thought it was aimed more at the commercial enterprises that collected the bones for gift shops and such. Dinosaur bone jewellery and belt buckles were all the rage at one point. The government fenced off the areas and posted signs and established huts to control the entry and exit to the most prolific grounds, most at danger for exploitation. Or so we thought.”

Ellen moved up beside him, but her eyes were far away. “Then they brought the big equipment. The government pushed back the boundaries and began issuing passes permitting entry into the area. Everyone was turned away, including scientists, unless they had government issued permission to access the area. Some of those we knew applied to the government and those that were accepted soon became closed mouthed about what they were being asked to study. They were sworn to secrecy and eventually they stopped associating with us at all. Trucks began to leave the area, full of no one knew what, but by the sheer number, we deduced they must be carrying away artifacts in the armoured ones, and debris in the garbage scows. So we started following the trucks.”

“The garbage trucks came here. The armoured trucks went to a secured warehouse near Melona. We never could get a look inside that one,” said Albert.

Mitch scratched his ear, puzzled. “Why dig through this dump? I still don’t understand.”

“Because in all of this garbage, there may be a piece that they missed. A piece of a dinosaur so important to the government that they will kill to protect the secret,” said Ellen.

“What secret?” said Mitch.

“The secret of the disease unleashed by the government on our unsuspecting world. We believe that they unearthed something deadly. Our bet is that it is the same disease that killed the dinosaurs in the first place. A plague that we cannot begin to stop until we find the root cause. That is why we dig.”

Mitch sifted the concept through his mind. “Ok, say that this is all true,” he held up his hand when Albert opened his mouth in rebuttal, “and the disease issue that is affecting the land is related to the dinosaur bones. What do you expect to accomplish in the end?”

“Find a cure of course! We are trying to save this world! We gave up our family to do so.”

“Yeah, well as to that, why didn’t you just bring them with you?” He shook off the protest he knew was coming. “Never mind. What I really need to know is how does all of this tie in to the green houses? You know about them, right?”

“Yes. We are aware of the greenhouses,” said Ellen. “We are not sure of their significance, but we have theories. We are waiting for the scientists of the SOS to tell us this but they are working in many scattered locations. The SOS operates in small cells so that if a government raid were to happen, they would not grab all of us at once. But this makes it difficult to share information too. A courier must move our results from cell to cell as we don’t dare trust the internet, where it is even available. The government monitors every transmission from every server. Rogue servers that are not registered are shut down within days. There is no such thing as ‘freedom of information’ any longer. Only the rich can afford internet service, so it makes it super easy to know who is using it and for what purpose. Cell phone service collapsed long ago, as you know. So most of the SOS teams have gone back to a short wave system of radio and encoded broadcasts. You can only send a limited amount of information that way, however, and a lot of what we are dealing with are samples, and data slides. It must be transported. SOS couriers run between sites, sharing the results of their research. The cell you see here,” she waved a hand back at the trestle, “is one of many.”

“So you are searching for dinosaur bones too small to be caught in the machinery the government was using, to study the same thing they were? How do you know what it was?  How do you even know it is related to dinosaur bones? They could have been searching for anything.”

“We know, because we were two of the scientists that applied and were accepted into the government ranks. We were part of their secret order, initially.” Albert grimaced, anger flashing across his face. “That is, until we discovered the truth. The government is behind the entire ecological disaster. Every last bit of it.”

“I thought so, too,” said Mitch, “but I have never had any evidence to back up my hunch. So what have you discovered? Why bring me here?”

“We knew you were searching for us, had been since we disappeared. We also hoped you could help us with a small snag we have run into. Come, let me show you.” Albert crossed over to a small bridge spanning twin piles of refuse, then took a stair case that lead back down to ground level, taking the steps two at a time. 

Mitch hurried to keep up. At the base of the stairs, a pair of glass doors on sensors came into view and shushed open, parting to allow them entry. It took a minute or so for his sight to adjust to the dim interior. When it did, what his eyes revealed took his breath away. Mitch whistled, as he slowly he entered the cavern, eyes roving over the incredible sight. Rows and rows of incubators stood solemn sentry, organized into groups, like peas in a pod. Lights blinked on the front of the pods, and a light in the ceiling brightened as he paused in front of a tube. Floor to ceiling in height, each pod contained a person. There was no defining factor to the arrangements that he could determine. Some pods contained women, some contained men. They were of different heights, differently dressed, different ethnic groups. There were even a few children in the groups. He couldn’t stop his eyes from roving over the rows and rows of tubes.

“What is going on here? They are all in stasis, right?” asked Mitch, eyes studying a blond haired boy of about twelve. His heart lurched. He reminded him of Alexa. “Are they infected?”

“They were all stung by bees. Each and every one of them,” said Ellen. 

Astonishment washed over Mitch and he ran a hand down his face, welcoming the feel of the scruff on his chin as his eyes took in all the people in stasis chambers.

“How in the world did you get them all here?”

“That is a fascinating story, for another time. Suffice it to say, if we had left them where we discovered them, they would be truly dead,” said Albert, his voice gruff. 

Mitch turned around to stare down the two scientists at his back. He folded his arms and his biceps bulged, as he tensed to do battle. “I am not leaving this spot until you explain why you kidnapped me and brought me here. Clearly you want something and I am not cooperating until you explain everything. Are they victims of government experimentation? Or did you do this to them?”

The Gainsboroughs exchanged glances, but remained silent. 

“I have been caring for your children,” he continued. “Did you know? For the last three months, I have been housing and feeding them, and all this time, you have been alive. How could you abandon them so? You made no provisions for their welfare, at all. You left them to rot while you staged your own abduction by the government? Is that what I am to understand about all of this?”

“No!” shouted Ellen, angry tears sparkling in her eyes. 

They were the same shape as Avalon’s, Mitch noted with a distracted corner of his mind. 

“We did not abandon them. We were taken, just as they told you. They dragged us away from our children to continue our work on these,” she pointed at the closest tube, “popsicles, and left our children to starve. There was nothing we could do. We were under lock and key at all times. We were not allowed any communication with the outside world.”

“You created these catatonic people? This is your work? You have been the ones experimenting on people?” asked Mitch, his voice vibrating with fury.

“No. We did not create them. We were brought in to save them,” said Albert.

Mitch’s eyes travelled between the pair. “Explain,” he said his voice a flat slap.

Albert unclenched his fists, pacing the narrow confines of the space between the pods to ease the angry tension stiffening his shoulders. “The government is experimenting with a rare form of DNA that is found within a certain variety of dinosaur. Our research determined that the DNA of these dinosaurs had been altered by their exposure to a prehistoric version of today’s carpenter bee. During our college forays into the badlands where dinosaur bone deposits are most plentiful, we happened on an area of fossilized remains that showed some of the bony processes of the dinosaurs had been hollowed out. A network of honeycomb like complexes had replaced the internal structure of the bones. Fascinated, we took a large thigh bone back to our lab at the college for closer study. What we discovered there was exciting beyond belief. The dinosaurs had been hijacked by a clever species of bee that utilized their very bone structures to create a safe haven to protect them from the ravages of an environment so out of control, that it was killing their hosts in droves. The theory we developed was that the bees would swarm a dinosaur and bore into their bony structures at the ridges of the back or of a horn and once inside the relatively soft core, continue to bore until they reached a sheltered location. Hip bones and sockets were a favoured place to build their vast honeycombs. Living host or dead, it mattered not to the bees. Over many millennia the bees evolved, taking on some of the DNA characteristics of their hosts and were transformed.”

Mitch frowned at the pair of them. “So? What is the point? What does any of this have to do with the government? Or with these people?” he gestured toward the silent host crowded around them.

Ellen took up the recounting of the story. Her face was pasty white in the dull light of the overhead bulbs. “Inside the dinosaur bones, we found living specimens. The honeycombs had protected them, keeping them in stasis within the cavities for all this time. We were able to reanimate them.”

Mitch’s frown faded into a scowl and he suddenly had the urge to scratch all over. His skin crawled with apprehension, the same sensation he felt when he knew a showdown was about to happen, but it was a confrontation that could not be avoided. He tensed, his fight-or-flight instinct kicking in. Bad news is coming, very bad news, he thought.

“Don’t you see? These people are infected the same way the dinosaurs are. The bees are growing inside them.”

Mitch’s chin dropped. “Growing inside them? But...there is only one bony structure big enough to house a bee colony. You mean, there are colonies of prehistoric bees buzzing around inside their heads?”
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Chapter 5

The Secret Lair
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Avalon crouched behind the bumper of the burnt out car, behind Magnum’s broad back. Her knife slid in and out of her sleeve as she chafed over not being able to see the threat ahead of them. On one hand was Magnum who, for all her taunting words, was as silent as a corpse when on patrol. Cris, on the other hand, was not. A low hiss sounded in Avalon’s ear. 

“Can’t you crouch any smaller? Get your ass down and stay behind Magnum, or I will—”

“Or you will, what?” interrupted Avalon, glaring over her shoulder at Cris. “I have lived longer on the street than not, without the backup protections of the likes of her.” She jammed her thumb in Magnum’s direction. 

“Shut up, both of you,” growled Magnum, in a low voice that barely carried back to them. “I spy four armed people out front of the building. They have knives, no guns that I can spot. One has a baseball bat stashed in the doorway of cannery. See that fire escape there?” She pointed to the right of the doorway. “There is a fifth up top of the building, acting as a look out.”

Avalon leaned out around Magnum to have a look, and Cris hauled her back by the shoulder. 

“Fire escape, roof, got it,” said Cris, giving Avalon a murderous glare. 

Avalon smirked at the look of annoyance on Cris’ face. “There is a sixth person,” she said, “there, in the shadow of the burnt out bus.”

Magnum’s head turned in the direction of the bus and stared intently for several moments. “You’re right. Good catch, Avalon. His coat is working as camouflage. I missed him.” She considered the layout of the people, thinking. “Three against six, not good odds. I wonder why they brought so many? The Imbroglio gang likes to operate in pairs. Less chance of a street fight breaking out.”

“Hey, look over there,” said Avalon. “At the side door by the bus. It’s opening.”

“Decoy,” muttered Magnum. “They are all decoys.” 

“Yeah,” said Cris, “and look at what’s coming up the alley.” 

A black van slowly drove up the alley, making hardly a sound as it moved. Tinted windows blocked any view of the interior or the driver. The van pulled up just short of the street, and the driver and passenger doors opened. A man and a woman, dressed in black, stepped from the van, hands tucked inside the pocket of their coats. 

“Cops!” whispered Magnum.

Avalon watched the pair approach the burnt out bus and a chill raced down her spine. “No, it’s worse. They are Feds.” 

“Shit.” Magnum pulled away from the edge, backing up into the pair. “Let’s get out of here. We don’t want their kind of attention.” She grabbed Avalon’s arm to turn her around, but Avalon shook it off with a scowl. 

“I’m not going anywhere, until I see what they are up to.” She slipped past Magnum and took up the lead spot, crouching low. 

The woman in black wore skin tight leggings and high topped black boots. Her eyes darted in all directions, clearly not trusting the sentries posted by the Imbroglio’s. Her eyes settled on the spot where Avalon hid, and she froze, staring back at the woman. 

“Don’t move,” she whispered, “she is staring right at us.”

A sharp word from her male companion drew her attention away from their location and she hurried to catch up to his retreating back. The crack widened in the doorway and they slipped inside, the door closing behind them. The Imbroglio lookout under the bus crawled out and started walking down the alley, searching the van’s back trail.

“I’m going inside,” said Avalon, as she sprang to her feet and sprinted off across the open space.

“Avalon! Shit!” swore Magnum, and with a quick glance to check the location of the decoys, ran after Avalon, Cris on her heels. 

They caught up to her at the side of the burnt out bus, then followed her as she dashed into the tiny concealment of the doorframe. Avalon pressed her ear against the peeling paint of the wooden door, listened for signs of occupants on the other side, and then slowly turned the knob. It was unlocked. She eased the door open an inch, pausing to listen once again. Silence greeted her ear. She pushed with her shoulder, and the door opened wide enough to allow them to slip inside, and then Cris closed it with a soft click. 

High dirty windows filtered a murky light into the abandoned garage. Oily patches stained the rough concrete and empty oil change pits carved rectangular hazards across the floor. The room was otherwise empty. Magnum grabbed Avalon’s injured arm and squeezed hard. 

“Oww!” hissed Avalon, angry eyes sparking in her determined face. 

“Let’s get one thing straight,” said Magnum, “I am in charge of this escapade.”

“No one commands me. I answer only to myself. Besides, you have no idea what you are walking into here. I do. So if you are smart you will follow my lead. Now, let go of me.” She stared down Magnum and after a moment’s hesitation, she pushed Avalon away. 

“Go ahead then, get yourself killed. Just don’t expect us to save you...again.” Cris smirked and folded her arms, daring Avalon to go on alone.

Avalon shrugged, and took off at a run, not caring if they followed. Anywhere there were feds, there was a lead to her parents and that was all she cared about. Everyone else could rot.

She flattened herself on the wall of a doorway that lead of the mechanical bay, inching forward until she could peer down the hallway. Several doors branched off of the dark space and from the far end, a light shone through a pane of glass covered over in old newspaper. A soft murmur reached her ears. 

“Stay here!” she commanded, and without looking back to see if they had obeyed, Avalon slunk into the dark corridor. She flitted from grey haze to dim shadow, a determined shade on a quest to reveal all. At the door, she ducked low under the glass and pressed her ear to the crack of the frame. This time the voices carried clearly to her.

“They have been this way for a week now. I see no change.” The woman’s voice echoed slightly as it rose in anger. “This is useless. They are dying like all the others.”

“What does it matter? There are plenty of street rats round. No one misses the homeless when they disappear off the street. This is a convenient way to test the serum. If they die, they die. One less person to kill off later,” the man said, in a bored voice. 

Heels clicked as one of the occupants of the room crossed the tile floor. “This one doesn’t look as bad as the other two. Maybe she can handle another dose. Come look.” 

Shuffling sounds met Avalon’s ear as Magnum crouched down beside her. 

“Yeah. She looks healthier than the rest. Let’s give her another dose of the serum.” A metal clasp snapped back, pinging metal on metal.  “There, in her other arm, this one looks like a drug addict on a bad run,” said the man.

“Alright, let’s get out of here before someone spots our van.” 

Avalon grabbed Magnum’s arm and pulled her into a side room, easing the door closed then huddled in the dark behind it. Footsteps sounded in the hallway and passed by their hiding spot. She hoped that Cris had been paying attention, otherwise the game was up. The footsteps continued on their way and the exterior door opened and closed with a hollow boom. Avalon eased to her feet and then tiptoed to the door, peeking through the glass. The hallway was empty as far as her eye could see. 

Magnum touched her shoulder and put her lips against Avalon’s ear. “We need to get out of here before we get caught!” she whispered, her voice tight with anger.

“Not until I see what is in that room. You stay here, I won’t be but a minute.” She pulled open the door, checked to make sure the coast was clear, then ran over to the newspapered door and pushed it open. Inside were a dozen hospital gurneys lined up in two rows of six, under the grimy windows set high in the walls. Only three were occupied, two on one side, one on the other. Together, they approached the closest of the gurneys and peered down at the person laying there. Both girls gasped out loud at the inhuman features that stared back at them. The face of the person who lay in the bed was swollen beyond recognition. His face was mass of large red welts so large that they obscured his eyes and mouth from view. The location of his mouth could be guessed at, only because of the orderly arrangement of the swellings, producing a puffy line where they assumed a mouth would exist. They assumed the person was human, because of the lack of hair on his head. Avalon didn’t care to check any further to confirm the theory. She shuddered to think what might lie below the filthy covers. His chest rose and fell, accompanied by shallow, irregular gasps, as he struggled to breathe.

“What has happened to them!” Magnum’s tough exterior failed her in face of the torturous remains lying in the accompanying bed. “What have they done to these people?” 

Avalon looked over at Magnum. Sweat had broken out on Magnum’s face and her fist rose to her mouth to stop herself from throwing up. She didn’t seem to notice that she had done it.

“This is what I needed to know,” said Avalon. “The experiments being run on these people are the reason my parents were kidnapped and taken away. They knew this was going on. They were trying to stop it.”

“What are they doing to them? They look like they have been swarmed by bees.” Magnum stepped back from the bedside.

“Very good, Firebrand. So your crew has some brains after all.”

The voice dropped in behind them like ice cubes down the back of their shirts, chilling them to the bone. Avalon whipped around, knife in hand but her legs were kicked out from under her and she fell, striking her head against the metal bed frame. The room spun, and she slumped onto her side, stunned. 

“Drop the knife, Firebrand, and you won’t get hurt.” The skinny Imbroglio boy waved a long bladed knife in Magnum’s direction, motioning with his hand to a second boy to move in closer. “Take her knife, Frank.” 

A shorter boy with a shock of red hair moved into the light of the window, approaching Magnum with caution.

Magnum’s eyes flickered between her two opponents, brandishing her knife as they tried to cut her off. 

Avalon moaned on the floor and the first Imbroglio lashed out with her foot, kicking Avalon in the face. Her eyebrow split, spilling blood down her face as she slumped to the floor. Furious, Magnum launched herself at the closest boy, a bull charging a red cape. They collapsed on the floor, wrestling, while Cris engaged the remaining kid, attacking with a swift series of kicks and punches that drove her opponent back. The sounds of grunts and thuds filled the air. Avalon slowly pushed herself to her feet, staggering sideways for several steps and breaking her fall by grabbing onto a plastic conduit attached to the wall behind the beds. The conduit buzzed under her hand and she blinked the blood out of her eyes to look at it closer, but froze at the sound of a voice behind her. 

“That’s enough. Drop your knives. Now!”

The barked command echoed through the room, bringing everyone to a halt. 

Avalon groaned. The two Feds had returned and stood blocking the exit, guns leveled. Magnum’s combatant swung a final blow at Magnum, connecting his fist to her jaw. She crumpled to the floor, stunned. 

“Enough, I said!” barked the male officer, and the boy confronting Cris smirked as he put his knife away. 

Cris was still on her feet, and ran over to help Magnum get up, slinging her slack arm around her shoulder. “Stand up, Magnum, shake it off,” she whispered in her ear. 

“Well, this is unfortunate for you three,” said the female officer in a cold voice. “We were about to go searching for more test subjects and here they walk in willingly! These three,” she gestured toward a bed, “are pretty much used up. But while they lasted, they told us a lot, like how the bees are attracted to movement, how it increases their aggression. Like how certain colours excite them and others do not. They have a collective intelligence, did you know that? In the past we called it a ‘hive mind’ but it’s much more than shared instinct. It is shared knowledge. They grow and adapt their surroundings based on the knowledge they obtain, and these bees are acquiring knowledge at an alarming rate. You see, they have assimilated the minds of these people. Unfortunately, none of them were intelligent enough to help them in a significant fashion, but who knows? Maybe you three are smart enough to bring about the evolution we have been striving to accomplish.”

Magnum and Cris’ mouths opened in horror at her recitation. 

“Enough talk,” barked her companion. “You three, down on the floor.”

For Avalon, it was old news. She edged closer to the joint of the pipe, eyes pinned on the gun-wielding officers. She swayed, head down, partly to give the impression of being stunned and weakened, and partly to examine the pipe closer. She shivered at her mad, mad plan. The male officer gestured for them to come over to where they stood. Cris pulled Magnum along beside her and after a few steps, Magnum shook off Cris’ help. As they walked over, the two Imbroglios circled around behind them. Avalon watched them close the gap and when she judged they were only steps from the door, she pulled her hood up over her head and yelled. 

“Magnum, Cris, RUN!” She threw her weight against the pipe. With a groan and a snap, the joint let go and Avalon ran for the door.

An angry, horrifying buzzing filled the air, as thousands of angry bees swarmed out of the end of the tube. The federal officers stood stock still for a moment in shock as the bees swarmed into a black cloud. Magnum and Cris threw themselves against the doors just as the two Imbroglio teens screamed and ran at the feds, stumbling into them and leading the angry bees directly to the two officers. They went down in a tangled mass, bees swarming the four screaming victims.

Avalon slowly moved along the wall working her way to the doorway, where the door had swung mostly closed after the Firebrand teens near escape. At the last second she could control her fear no longer and lunged for the open doorway, running through and slamming it shut behind her.

Gasping, Avalon lowered her hood and that is when it stung her. A piercing pain stabbed into her neck and on instinct, she swatted the bee, smashing it against the side of her neck. “Come on, we need to get out of here!” 

They ran down the hall, across the garage, and through the doors without a care for who waited outside. It was blessedly empty. Fear giving their feet wings, they dashed down the closest alley. 

Avalon blinked. Her vision was acting funny, clouding over then clearing, then clouding over again. She tripped and went down, skidding along the cobblestones to a halt. She tried to push up off the ground, but her vision narrowed. She caught a glimpse of Magnum and Cris turning around before her sight tunneled away and she faded into oblivion.
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Chapter 6

Medical Records
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Alexa dragged the heavy briefcase to the easy chair, within reach of Peet’s hand. He gripped the handle and hauled it onto his lap, a groan escaping his lips as the stitches pulled, and then pushed on two metal buttons. The clasps released with dual snaps and Peet lifted the lid of the bulging case. Inside were stacked over one hundred file folders, filled with sheaves of paper reports. The tab of each folder gave the name of a patient, their date of birth and hospital ID code. He picked up the first folder and flipped it open, thumbing through the loose pages. Peet’s eyes scanned the contents while a long whistle of appreciation escaped his lips. 

“This is quite the stash of information. Are the feds aware you have these?” 

“No.” Worry wrinkled his winged brows. “At least, I don’t think they do,” said Dr. Song.

“It only takes one person to talk. How many people know about these records?” asked Peet.

“Myself, my secretary while I was still at the hospital, and my daughter,” said Dr. Song.

“And every doctor who filled out a report?” asked Peet. “That is the problem.”

“No, you don’t understand. I filled out those reports, every single one of them.”

Peet’s mouth opened in surprise. “That is a ton of work. When did you find the time to examine every one of these patients?”

“I set up a control protocol under the guise of bio-hazard security. It required a secondary entry on all patients of interest to the government. I had to sign off on the electronic file and conducted my own review while I did so. Only my secretary Sylvia could interpret my notes. No one else could read my hand writing.” Dr. Song smiled. “Sylvia died about a year ago. As far as I know, she took the secret with her to the grave.”

“And your daughter?”

“She is part of the SOS initiative. SOS stands for—”

“Seeds of survival,” Peet finished the sentence. “Is it safe to assume that you are in contact with the SOS, then?” Dr. Song nodded agreement. “Then why have you not passed this research on to them? Surely they could use the information?”

“Ah, well you see, I have been in radio contact with them, but not physical. I am a modern homing pigeon, only I don’t go anywhere. The signals come to me.” 

Peet frowned. “Does the SOS know you have the files?”

“Yes, but I don’t think they know how many.”

Peet picked up the first file, flipped it open again and began to read. The subject was female. Everything was there, from first admittance, tests run and results, daily observations and interventions and eventually the date and time of death. Peet examined the two dates. Three days. She had died within three days of presenting herself at the hospital with symptoms of a deep chest congestion and disorientation. Peet picked up a print from an MRI film examining the results. What he saw made bile rise in his throat. A good portion of her brain was missing. But that wasn’t what alarmed him. It was what had replaced the missing tissue. A symmetrical web-like structure was clearly visible, occupying the left half of her frontal lobe. Disbelieving what his eyes were seeing, Peet said “Is that...a honey comb?”

“Yes. Hard to believe, isn’t it? And there are ninety nine more cases just like it, in the folders below that one,” Dr. Song pointed at the open case on Peet’s lap. “Every single one of those cases were treated by the same two doctors, sent over by the government and assigned specifically to this phenomena. It was like they knew the sick would start arriving at our doors.” 

“How so?”

“Those two doctors arrived within hours of the first cases staggering in through the emergency room doors. They virtually commandeered the old psychiatric wing, citing war time ordinances and waving signed documents from the feds. They came with an armed accompaniment too. A sniper team in fatigues. We just moved aside and let them do their thing. They rounded up the ill with certain symptoms and herded them down the hall to the empty psych wing, shouting orders for supplies and commandeering staff to gather it.”

Peet stared in amazement at Dr. Song. “Who were these doctors? Did you recognize them?”

Dr. Song’s eyes flickered to Alexa then back to Peet. “Yes. It was a pair of young, up and coming disease prevention doctors from the university. Dr. & Dr. Gainsborough.”

Alexa’s eyes widened. “Mama? Papa?”

Dr. Song nodded. “Yes, it was them. Whether they were working voluntarily or were being forced, we did not know. We were never allowed to speak to them directly, or alone. Later, they showed up at the SOS. From what I have heard, it was an interesting conversation that went down.”

Peet flipped through a few more files, frowning. “Did every patient die?”

“Yes. There was nothing we could do for them.”

“And what about those we saw at the hospital, crowding the corridors? Are they all infected too?” 

Dr. Song shook his head. “No, those are just regular illnesses, if there is a such a thing anymore. Most of them are suffering from starvation and dehydration. But those one hundred cases in front of you, on your lap? They were in unprotected contact with the pathogen and by contact, I mean they were purposely exposed.”

“You don’t think this was an accident?” Peet’s voice was sharpened as the reality of the words spoken by Dr. Song sank into his mind. “You think they were being experimented on? That is a pretty massive accusation, Doctor.”

Dr. Song’s eyes narrowed in appreciation of Peet’s unwillingness to accept his words on face value. “Indeed, they are. But you see, we found more.”

“More what?” Alexa edged closer to Peet’s chair. “You found mummies? Zombies?” she shuddered, her imagination running wild.

Dr. Song smiled at her words, then it faded away. “No, Alexa, no zombies. Zombies make for great stories, but it really isn’t possible to animate the dead.” His gaze rose to meet Peet’s troubled eyes. “We found one of their experimental stations. They have them scattered all over the city. What we discovered was that the walking wounded that showed up at the hospital had escaped one of these ‘experimental hospitals’ for lack of a better term. These mini prisons are set up in abandoned sectors of the city, and the subjects drawn in to them are the homeless, people who no one will miss. Lured with the promise of food and a warm bed, they willingly agree to whatever they want, but they never leave. We found one such facility and carried away the people there. It is part of the work being done by the SOS.”

Dr. Song’s hand brushed the top of Alexa’s hair. “Your parents,” he said softly “are two of the scientists working to undo the damage to these people.”

“What is wrong with them?” she asked eyes wide.

“They have been stung. At first we thought it was just a remnant of some colony of killer bees, but these are worse, much worse. They take their natural aggression to a whole new level. We think they have been altered somehow.”

Peet let out a low whistle, as understanding dawned in his eyes. “A super bee,” he muttered.

“Yes. A super bee experiment that has gone horribly wrong. That is what we suspect too.”

Peet shifted, wincing. “Damn, why did I have to get shot now? I don’t have time for this crap.” 

“You will heal faster if you don’t move around so much. Give it a week at least, before you attempt to do any serious activity. You should be able to get around then, without bleeding at least.” 

“I need to find Mitch. He needs to know about this. Perhaps he can pull some strings at the police station.” 

“Who is Mitch?”

Alexa piped up, pleased to contribute. “He is the cop that arrested my sister, Avalon for stealing, then broke her out of jail to come get me.”

Dr. Song stared at Alexa, the beginning of a smile twitching in the corner of his mouth.

“Another rebel. I should have guessed.” He shuffled over to Peet’s side and drew aside his borrowed bath robe to check on the dressing over his leg wound. “You know, if this had been left any longer, you would have died. The bullet hit the femoral artery of your thigh. Sit still and rest. I will see if I can raise the police station via the short wave. But understand, I am not going to tell them where I am or where to find us. Now, what message do you want me to pass on?”

Peet picked up a scratch pad of paper and a pen. The first page contained a short grocery list. He flipped it over and tore out the page underneath and scrawled a short message. It said “Careful with package. Highly contagious. Use extreme caution or we will all need an SOS.” He handed it to the doctor then motioned for Alexa to give him a hand standing. He lurched to his feet then hobbled back over to the couch, sinking down with a grateful sigh. “I need to rest.”

Alexa tucked the blankets around him and tiptoed out of the room, following Dr. Song back to the shortwave set, to send their precious message.
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Chapter 7

Rabbits
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Dr. Song twiddled with the dials on the short wave, fine tuning the signal until it was so thin that only someone specifically listening on that frequency would be able to find it. Still, caution dictated that he disguise the message as much as possible, to confuse anyone who might stumble across the transmission.

“Brier Rabbit to Snowshoe Hare. Brier Rabbit to Snowshoe Hare. Are your ears pointed?”

Static filled the room. He repeated the message and on his third call, the shortwave cracked. “Snowshoe Hare. How’s the weather?”

“Storm is brewing. Hot and dry as a desert yet clouds are gathering. Got us a sick buck here. Kit is fine, hopping about, checking on the grazing. Buck ran into a hedgehog, was bitten but on the mend. They pop up everywhere nowadays.”

“Same here,” said Snowshoe.” We found us a buck too, one with very long teeth. He talks a lot too. He brings a storm with him I think. Time to send him back to his den and see if he can sort through the weather signals. Maybe he can turn the storm around, with a little luck. Has connections to the weather gods, I think.”

“Does the hare have a name?” 

Static fed along the signal for a moment, then cleared. “He says he is called Hotshot. Never heard of a rabbit called Hotshot. Hotshot Hare it is.”

“Well you tell Hotshot to watch for rogue rabbits when he gets back. Some are working for the processing plant, and unless he wants to end up on someone’s dinner plate, he had better lie low. There is one doe there in the main den that might be of help.”

“He has heard your words. He will be nosing around starting tomorrow. We will let him know how to recognize your den,” said Snowshoe. “Hotshot wants to know if anyone has heard from the rogue doe. The one that went to find the Jack Rabbit lair.”

Dr. Song looked to Peet, who shook his head. “No one here has heard from her. I think our buck here wants to go after her.”

“We think she has been gone long enough now. Time to bring her back home,” said Snowshoe.

“Tell Hotshot that his parcel is buzzing with potential. It is even more dangerous than he realizes,” said Brier.

“We have brought Hotshot up to speed. He knows the risks.”

“Excellent. Tell him to meet up with his old den mates in two weeks’ time. Our buck should have mended from the hedgehog bite by then.”

“Understood. A new thistle was discovered, we are sending you one too, in the next litter. Over and out.”

The line went dead and Dr. Song sat back. 

Alexa giggled. “You are Brier Rabbit?” 

Dr. Song smiled down at the child’s happy face and nodded. “And Snowshoe is someone you know, I think.”

“Really? How would I know them?”

“I believe he may be your father.”

The smile slid from Alexa’s face. “My father is dead.” All trace of humour was gone.

“Your father is missing,” corrected Dr. Song. “There is a big difference.”

Alexa slid off the chair she had been perched on to watch Dr. Song operate the radio. “It doesn’t matter. I hardly remember them anymore. Avalon is the only family I have.” She walked out of the room.

Dr. Song idly spun the dials on the shortwave, thinking. I could get them back together, Alexa and her parents, it could be arranged. But the Gainsboroughs had left specific instructions to the SOS that under no circumstances were they to expose the Gainsborough children to the disease. Dr. Song no longer believed that was possible to keep them safe, merely by distancing them from their parents. They may very well be safer, closer to their parents.

The disease was spreading at an alarming rate. It made the work they were doing that much more vital. If an antidote could not be found in time, their world was doomed, as was every human within it. The toll of the failing ecological systems was being felt in every corner of the world. Already they were dependent on imports from areas away from the epicenter of Solace and Melona. 

A heavy sigh escaped his lips as he pushed up from his chair. He shuffled out of the radio room and back to where Peet sat, bending and straightening his leg, testing how the torn muscles of his thigh were healing. He winced and grimaced but his lips were clamped shut and he made no sound. Dr. Song took Peet’s leg and bent it at the knee then pressed his thigh to his chest then pulled it straight again. With this movement, a faint groan escaped Peet’s lips. 

“Still tender with deep flexion, eh? Come, stand up.” He offered Peet his arm to steady him as he stood up. “Let’s take a short walk around the outside of the house.” He placed Peet’s shoes in front of his feet, and Peet shoved them in, leaving the laces loose. 

“I could use some fresh air.” Together they stumbled out the door.

***
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ALEXA WATCHED THE PAIR stumble out the front door and as soon as it closed them, Alexa scurried into the radio room. She had been watching Dr. Song operate the wireless unit and was confident she knew how to do it. She flipped the power switch and then spun the tuning dial until she found the exact frequency she wanted, one she had memorized by heart. The unit glowed green, indicating the unit was ready to transmit. Alexa took a deep breath, then picked up the hand held mic and pushed the button on its stem.

“Alex- I mean Alice in Wonderland, to Nivens, come in please.”

The short wave crackled and hummed.

“Alice In Wonderland to Nivens, come in White Rabbit.”

Silence.

“Alice in Wonder-” the radio receiver flashed and the voice of a young man reached her ears.

“White Rabbit is down a rabbit hole. This is March Hare.”

Alexa peeked out the window. Dr. Song and Peet were just rounding the corner of the garage. “March Hare.  I need to visit the last rabbit hole that Nivens and I went to, together. There are some special carrots there that are needed for a friend. Could you have Nivens meet me at the entrance to the hole in two days’ time? This is the hole underneath the lavender patch.”

“Understood, Alice. We will send some other rabbits along to help you forage. By the way, a rabbit close to you has been found in the next den over, she was found in one of our rabbit holes but ran away. We think she may be sick. She ran into some hunters.”

Alexa’s pulse raced with alarm. “Is she ok? She is a reckless rabbit. Always sniffing at traps.”

“We don’t know. We are trying to find out. She is running with the wrong colony. There are many predators running wild in the forest nowadays. But the hunters are the worst. We avoid them as much as possible. They are snatching rabbits right off the runs. We are doing our best to learn their plans.”

“Understood. I will meet up with Nivens at this hour, tomorrow. Over and out.”

Alexa turned off the wireless and put the chair back the way it was. She ran out of the room and to the kitchen, where a window displayed a view of the rear of the house. Peet and Dr. Song had just passed by and were almost to the third corner of the house. Alexa grabbed a bag from under the sink and began shoving food into the cloth sac, then ran back to her room and shoved it into the top of her back pack with all her belongings. She shoved it back under the bed, then went back to the living room, just as the door was opening. She held it wide while Peet limped into the room. His face was ashen and he looked like he was about to throw up. He limped over to the couch and sank down into it, his eyes closing with exhaustion. Dr. Song lifted the injured leg, dragging a groan from Peet. He rolled up the pant leg and examined the area of stitches. They had torn and a fluid seeped from where the skin was supposed to have healed. The area around the bullet hole was red, the tissue inflamed.

“Damn!” The curse was incongruous, coming from the squat doctor. “It’s infected! I’m sorry Pete, but I don’t have any more antibiotics. We need to bathe and clean this once again. You were too long without treatment and infection was already present by the time I got to you. Alexa, fetch my medical bag, please.”

Alexa slammed the door and ran to fetch the medical bag. She knew it was low on all the necessary supplies. She had been watching the doctor treat Peet for a week now. It was why she had to go. She knew of a stash of medical supplies, and if Peet was going to recover, she needed to bring some back to the Doctor. No one else seemed to be supplying him with any. She rushed back into the room and watched as Dr. Song pulled out the last of his antiseptic cream and some clean bandages. 

“Warm water, Alexa, and in the cupboard beside the sink, there is a jar that is labeled ‘Beeswax Ointment’. Bring that, also, please.”

Alexa did as she was bidden, returning with the bucket of water and a clean wash cloth, the jar of ointment tucked under one arm.

Dr. Song began to wash the wound once again as she watched. She had the routine down now and handed him the items Dr. Song needed before he asked. As she went about the chore mechanically, her resolve firmed. She would gather the supplies Dr. Song needed and make contact with her friend at the same time. It was time for her to join the fight and do something. I may be twelve, but I am no longer a child, she thought.
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Chapter 8

Accusations
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Pam walked through the encampment, waving in response to the called greetings. Her wave may have been relaxed but her steps were not. She had a bone to pick with the chief. 

Pam had returned to her camp to find Mitch’s Mustang still parked where he had left it. He had never returned, but disappeared mid-trip somehow. Outwardly, she was calm but inside, anger bubbled under the surface like a capped volcano, ready to explode with the pressure. Betrayed by my own clan, my own family was her furious thought, her stomach churning with anger.

The chief’s tent was guarded by the usual contingent of warriors, who did not stop her as she pushed aside the entrance flaps. As she straightened, she found the chief standing beside a small table, pouring himself a cup of fragrant tea. He turned as she entered and a smile of greeting passed over his face. “Pam, would you like some tea?” He proffered his cup, which Pam took from him, while he poured a second. 

“I am going to guess you are not here for a social visit. Your face would do well on a totem.” He walked over to a chair flanking the cold fire pit and waited for her to sit down beside him. “Now, what is your problem Pamissa?” 

His use of her pet name only irritated Pam further. “You know perfectly well why I am here. Where is Mitch? You promised him safe passage!”

“And he is perfectly safe, I assure you. Why do you doubt this?”

“His car is still sitting by my temporary camp, that’s why! Where is he?”

“His presence was requested by the SOS. They wanted to talk to him. I do not know where he is specifically. But they would not harm him. They need him. I had warriors escort him to the rendezvous point.” He took a sip of tea.

Pam waited for him to continue. When he did not speak again, she prompted “Well? When is he coming back?”

“I do not know.”

“Where is he being returned?”

“I don’t know that either.”

“You don’t know. You handed him off to complete strangers, and you don’t even know if he is being returned? What if they are not who you think they are? What if they mean to do him harm?” Pam’s face flushed with anger. 

The chief studied the woman before him, then sighed. “We know he is safe because the ones who took him are in charge of the caverns. They come on a regular basis.”

“Then maybe you can explain this?” Pam held up a bloodied cloth. It was a piece of Mitch’s shirt, she was sure of it. “Why would he need to be beat up, to be taken to meet with allies?”

The chieftain frowned at the offending cloth. “You are sure it belongs to him?”

Pam nodded. 

“I do not know how to answer you, Pam.” 

He got up from his chair and stalked to the door to speak to the sentries, then returned. He sat back down and waited. Several minutes passed and then the flap opened and a pair of young men entered. Spying Pam sitting in the chair opposite their chief, their gait slowed. The chieftain stood and went to sit in his chair of authority, then motioned for the warriors to approach him. Pam got up and joined the warriors, standing by their side.

“This woman, your tribal sister, brings a complaint of abuse to the judgment chair. You have been accused of abusing her kin during a recent assignment.” He turned to Pam. “Present your evidence.”

“I found this bloody piece of my brother’s clothing lying out front of the caves. I became concerned when he had not returned to his car as he intended to do after leaving the compound.” As Pam stated the words, it dawned on her that her argument was flimsy, something that the two warriors were quick to point out.

“You find a bit of soiled clothing and you automatically believe he has been abused?” The taller warrior threw back his head and laughed. “A city dweller, out in the wilderness hurts himself and you immediately blame your adopted kin?” The laughter fell from his face and he scowled at Pam. “I am offended at this accusation. What other proof do you have?” He folded his arms and glared at Pam. 

The chieftain gazed back at Pam, waiting for her response. Instead, she took the attack.

“You deny escorting him to meet with the strangers who demanded his presence?”

“We do not deny it.”

“Then what happened?”

“He fell. City men are soft. They are not used to our rough ways of travel. No doubt he was exhausted from his earlier travels. He hurt himself, but as you can see, it did not stop him from accompanying us. We delivered him to his plane, and returned.”

“Plane? On the flats?”

“Yes. You can fetch him yourself if you wish. He is due back later today.”

Pam studied the faces of the two warriors. Their expressions gave nothing away. Stone faced and stoic, they stared her down. Pam sensed a dare in their advice. 

“Fine, I will meet him then, and save you the bother. I am sure he will have a lot to say, and none of it meant for your ears.”

They stared back at her, faces impassive.

“Then it is decided,” said the chieftain. “Leave us.” His eyes followed the warriors as they left the tent. “Those two have been known to be rough on prisoners. Mitch was not a prisoner, however.”

“What if they thought he was? What would they have done, in that case?”

“They are not restricted. They may handle a prisoner with whatever force is deemed necessary. Up to and including lethal if needed.”

Pam shivered. “I will be on my way then. I want to be there when the plane lands. Do they still run on the same schedule?”

“Yes,” said the chieftain.

“Then I will be going. Thank you for hearing me out. He has been hurt, I know it. Whether provoked, or for some other reason, I will find out.” She bowed to the chief and left the chambers. 

Pam had left her motor bike at the edge of the village and hurried back to it now, anxious to reach the landing strip before the plane landed. She checked the height of the sun in the sky. Three hours till sunset, she judged, and the plane usually came in about an hour before dark. She had plenty of time to arrive at the landing strip before Mitch. She climbed onto the bike and kicked it awake, and revving the throttle, spun away from the village. Eyes followed her progress that she failed to see. She vanished into a cloud of dust of her own making, the sound of the bike fading into the distance.
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Chapter 9

Avalon’s Struggle
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Avalon’ eyes fluttered open. The light from the bare overhead bulb was swinging crazily, as though an earthquake was occurring, yet she felt no tremors. She blinked, trying to steady her vision, but it had the opposite effect. The only escape was in closing her eyes and still the world spun. 

“Ahhhh!” groaned Avalon and she rolled onto her side and threw up. Or she tried to, but nothing came out.

“Hey, easy there,” said a male voice and a hand stroked her back.

“Trench?” she croaked, licking dry lips. 

“Yeah, it’s me Avalon. Go easy, you are very sick.” 

Avalon tried to swallow and found that she couldn’t. Her throat was swollen shut. She gasped, drawing in a deep breath that caught on the obstruction. The sensation of choking on air made her eyes open again. Panic crawled her skin and she gasped and tried to sit up. Her arms flailed and her glazed eyes bulged. Trench grabbed her arms and pushed her back down. 

“She is hyperventilating around the tube. Give me a syringe, quick!” he snapped, holding the struggling Avalon down against the sheets. 

Cris handed Trench a needle brimming with sedative and he plunged it into her upper arm. Avalon’s struggles weakened and then she relaxed. Her breathing relaxed along with it, allowing air to reach her lungs. Trench watched her sink back into unconsciousness, worry drawing a deep sigh from him. 

“She can’t keep going like this. She isn’t able to eat.” Magnum moved up on the other side of Avalon, gazing down at the unconscious teen. “She is a wreck. Look at the welts. They nearly cover her entire body. Her skin is expanding like a balloon.”

“I know! I don’t know what else to do for her.” Trench had ventilated Avalon with a rough tube that they used in the kitchen. It was a crude effort, and one that he had only known because of his time at medical school. He had left Solace University when the economy collapsed. He had not been able to gather the required funds to continue. The middle class kids had been the first to drop out. His knowledge of how to perform the procedure came as a result of his time spent assisting his veterinarian father. His father’s practice had collapsed about the same time that he left school. When people were starving, they didn’t take their pets to see a vet when a bullet was cheap. What he had been able to do for Avalon was keeping her temporarily alive but she needed real help. “Were you able to get anyone from the SOS on the radio? Avalon needs a real doctor.”

Magnum shook her head. “No. No one is answering right now. I will keep trying but you know it’s just chance when we do make contact.”

“Keep trying. It’s urgent. Broadcast twenty-four hours a day. We must reach them!”

“I will keep trying. I promise.” Magnum touched his shoulder in comfort then left the room.

“Stay with her, Cris. I need to check on something.”

Cris took his place beside Avalon as he got up and left the room. They had placed her back in the small office off of the kitchen. Two chairs had been brought in to sit beside Avalon’s bed.

Trench crossed the kitchen to a small refrigerator, the only one that still worked in the restaurant. He opened the door, checking their scavenged supplies. They were running low on the medications they had stockpiled. He frowned, knowing a mission to restock them would be fraught with danger as it would pit them against the Imbroglio gang. They had been expanding their territory lately, with the help of outsiders. Cris and Magnum’s description of their encounter left no doubt now, who those outsiders were. If they had been recruited by the Feds, then the war was about to escalate to new levels. He used the term subconsciously, for the Imbroglio gang used WAR as their symbol to define their territory. It was a turf war that encompassed the entire city. The main medical stash that they had located was in an abandoned veterinary clinic, on a hotly disputed border that the Imbroglio gang was sure to be patrolling. The takeover of the warehouse was ill news at the best of times, but now it weighed on Trench’s mind. 

He searched through the contents of the fridge, sorting the supplies and counting out what remained. They had gone through a lot of supplies since Avalon’s arrival. He grimaced at the direction of his thoughts. Anyone else he would have tossed out of the gang, immediately. Everyone had to pull their own weight. It was part of the code. No one could be a drain to the others, or a burden. Maybe I should toss her out. She has lived on her own long enough and survived. She doesn’t need our protection. Yet there was something about her that attracted him, as no other female had ever done. She was feisty and independent yet beneath that louder than life exterior, he sensed a kind person, one not jaded to life, as they had become in the ghetto. That raw innocence that ran just below the surface attracted him in a way that shocked him. He knew he would not cast her out.

Trench ran a hand over his face when he realized he was standing in the fridge door opening, staring at nothing. Angry he went to close the door when a flash of movement caught his eye. Frowning, he opened the door wider and peered at the glass jar in the door tray. It was the jar that Cris and Magnum had put the squashed bee after it fell from Avalon’s clothing.

The bee was twitching. He leaned in closer and squinted at the bee. Its legs were jerking. He picked up the jar and held it up to the naked light bulb hanging from the ceiling. The second that the jar came in contact with the warmth and light from the bulb, the bee rolled onto its feet and began moving its wings. Shocked, Mitch watched as the torn wing regrew before his eyes. His eyes widened and he hastily checked that the lid was on tight, then shoved it back in the refrigerator door and slammed it shut. That damn bee was dead! I saw it! What the hell is it doing reanimating itself? He backed away from the fridge, eyes fixed on the container that suddenly seemed inadequate protection against what was re-growing in the jar. His first instinct was to flush it down a toilet, but would that be enough to destroy it? He doubted it. 

Trench wrenched his eyes away from the fridge and ran over to a metal drawer that held odd supplies. He yanked it open and pulled a roll of duct tape from the drawer and was half way back to the fridge, intent on taping the thing shut when he realized all the medical supplies were in there. His anxious steps slowed then stopped, half way back, considering the dilemma. He reversed his steps and pulled a piece of paper and a black marker of the same drawer, and wrote a warning in big, bold letters:

“Bee is alive. DO NOT OPEN DOOR UNLESS ABSOLUTELY NECESSARY. Trench.”
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Chapter 10

Rogue Warriors
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The plane landed with a bump and coasted to a stop as the pilot cut the engines. Mitch unlocked his door and pushed it open, jumping to the ground. The Gainsboroughs followed him out of the plane. They walked a short distance away, not bothering to talk until the props stilled. Mitch caught a flash of movement at the far end of the landing strip and squinted into the setting sun, trying to determine who approached. The roar of the motor bike engine gave him an inkling of who it might be, but recent events had made him leery. The Gainsboroughs didn’t hesitate, pulling twin revolvers and levelling them at the approaching rider.

“Wait! Stop!” Mitch jumped between the gun wielding couple and the oncoming bike. “It’s my sister, Pam.” He waved his hands through the air at the Gainsboroughs then turned to face the bike. 

Pam’s frizzy grey hair flew in all directions as it was tossed about by the hot breeze created by the bike’s speed. 

“Pam, slow down!” he hollered, knowing it to be useless. 

She could not possibly hear him over the roar of the engine, but the bike slowed anyways, sliding to a halt several feet away. Pam set the bike on its kick then stood up. She pulled off her helmet as she swung a leg off the bike, and then walked over to them.

“It’s my sister, Pam,” Mitch said again, to the tense couple over his shoulder.

Pam walked up Mitch and flung her arms around his waist, hugging him. He hugged her back then turned, to present his sister. 

However, the Gainsboroughs had turned around and were walking away. 

“Wait!” called Mitch, but they ignored his request and climbed back into the Cessna. The engines roared to life and the plane taxied down the flat field gathering speed, then lifted into the sky.

“Well that was weird,” said Mitch, absently running along his scruffy cheek, as he watched the plane disappear from view.

“Yeah, that is the Gainsboroughs. They never stick around to talk. Always secretive, they are.”

“How did you know it was them? They were walking away before you got to me.” Mitch put his arm around Pam’s shoulders, winced, and then lowered it.

Pam frowned at him, noting the bruising on his jaw beneath the burgeoning beard. “They keep to themselves. It’s all business, cloak and dagger. I have never met them face to face. They never meet anyone face to face. You seem to be the exception to the rule. What happened, Mitch?”

Mitch’s eyes swept the perimeter of their location, anxiety returning as he remembered his delivery to this spot a day earlier. “I was taken by some of the local thugs, roughed up and deposited here for the Gainsboroughs. I got the impression that they didn’t mean for it to go this far. I think their instructions were to bring me a long quietly, and your new kin took it to mean, silence me. At least, I hope that is all it meant.” His eyes searched the lengthening shadows. “I’d really like to get somewhere safe before night fall. I assume you have a camp set up nearby?”

“Yes, just over the rise. Come on.” 

Pam led Mitch back to the bike, and a short ride later, she pulled into her makeshift camp strung between two scrubby pines. A cleft of rock sheltered them from the worst of the wind. Despite the persistent drought and the heat of day, temperatures dropped at night and with it a dampness that hinted that all moisture was not completely extinct in the soil.

Mitch grabbed Pam’s flint from her pack and struck sparks into the kindling she had set within the circle of stones. The dry tinder caught almost at once, licking into flame and he added some smaller sticks. In short order, he had a cozy fire going. Pam brought her kettle and cooking grill and placed it over the fire, squeezing two cups worth of water from the water bag into the kettle and adding some leaves for tea. She tossed Mitch a package of dried foods, camp provisions that could travel everywhere; Jerky and nuts and disks of a flat, wild grain bread, all provided courtesy of the Seiko tribe. Mitch didn’t bother to ask what kind of dried meat it was, as he took hold of the end of the meat with his teeth and pulled. Sometimes it was better to not know. He chewed the tough jerky. 

“Why does everything taste like chicken when you don’t know what it is?” 

Pam smiled and took a bite of her own, then poured him some tea and handed him the cup. He sipped it gratefully, staring into the fire. She shifted a bundle by her side and Mitch caught the gleam of a shotgun barrel. Seeing the interest in his eyes, she smiled. She handed him his duffel bag. 

“I found that outside of the bunker. It was what had alerted me to your disappearance. You should find all your possessions intact.” 

Mitch opened the pack and right on top was his handgun. He grinned back at Pam and palmed the weapon into his hand, wrapped in a towel. He laid it across his lap, dropping the gun between his crossed legs. His eyes wandered back to the fire pit.

“So, do you want to tell me about your adventure?”

Mitch pulled his eyes from the mesmerizing dance of flames then looked at Pam, then in a low voice, relayed all that had transpired. She listened intently, without interruption. At the end of his recitation, he fell silent. Pam said nothing. Eventually she sighed and shifted to lie down beside the fire. 

“I think we had better get some rest, Mitch.”

“Ok. I will take first watch. You sleep. I will wake you in four hours.” Pam nodded and closed her eyes.

Mitch listened to the rustles of the night, marking the normal nocturnal sounds and listening for anything that sounded out of place. All was still, yet he couldn’t help feeling like they were being observed. Something or someone was watching them, he was sure of it. His senses attuned to his surroundings, he picked up a piece of dried wood and pulled a jack knife from his pocket. He whittled to the flickering light. The piece of wood slimmed down, the pile of shavings at his feet perfect kindling for the morning. The piece of wood took the shape of a bird. As he carved the head, he realized it wasn’t a bird, but a bat. He was focused on the eyes, carving the small orbs, when he heard a twig snap behind him. 

Without thinking, he dropped to one knee and spun, throwing his knife. A blade whistled over his head and sailed harmlessly into the night, having missed its intended target, but his knife flew true and embedded itself in the chest of a young warrior. The man’s eyes widened in surprise and then he fell to the ground without a twitch. 

Mitch barely spared him a glance as he yelled “Pam!” and then a warrior soaring through the air took him to the ground. He plowed Mitch into the dirt, and they rolled, just missing the fire pit, the warrior coming out on top of Mitch. Another knife blade flashed, this one descending at his throat. Mitch blocked the stab with his arm, and the knife sliced into his sleeve. Mitch swore and bucked, throwing the warrior to the side. The sound of a shotgun sliding into firing position froze them both. Pam stepped into the firelight, and held the shotgun aimed in the direction of the pair. 

“I would suggest you both stop fighting, or you will both end up with britches full of bird shot. Mind you,” she said, shifting the shotgun onto the warrior, “a face full of this will blind, maim and most likely kill you as it rips your eyes and throat open. Go ahead, move one more time.” She brought the gun to aiming position. The warrior froze. “Drop the knife.” The wicked switch blade landed in the dirt at Mitch’s side. “Sit!” she commanded, indicating the log that Mitch had recently vacated. 

Mitch unbuckled his belt and pulled it through his belt loops. He yanked the warrior’s hands around behind his back and wound the belt around his wrists, pulling it painfully tight and buckling it into place. He shoved the warrior down to sit on the log.

“Mitch, check to make sure these are the only two.” Pam kept her gun trained on the warrior. 

Mitch grabbed his handgun and a length of rope from his pack and disappeared into the dark. He returned about twenty minutes later.  “There might be three. I found their camp back by the airstrip. Two blankets but three packs.” Mitch settled beside the fire, squatting to stir the coals. He dropped a few more sticks onto the glowing pile. “We will know if there is a third, the minute he approaches the camp.” Mitch stood and walked over to still man. He checked the dead warrior on the ground. A search of the man revealed he had no pockets. There was nothing to identify him. “Who is he?” Mitch said as he straightened, addressing the man on the log. The warrior stared at him and sneered, but did not speak. “Do you know who he is, Pam?”

Pam glanced at the corpse then back at her prisoner. “Yes, he is called Saecar. That one is Dromid,” she said with a jerk of her head at the mum warrior. “If there is a third, then it is most likely Lippac. She is never found far from these two. They are trouble. Or at least they were,” she said with a grim smile. 

As though summoned by her words a female voice yelled, the sound flashing through their camp. Mitch grinned and got to his feet.

“That would be Lippac. I will go release him from the snare.” Mitch pulled his handgun and disappeared into the shadows. 

He did not go far, for his trap had been set on the main path in to their shelter. Curses filtered back into the camp and a thud, then the bushes shook. A few minutes later, a short, wiry woman limped into the clearing. Mitch had bound her hands and was leading her by a fist tangled in her hair and a knife pressed to her throat. A long scratch down her cheek welled with blood but she paid it no heed. Mitch pushed her down onto Pam’s log and stood over the woman. 

“So, Saecar and Lippac. Why does this not surprise me? You always did resent my inclusion into the tribe.”

Lippac spat in the dirt. “You are no Seiko.”

Pam’s hard gaze was met by angry eyes. “And you shame the Seiko. What did you intend to prove, by harming my brother? He is here to help the Seiko, yet you attacked him. Why?”

Lippac’s eyes flicked to her brother, then over at her dead boyfriend. A trace of sadness flashed then was pushed away. “You bring death to us all. You carry the plague into our tribe without regard for your ‘family’. You take advantage of our people. Someone must stop you.”

“Is that what you think? That I am exposing your people? We are all people! It doesn’t matter the colour of our skin. Look at me,” Pam barked, when Lippac sneered and looked away. “Do you think the bees will stop at the border of your lands by magic? That they can read the totem markers and will be turned away? Even if the ancestors do intervene, the bees are not natural. They will not heed the ancestors any more than they heed us. We will all die, if we do not work together.” 

Saecar finally spoke, breaking his stoic silence. “The bees do not harm us.” The simple sentence hung in the air, like a thunderclap. Heads turned toward him. 

“What do you mean by that?” Mitch asked, jaw dropping open. 

“The bees do not harm us. We work among them all the time,” Saecar spat at the ground.  “We,” he jerked his head at his dead friend on the ground, “have encountered the bees at the edge of our territory, while hunting. They have a large hive located on the western branch of the Snake River, built into the bank of the dried riverbed. We are blessed by our ancestors and protected from them.”

“If that is the case, why are you trying to kill us?” asked Mitch.

“And why do you care what we do with the bees in the facility?” asked Pam.

“The bees are sacred,” said Lippac. “The bees are our ancestors.”  

Pam and Mitch exchanged glances. “And this is confirmed, how? Does the chief believe this also?”

Lippac and Saecar nodded in affirmation.  

“Geez Saecar, why didn’t you just tell us this?” said Pam, lowering her gun. “We are on the same side, you know. We have no wish to harm the bees or the ancestors. But we do need to understand what has happened. There is room for all of us to work together here.” She walked over to Saecar. “I apologize for any offense I have caused. It was not intentional.” She knelt in front of him, gazing into his eyes. “Can you believe me? I have no wish to harm any of you.” Pam’s eyes hardened as she stared at the young warrior. “But I cannot allow you free if you are only going to attack us once again. There is no time for this foolishness, and innocent people may get hurt.” 

Saecar’s eyes shifted to his dead friend for a moment. “Dromid died a warrior’s death. Do not dishonour him by attributing innocence to his passing. He knew what he was about.” Saecar’s eyes met Pam’s once again and he gave a terse nod. 

“I will hear it from your lips,” she said. “Swear on your warrior’s heart that you will cause us no further harm.”

“I swear that we will not stand in your way in this matter, unless you bring harm to the tribe. Then our first duty is to the Seiko, not to you.”

“Agreed.” Pam glanced over her shoulder at Lippac. “Do you also swear?”  

“I swear.”

Pam stood. “Untie them, Mitch.”

Mitch stood, eyes passing between the three. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, I am sure. A warrior’s oath is sacred. They will not go back on their word.”

Mitch shrugged, not sharing Pam’s confidence, then bent to untie the warrior.
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Chapter 11

Runaway Alexa


[image: image]


Alexa slipped in to the mechanic’s garage, leaving the roll up door wide open, about four feet off the ground. She had spied her ride in the dim interior, when she had driven past the closed shop with an injured Peet in the back seat. Now, she returned to the building. It had taken some prying with her swiped hammer, but the door had finally given way, and now she stood in the dusty interior, letting her eyes adjust to the shade. The garage had the feel of a museum, or maybe the Rapture. Tools and tool chests lay open and scattered about on work benches, as though the men and women who had been working there had left for lunch and were about to return. The inch-thick coat of dust gave away the truth, however. Everyone quit on the same day and the owner had locked the doors and walked away.

In the corner sat a lawn mower. It was an old riding lawn mower, but still...if it worked it would mean transportation. The mower was a dull red colour and coated in grey dust. Dried grass clippings clung to the mower deck, the consistency of straw. As Alexa moved, dust motes swirled into the air, shimmering in the weak light shining down from the fixed window panes. Alexa ran over to the machine and wiped the dust off the seat with her hand, then climbed on board. The keys were in the ignition. Smiling with glee, she turned the key. Nothing happened. She tried again, holding it in the start position, but all was silent. The gauges shifted though, so she knew the battery had power.

Puzzled, she hopped off the tractor and pulled on the seat. It swung up on hinges to reveal the battery. On the underside of the seat was a diagram showing how to start the tractor. The image showed a seated person pushing on a floor clutch. Avalon put the seat back down and then climbed back onto the split vinyl covering then pressed down on the silver button on the floor and turned the key. The tractor whined but did not catch. Avalon got off once again and twisted off the knob for the gas tank. She could not see any gas and the float was way down the tube. 

Alexa wandered around the garage, looking for a jerry can of gasoline. Her eyes locked on a high shelf where she saw a red plastic container tucked back into a corner behind some machine parts. She climbed up the outside of the shelving and reached for the can. It was heavy. She placed it on a lower shelf and then climbed down one level at a time, shifting the can at each level until she was back to the cement. Grabbing the container she hurried back to the lawn tractor. She pulled out the plastic fill nozzle and took a sniff. It was gasoline. She filled the tank to the brim then closed the jerry can, tying it on the back of the tractor. The extra fuel would be needed. 

Jumping back in the seat, she depressed the clutch then turned the key. Nothing happened. She tried again, and then again, and on the fourth turn of the key, the engine caught and the lawn tractor roared to life. Black smoke billowed out the exhaust and the tractor rattled as she shoved it into low gear. She drove forward slowly as she weaved in and out of the detritus stacked through the garage. She cut her turn short and the mower deck plowed into a stand with tools on it, sending them crashing to the floor. She swiped a bag of wrenches as she drove past the mechanic’s chest, and placed it on her lap before she roared out of the opening. Once free of the garage, she put the lawn mower in to high gear and drove down the laneway past the house and into the field at the back. Cross-country would be much faster than sticking to the roads, and she could see the church at the edge of town, the cross on the spire clearly visible over the low brush marking the divide between abandoned fields. 

She was out in the open, anyone could see her, but she could also see anyone approaching, so safety was guaranteed at least until she got closer to her objective. She knew the way to the cache of medical supplies, once she reached the church. The route was a familiar one and she planned to stash the riding lawn mower in a place only she would find it. The machine bucked under her on the uneven ground, and she rocked as she steered, thinking through her plan. 

Alexa was excited at the thought of finally seeing Gabriel again. He really did look like Nivens, so the name fit. He had the same distracted air and his eyes would grow so large when worried. He was super funny, too. She laughed so much when she was around him. She didn’t care so much for his older brother, but she would put up with him to be able to spend time with Gabriel. 

The stash was located in the base of the church, of all things. The church was not abandoned, in fact, it was still very much operational. They ran a spartan soup kitchen in the church, but with food in such short supply, the hours were sporadic. A sign would go out on the street and the line ups would start almost immediately. The food would be gone within two hours. But the sign really wasn’t needed. The smell of the food cooking would be enough to gather a crowd. 

Avalon hoped that tomorrow would not be a soup kitchen day, although the crowd might hide her. She nervously nibbled on her lower lip as she thought about her plan. She would sleep tonight by the dry well and hide the tractor under the rotting bale of hay. She could climb under the hay as well. It would keep the night time chill off too. Her back pack bounced on her back as she went over a big bump. It was mostly empty, in order to carry the medical supplies back to Peet. 

Alexa traveled for two hours without incident. The sun stroked its way to the horizon, swimming through the shimmering late day haze, which darkened to purple as she arrived at her chosen campsite. The abandoned farmhouse was a pile of burnt rubble, the victim of a vandal’s fire several years ago. The barn had collapsed with age and grass grew through the twisted wood beams. The metal roofing had been scavenged long ago. The barn looked like the bones of a dragon, bleaching under an unforgiving sun. She bypassed the buildings and pulled around the back side of the barn, where several round bales were stacked, and pulled up beside the hay. She turned off the lawn mower and the roar died. She would need to let it cool down as the exhaust was too hot to go under the bales. 

She got off the mower and wandered over to the well. A metal pipe with a long handle stood over the well cap. Alex slid the pack from her back and then unzipped it, sliding her hand inside to search for her water bottle. She flipped the lid then took a swig. She was very thirsty. She gulped two swallows of the liquid and then placed the bottle under the spout and began pumping the handle. It creaked and screeched, stiff with disuse. Every time she stopped at the old farm, she tried the well, and every time it came up dry. The pump stuck and she put the bottle down on the cement lid then took the handle in both hands and shoved with all her weight. The lever resisted her efforts. She pushed it up to eye level then pulled down, and with a twang it shifted. The whole pump shifted and the handle dropped. Surprised, she stumbled and nearly fell. Alexa straighted and moved the handle. Now it moved with ease, up and down, with hardly any resistance at all. Grinning, she pumped up and down, and slowly resistance built. She reached down and grabbed her water bottle as a gush of water exploded from the end of the pipe. It was short lived. A half dozen strokes later, the water trickled away, but it was enough to fill her bottle and dunk her dusty face underneath, before the water stopped flowing.

She carried the precious liquid back to the hay stack. She screwed the lid on tight, then grabbed her pack and burrowed into the hay bale to create a nest for herself. She crawled back out and pushed the tractor up against the hay bale then pulled down a bunch of the loose cuttings to hide the tractor. She crawled back inside the spoiled hay and settled down to rest. She drew the top of her shirt over her nose to filter the dust while she slept. 

In the morning, she would get the supplies Peet needed. Alexa mulled over her plans as she settled down to sleep, watching the day fade to night.  She did not want anyone to know she had been there, near the church. A young girl alone on the streets of Solace was begging for more trouble than they could handle. The times she had left the barn on the Gainsborough Manor, she had made sure she was never seen, not by Avalon, not by anyone. Except for Gabe. Thoughts of Gabe made her smile and she drifted off to sleep with his face in her mind.
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Chapter 12

Contagion
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Alexa shifted on her sweat-soaked bed, thrashing. Cramps ran up and down her legs, locking her legs in a rigor-mortis like slab of agony. She opened her mouth to cry out but no sound escaped the open cavity. She pried her eyelids open. A sticky film coated her lashes, gluing the lids closed. She tried to scrub her fist across her eyes, but her hands and arms were tied down, restricting motion. From the dim recess of her feverish mind, she acknowledged that she had been stung and that she was likely dying, in the same fashion as the bodies they had seen in the warehouse. Unable to relieve her pain, she fled back into the dark recesses of her mind, and hid from the torture. 

A hum, like the fluttering of tiny wings, filled her ears. Thousands of them filled her mind, until the sound became a thrumming purr, the pulse point of a thousand sensations. Avalon focused on the hum, sinking into the white nose and submerging her pain, sacrificing her will to the fire coursing through her veins. There, she floated in a haze, time having no meaning. She must have dozed off, but she really wasn’t sure. Avalon thought she felt a hand on her brow, and then her jaw opened and water flowed past her cracked lips. She sucked in the liquid, grateful for the flow of cooling water down her throat. A voice murmured but it made no sense. All she could hear was the thrum of the wings. It drowned out all other sound. A prick on her arm barely registered, and she drifted off to sleep...

***
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TRENCH WATCHED AS THE cramps eased and Avalon relaxed into unconsciousness. He let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. Avalon had been gagging on her own tongue when he came into the room, what he thought was an impossible feat with a ventilator in place. Cris was nowhere to be seen. 

Cursing, he had flung himself down on the thrashing girl and forced his fingers between her clenched teeth, forcing her jaw apart. He pulled her tongue out of the way and then poured a dribble of water down her throat, to ease her swallowing reflex. Plunging the needle of Oxycodone into her arm, he counted while he waited for the drug to take effect. She relaxed under his hands and he finally felt he could take his hands away. 

Avalon was a mess. The boils on her skin had burst, soaking the sheets. She seemed unaware of them, but her palms were dry and the skin white. She was dehydrating and he needed to keep fluids in her. That was what Cris was supposed to be doing, while he was gone. Fuming, he craned his neck to see out the door. There was no motion.

His gaze returned to Avalon. His eyes wandered over her still form and that is when he saw it. Below her left ear, where the bee had stung her, was a blotch of skin that resembled the shape of a bee. He squinted at the spot. Is that a bee? I must be tired. He rubbed his tired eyes, and then peered closer at the mark. It is a bee. Not taking his eyes off the still form, Trench reached inside his pocket and pulled out the vial of oxycodone that he’d intended to use to top up Avalon’s dose. He plunged the needle into the rubbing alcohol jar by her bedside then shook it dry, before pushing the needle through the rubber seal. He drew up a shot of the pain killer, the rolled up his sleeve and plunged it into his arm. He winced at the sting. Once it was empty, he put the bottle on table and the needle back in the rubbing alcohol jar, then stretched out beside Avalon on the bed, back to her. 

As he relaxed, the thought came to him that he might be exposing himself to whatever was making her ill, but he didn’t care. When he woke, he would search for more answers, but the best source of answers was lying beside him. He wanted to be here when she woke, and he couldn’t rely on the other gang members to care or watch over her.  They were too concerned about catching whatever she had. It was a miracle they brought her back. He didn’t think she was contagious. There was no evidence to support that. But something was happening with Avalon and he intended to find out. His eyes drooped as the Oxycodone took effect despite his attempts to fight off the encroaching oblivion. He blinked several times, and then he slid into a dreamless sleep.

***
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AVALON WOKE WITH A start. Someone was in the room with her. She could smell them. She wiggled on the bed, testing her limbs, and the minute she started to move, images flashed into her head. Faster than she could process them in her weakened state, she tried to push them away but she couldn’t. The visions came faster and faster and panic flooded her body. She opened her mouth to scream, but something was lodged in her throat. She flexed her arms but could not move them either. A keening, high pitched whine escaped her throat as terror took over her panic. Her eyes opened to a blurry grey. She wailed again and then felt the bed shift beside her. A face entered her vision. She thought she knew him, but he was weirdly distorted, as though being viewed from the wrong end of a telescope. His face was concave and rounded. Avalon’s eyes widened and she turned her head away. A voice reached out to her, familiar and reassuring. She turned her head slowly toward the sound.

“Avalon. It’s me, Trench. Understand? It’s Trench.” 

Avalon stared at the distortion and nodded. 

“You have been very sick. I had to put a tube in your throat to keep you from dying. That is why you can’t swallow.” Avalon nodded again. “You were trying to pull it out so we tied you down. I need to take the tube out. I am going to leave you tied until I have it out, ok? Are you ready to do this?” Avalon’s eyes widened with fear but then she nodded. 

Trench got up and left the room then returned with a basin and a pitcher of warm salt water rinse. He sat down beside Avalon then placed a gentle hand on hers. “I will try to be gentle, but this is going to hurt. You will feel better when it is out. Ready?” A terse nod accompanied his words. “Ok, here goes.” 

Trench took hold of the end of the tube and gently began to extract it from her throat. Avalon’s eyes bulged at the sensation. She stared blindly at where she thought Trench’s face to be located. Tensed against the sensation, she strained at her bonds. The cords bit into her wrists and ankles. A strangled whimper escaped her lips, but Trench focused on removing the tube. It slipped free of her throat and he dumped it into the basin, and then poured salt water into a glass. 

“I am going to untie you, then I need you to gargle with the salt water. Do not swallow it, just gargle and spit, ok?” 

She nodded, gingerly testing her swallow reflex. Trench untied her hands and feet and helped her to a sitting position. She opened her mouth to speak, but he put a finger to his lips to stop her. 

“Don’t speak yet. Let’s get the rinse going. 

Avalon took the glass in shaky hands and lifted it to her mouth. The salt stung and tears formed in her eyes. She swished it around her mouth then spat it out into the basin. She took another sip, then gagged on the water and spat it out with such force that it splashed onto Trench’s arms and face. 

“Hey, easy there!” he said, wiping off the fluids with the corner of the sheet. 

“Trench?” Avalon croaked. “I can’t see you. Why can’t I see?”

Trench paused, a worried frown creasing his brow. He leaned in closer to Avalon. “I am right here.” He picked up her hands and placed them on his face. “See? It’s me.” 

He placed his hands on her face, peeling back an eyelid to examine her pupils. Her eyes appeared normal, except for an opaque film that almost seemed like an extra eyelid. Puzzled, he released her face. 

“I don’t know what is going on here, Avalon, but you have had a very severe reaction to the bee sting. The only thing I can think of is that the Oxycodone has somehow protected you from the deadly effects. But there are side effects occurring that we will have to figure out as we go along. I thought you were going to die, at one point.” His voice caught for a moment and he cleared his throat. “I won’t let that happen. That was a very brave thing you did. You saved Magnum and Cris. They owe you their lives.”

Avalon swayed, as a wave of dizziness washed over her. 

“You need to rest. Perhaps you can sleep better now that the tube is out.” 

Avalon nodded and lay back down on the cot. 

“I will check back on you in a few hours and bring some food.” 

Avalon nodded again in affirmation, her throat too sore for words.

Trench walked out of the room, closing the door behind him. Once he was out of sight, he looked down at his hands. His skin was burning, where it had come in contact with Avalon’s saliva. Blisters were forming. He hurried over to the kitchen sink and washed his skin under the cold water, but the blisters continued to grow. Avalon is contagious. I hope I am right about the Oxycodone. On that grim thought, he set about preparing some food. If he was also infected, then he needed to quarantine himself along with Avalon and they would need supplies. He had a feeling he was about to get to know Avalon very well.
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Chapter 13

Blessings
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Alexa crept up along the low stone wall that framed the gardens at the rear of the church. Dried grasses crunched underfoot as she ran in a half crouch along the structure, staying hidden from the throng of people that waited out front of the church for the doors to open. It was as large of a crowd as she had ever seen lined up for food. Knowing that the fights usually broke out around the time the doors opened, Alexa hurried to the exterior cellar doors. As she crept closer, she spied a familiar face. Smiling, she raised her hand in greeting. Alexa closed the distance between them and popped down beside his kneeling form. 

“Heya, Gabe.”

“Heya, Alexa.” Gabe ran his fingers through his mop of dark hair, pushing the curls out of his eyes. Slender and tall for fourteen years of age, he exuded an aura of confidence. “The priest knows we are here. I heard the bolt click back on the doors a few minutes ago. Come on.” 

He grabbed her hand and pulled her along behind him, crossing the few feet separating them. Reaching the slanted doors, he grabbed the right handle and pulled. The door opened to reveal a staircase descending into the ground. They scurried down the steps, pulling the door closed behind them and bolting it from the inside. At the base of the stairs they flipped the wall switch, illuminating the windowless room. Metal shelving lined the walls, filled with boxes of supplies for Sunday services. They hurried past the boxes to a smaller room with a glass door. They pushed open this door and entered a room outfitted with a small kitchen. Shabby folding chairs sat around a matching metal table. A fridge and stove sat side by side on the end wall with a small counter wedged between the two appliances. Cupboards lined the right wall. 

Gabe began opening cupboards to see what was inside. Alexa knew what she was looking for and went straight for the last upper cupboard, where she found the medications and supplies that Dr. Song needed so badly, to treat Peet. 

“Oxycodone, bandages, alcohol wipes, needles....” She listed off the supplies as she put them into a bag, taking more than was strictly needed but hedging her bets that they wouldn’t go to waste. 

“Alexa, Avalon is sick.” Gabe’s voice filled the room, a deep baritone that broke mid-way through. The child’s voice came and went within the same sentence. “We believe she has been stung by the bees that the government is experimenting with.” 

Alexa’s back stiffened and she whirled around to face him, alarm on her face.

“No!” Terror flashed over her face. “The bees kill. Why didn’t you tell me this sooner? Where is she? Is she with you?”

“No, she is with the Firebrand gang. They snuck into warehouse that we used to house supplies in. A couple months ago, the Feds arrived and took it over. They began pulling people off the street. We got wind of it and rather than start a full-scale war with the government, we sold our ‘protection services’ to them, to act as lookouts and keep the warehouse secure. It was ours anyways, but,” he shrugged, “it seemed better this way. Avalon and a couple of other Firebrands arrived a couple days ago and snuck into the warehouse, but were cornered by the Feds. They got away but we saw her collapse in an alley. The bees are loose in the warehouse. We don’t dare open a door. We can see them swarming the windows, trying to get out. We are planning to burn the building to the ground.”

“When?” Alexa grabbed her bag of supplies and pushed it into her back pack.

“Tonight,” said Gabriel.

“I need to get these supplies back to Peet, but they will want to know where the Firebrand gang is so they can go to Avalon. Do you know where their headquarters are?”

“Yeah, I could lead you there, easy enough.”

“Will you help me find it?”

“Sure.” His lips twisted into a tense smile.

A large crash sounded from upstairs and then the sound of hundreds of feet pounded over their heads. A muffled voice shouted instructions, then other voices rose in anger. Alexa and Gabe exchanged looks. 

“We need to get out of here,” said Gabe. “Come on.”

He grabbed her hand and dragged her back toward the cellar doors just as a door opened at the far end of the basement. 

“Who left this light on?” grumbled a voice as Alexa and Gabe ran to the doors and slid the bolt, unlocking the cellar door to the outside. 

They slipped past and quietly lowered it, then ran off to hide behind the wall. They heard the bolt slip back into place. It was an old game, one they had played many times with the old friar. He made sure that the street gangs had the medical supplies they needed in exchange for some extra muscle on soup kitchen day, when the hungry throngs teetered on the edge of violence. The Imbroglio gang’s protection of the church was recognized by the throng and no one wanted to cross the gang members.

Gabe whistled softly as they ran out through the back gate and answering whistles followed their flight. Once clear of the crowds, they ran through the overgrown park and out the back end of town, toward the abandoned farm and the lawn tractor, which would take them back to Peet much faster than walking. They reached the tractor about thirty minutes later. Gabe sat in the seat and set Alexa on his knee and they were quickly on their way. 

Alexa couldn’t wipe the grin off her face. She had acquired the needed supplies and she had the best seat in the house, as far as she was concerned, on Gabe’s knee. It was a good day, for sure.  She giggled and Gabe gave her a shy smile. Ripped jeans or no, he was the most handsome man she had ever seen.

Three hours later, they roared into the lane at the back of Dr. Song’s house, bouncing through the ruts to the house. Dr. Song stepped out onto his back porch, a shot gun in hand. Gabe cut the engine and they allowed the sound to die before Alexa called out. 

“It’s me, Dr. Song! I went to get medical supplies.”

Hearing her voice, the gun lowered. A voice roared through the open door.

“Alexa I am going to tan your hide for scaring me like that. Get in here, right now!”

Alexa grinned and took Gabe’s hand. “Come on, his bark is worse than his bite.”

Together, they entered the house, a frowning Dr. Song following them inside. Alexa gave Dr. Song a hug as she passed him and he grunted, his eyes never leaving Gabe. Gabe walked cautiously behind Alexa, giving Dr. Song no reason to level his gun.

“Alexa! Get in here!” Peet bellowed from the couch.

Alexa skipped into the room, and ran over to Peet to give him a hug. “I’m here, see?” 

“I wish I had my pa’s belt. I would soon teach you to sneak away like that. Time you had some proper supervision. Sneaking off like that, you gave us heart attacks!”

Alexa directed her best ‘tween’ pout at him, which was half way between a lip tremble and a smirk. 

“You let Avalon go do what she wants. And I am the age she was, when we were first left alone. Besides, I have been going out on my own for a couple years now. Do you really think I just sat in that old barn by myself for all this time? This is Gabe,” she said, pulling Gabe forward by the hand. “He is part of the Imbroglio gang, and a good friend. He can help us. He wants to help us. We have supplies, see?”

She upended her pack on the floor as Dr. Song sank into his chair. Medical supplies tumbled onto the floor. Dr. Song’s eyes inventoried the loot. 

“That is quite the haul, Alexa, and appreciated. But you see, I have more supplies here. I only keep what I need in my bag. You didn’t need to risk yourself to get them. Next time, let us know of your plans. We need to work together. If you know of a source of medical supplies then we can be more specific on what you collect.”

Alexa blushed, her ears turning red. Chastised, she mumbled “Ok. Maybe you are right.”

Gabe spoke into the embarrassed silence. “Alexa did well. She is resourceful and smart. She also knows her medications. We’d recruit her to the Imbroglio but she is too loyal to her sister. Speaking of which, Avalon has been stung.” 

“Oh shit,” said Peet, grimacing. “That girl! Where is she? We must go help her.”

Dr. Song nodded. “If she has been stung, she has but days. No one survives longer than a week. Where is she?”

“She is being cared for at the Firebrand’s headquarters, an underground restaurant called Frankie’s Finger Foods,” said Gabe. “I can show you where it is. I know the safest routes in and out of the city center. Better yet, I can make sure your car is still there when you want to leave.” 

Gabe slouched, pushing the flop of curls back off his forehead. His ripped jeans were soiled and his t-shirt plastered to his back with sweat, but despite his grubby appearance, Dr. Song liked him.

“Son, if you would like to take a shower before we go, helps yourself. Bathroom is on the right. Water is set to a five minute timer and shuts off automatically, so be quick about it. There are towels in the cupboard behind the door.”

Gabe nodded, grateful, and headed down the hall to the indicated door.

Peet watched the skinny lad disappear behind the bathroom door. “Nice kid. I like him.” He shifted on the couch, grimacing. “Now hand me my pants so I can get dressed.” Dr. Song tossed his clothes to him. “Alexa, go pack some drinks and food. You don’t want to see this.” 

Giggling, Alexa ran out of the living room as instructed. 

Ten minutes later, they were all assembled in the living room, and they trooped out the door to Peet’s waiting sedan. Dr. Song had washed the interior upholstery, cleaning away the bloodstains but a tinny smell lingered in the air when they opened the doors. Alexa wrinkled her nose as she climbed into the back seat with Gabe. 

“Hey, I took a shower!” said Gabe, grinning at Alexa.

Dr. Song helped Peet into the passenger seat and took the wheel, starting the engine with a flip of the wrist. He steered the car down the lane and out onto the main road. Alexa felt a thump of anxiety at the familiar scenery passing by her window, remembering her last panicked trip down the same road. Gabe bumped her shoulder and she leaned over to whisper in his hear. 

“Can you really get us into the Firebrand gang without us all dying? They don’t allow people on their turf, especially Imbroglio gang members.”

“Yeah,” he whispered back. “I am one of the few who can talk to them. My brother sends me when the two factions need to talk. They will not harm anyone under sixteen.” 

He smiled, and Alexa thought the dimple on his cheek was adorable.

“Which way, Gabe?” Peet’s gruff voice broke into their musings. 

“Take the exit for the city center. After crossing the Burgoyne Bridge, turn right and left at the brickworks. Once you reach the projects, pull over by Garden Alley Five. Dumb name, never were any gardens planted in the alleys.”

They travelled in silence for about thirty minutes. They passed only one car on the highway and only light weight, fuel efficient motorcycles, once they got off at the exit. Most people did not use their cars unless absolutely necessary, as gasoline supplies came into the city once a week, and then with an armed escort. Most gas stations had electrified perimeter fencing in place and the driver had to prepay outside the gate before they were allowed inside, to pump gas. Armed security was present day and night. They drove past one of the stations and the guards watched them drive by with hands on their guns, suspicious of their intentions. Their narrowed eyes did not leave the car until they turned the corner at the old brickworks. 

“This is it, pull over here.” Gabe pointed to a fire hydrant. The caps were missing, having been removed a long time ago to search for water. Someone had spray-painted it to look like a city worker, pissing on the sidewalk. A puddle of paint was sprayed on the sidewalk in bright yellow. As soon as the car stopped by the curb, twenty teens melted out of the shadows and surrounded the car. 

“Stay here for a minute, I will talk to them.” Gabe opened his door and got out, walking over to a solid girl of about eighteen, who looked ready to hit him. 

Alexa reached for the door handle to get out but Peet’s voice halted her. 

“Stay put, let him do his thing. Wait.” 

Alexa hesitated, and then sank back on the cushion, watching Gabe with anxious eyes. The girl laughed and the gang members followed suit, but Gabe waved his hands and gestured toward where the Imbroglio’s territorial lines intersected those of the Firebrand. His lips moved and then he pointed at the alley. The girl frowned, then spoke to a blonde haired girl. She nodded, and the gang parted, allowing the two girls to approach the car. Peet’s door was pulled opened.

“Follow us,” said Magnum.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 14

The End Of The Beginning
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Magnum lead them down the staircase into Frankie’s finger foods, and back through the restaurant to the kitchens. Peet’s limp was more pronounced by the time they reached the swinging door, and he paused for a moment to lean on the door frame. Alexa, noticing that he had stopped walking, hurried back to him.

“Peet, you need to sit down. You are still weak. You lost too much blood.” She took his arm and tugged him toward a chair back in the restaurant, but he brushed her hand off of his arm, swaying slightly. 

“Not until I see Avalon,” he growled, then straightened and followed Dr. Song’s retreating back. 

They snaked around the grimy countertops and past peeling painted walls to the back of the kitchen. The second half of the kitchen was dark, as was the room where Avalon was being treated. Magnum stopped then spun on Cris, who nearly bumped into her. 

“Weren’t you supposed to be watching Avalon? Making sure she was cared for? Why were you out on the street today?”

Cris gave Magnum a disgusted look. “Would you want to be around someone stung by those bees? Who knows what the side effects are? I told Trench I would only stay as long as I felt it was safe to do so. When her skin erupted in blisters, I left. I have no desire to be near someone like that. You all should have done what I said. She should have died on the street and the disease along with her.”

Alexa pushed her way up to the two girls, Gabe at her shoulder. “You would have let my sister die?” 

Cris spared a fraction of a glance at the younger Gainsborough then said, “In a heartbeat. She will be the death of us all now.” She grabbed Magnum by the sleeve. “It’s not too late, you know,” she whispered. 

The sound of a gun’s safety being removed filled the room like a glass shattering on cement. The sound was echoed by six other guns, and a tense silence shivered through the room.

“There will be no shooting.” Peet’s hand was steady as he leaned back against the door frame, gun pointed at the pair of girls. All five guns pointed back at him but he paid them no mind. 

Magnum glared at Peet. “You dare bare your firearm inside the headquarters of the Firebrand? Are you insane?”

“Perhaps. Or maybe I am just too old to care about your little turf wars. I am here to get Avalon and I will bring her out of here alive. The question is, how many of you are willing to die to prevent that? Is it really worth your life, when your leader has seen fit to save her?” He waved his gun in the direction of the dark. “Now, go turn on the lights so we can see what the hell we are dealing with here.”

“Put those away!” snapped Magnum, glaring at the others. “And keep your mouth shut, Cris. No one is going to save your backside again.” 

When the guns disappeared into pockets once again, she turned her back on everyone and walked to the back wall to flip the switches. The back half of the restaurant lit up. 

Dr. Song, who had stepped out of the line of fire, hurried over to the back office, which was still in the dark. The blinds were pulled. On the door a sign had been taped, written in a rough, male handwriting, the strokes bold and sharp. “Warning! Do not enter. Occupants are contagious. Trench.” Dr. Song turned on the light from the switch located by the door. The room was bathed in a weak light from the single overhead bulb. Trench and Avalon lay sleeping on the bed, covered in blisters. Their chests rose and fell, the breathing laboured. Dr. Song sighed, the sound a low groan as it passed his lips. 

“No one will be moving these two.”

He took his hand away from the door knob and before he could react, Alexa and Gabe had gripped the handle and opened the door, stepping inside the room. Dr. Song gasped then pulled the door shut. 

“Alexa, what have you done?” he shouted, furious.

Alexa looked back at him, not understanding his concern. Then her eyes fell on the back side of the taped message. She could read the message in reverse as the marker shone through the glass. Peet was just behind them but Dr. Song grabbed him by the shoulders and pushed him back.

“No one is to enter this room!” he shouted. “It is quarantined. Magnum, you need to place a twenty four hour guard at all times on this door. DO AS I SAY!” he yelled at the startled girls. “Peet. You can’t help them. Now back away.” 

For an elderly man, he had surprising strength, and Peet staggered as he was shoved hard.

“I can’t just leave them there! We have to help them. That is why we came, dammit!”

“You can’t help them if you are dead. Now, sit.” 

Peet sank into a chair by the door, his mouth sagging with misery. 

Alexa and Gabe turned their backs on the watchers and moved over to the side of the bed. Alexa reached over and gave Avalon’s shoulder a quick shake. “Avalon, wake up. It’s me, Alexa. Avalon, wake up!”

Avalon groaned, and slowly her eyes opened. She blinked several times then said in a husky voice that sounded like crumpled paper, “Alexa? Is that you?”

“Yeah it’s me. Can’t you see me? I am standing right here.”

Avalon squinted at her then put a hand over her eyes. “The light hurts. Can you turn the light out?”

“Ok.” Alexa went over to the door. “Turn off the light; it’s hurting their eyes.” 

Dr. Song nodded and the light went out. He crowded in close to the glass to peer inside the room.

“Is that better?”

“Yeah. You shouldn’t be in here.”

“I had to see you. They said you were dying.”

“I might still be dying. And now you will too.” She swallowed heavily, throat dry. “Water.”

Alexa handed her the glass of water sitting on the stand and Avalon took a small drink. “Under the bed, med kit. You must take a shot right now, both of you. Oxycodone. Hurry. Only thing that might save you, she rasped past a throat that was like sandpaper.

Alexa reached under the bed and pulled out a tool box filled with medication and bandages. She drew a shot of Oxycodone for both her and Gabe then walked over to the door to show Dr. Song the amount. When he nodded that it was the proper dose, she administered the shot to both herself and Gabe. Avalon sat still on the bed, swaying. 

“Tell them to bring you two sleeping bags for the floor. You are not leaving until you are better. Your fate will be the same as mine. You should have stayed away.”

“Our fates were always tied together Avalon. I love you. We will get through this, together, as we always have.” 

Avalon smiled at her words.

“Who is your friend?” said Avalon.

Gabe introduced himself. Trench stirred. He opened his eyes, blinking steadily, raising his hands to rub them with his blistered fists. 

“I can’t see. Avalon, are you there?” Trench swayed where he sat and then he vomited, spewing sick over the side of the bed. Most of it hit the bowl he had placed there but some did not. With a groan he laid back down, head hanging over the side. Alexa got the bucket of salted water and began mopping up the sick. She emptied the basin in the toilet of the spartan, ensuite bathroom, and returned with the clean vessel, placing it back on the floor. 

“You are both about to get very, very sick. None of us can leave this room, not while we are ill. 

“I brought a doctor with me. Dr. Song knows all about the bee illness. He can help.” Alexa pointed to the anxious looking Dr. Song who hovered by the door.

Avalon got to her feet and staggered to the door. “Hello Dr. Song. Hopefully you can help us. No one must come in this room. We have supplies and food in the room. There is one thing that we need though. Raw honeycomb. Can you find some?”

“Raw honeycomb? That is a very rare thing indeed. But I think I know where some might be located.” He stared at Avalon, fascinated. “How is it that you have so far survived your encounter with the bees?”

Avalon gave him a tired smile. “I am not sure, but I feel an urge to find honeycomb. The whole comb, wax and all. There is something in it that will help us, I am sure of it. Oh, and get us something to sleep on, for the floor.”

Dr. Song nodded. “It will be as you ask, Avalon. We will scour the county until we find some. In the meantime, keep those three alive.” He turned away and called to the room and two boys ran off in search of bedding.

She nodded her thanks and pushed away from the door, staggering back to the bed. One way or another, she would see that they all lived through this. She felt different, changed. She had been changed by the illness and it was only now that she had the strength to begin sorting through her trial to see what the effects had been. She had lots of time to sort it out. She was going nowhere soon. 

Before she could settle onto the bed, Gabe moaned then crashed to the floor, thrashing. Alexa quivered and sat down on the floor beside him, shaking. A trace of fear crossed her face, before she made it vanish. 

There was a knock on the door and then everyone backed away to the other side of the kitchen. Avalon opened the door, picked up the blankets and pillows and then closed it again. She made up a bed on the floor at the foot of the cot and rolled Gabe onto the sheets. Alexa mopped his fevered brow with a damp cloth. With a groan, she lay down beside him and began to shake with tremors as the infection spread in her system.

Avalon climbed back onto her bed and collapsed. It was going to be a long few days or weeks. She didn’t know for sure. Her last thought before sinking back into oblivion was that she was going to make the government pay. 

One way or another, they would pay for their crimes. She would make sure of it.

*** THE END ***
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Dedication:


To all who have found that life did not go as planned. 

You can still make a difference.
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Chapter 1

Rattling the Cage
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Mitch slammed the front door harder than he intended, but tried not to care. Thumping down the porch steps two at a time, he hurried to his car, unlocking it with his key fob before he reached the driver’s side door. Before he could start the old Ford, his mother was leaning over the railing, waving a paper bag at him.

“You forgot your lunch,” she called.

Mitch backed his car down the driveway as his window made its noisy descent. He let go of the button, then tilted his head out the window.

“I’ll get something at school,” he yelled over the aggressive music on the radio. “Don’t worry.”

He saw her wave to him in his rear view mirror and felt only a slight guilt that he hadn’t said anything to either of them before he left the house. What would I have to say anyway? He thought as he drove away.

Catch any bad guys on the night shift, Dad?

Have a good day at work Mom.

Would the two of you please stop arguing about how dangerous Dad’s job is?

Mitch took the corner at the T-intersection without touching the brake pedal, and then accelerated as the road straightened out. The edgy beat of the music matched his mood and he pushed the old car, watching the needle on the speedometer climb. Trees and houses flew past in a blur and he gripped the steering wheel tightly, not caring if he got a speeding ticket. He just wanted to get to school, hang out with his friends, and put the stupid argument out of his mind. More than that, he wanted to keep driving, right out of town. On the highway, the police didn’t care as much about high speeds, and he wanted to drive as fast as he could until his pent up frustration was spent. 

It was always the same argument, and it never resolved anything. Of course his job was dangerous, but Mom knew that when she agreed to marry a cop. Dad loved his job. He had been a cop for almost twenty-five years and he didn’t know how to do anything else. 

Mom kept harping on him, though. Mitch could hear them the minute he woke up this morning. Dad had been on a stakeout every night all week, and usually got home about the time Mitch got up. Mom launched into him the minute his heavy boots walked in the door. 

The music on the radio ended, and a commercial started. Mitch blinked and reality snapped back into focus. A stop sign flashed in his vision, far too close. He stood on the brake pedal, the worn tires screeching as the old Ford slid to a wavering stop. The engine sputtered and rattled in time with his pulse as he sat at the intersection, willing his heart rate to slow. He unclenched his frozen fingers from the steering wheel. 

“Shit.”

He checked both ways before carefully pulling through the intersection. Driving like a maniac wasn’t going to help his cause. If he wrecked this bucket of bolts, he would not be able to afford to get a new car for a long time. Not to mention that his parents would ground him until his eighteenth birthday, eight months from now and right before graduation.  He’d never live that down. All he had to do was get through this last year of high school, and then he was out of here. Away from this crappy town, away from the dead-end opportunities, away from the endless arguing. 

By the time he reached the school, he felt calmer. His first stop was his locker, where he collected the books he needed for his morning classes, and then he headed over to Kendra’s locker. She wasn’t there, so he made his way to his first class, alone. 

This day was turning into one stupid thing after another.

Football practice after school helped work out the last traces of Mitch’s frustration and by the time he got home, it was later than usual. He was surprised when he walked in the front door to find his dad sitting on the sofa with his feet up, watching TV.

“Oh, hey Dad. I figured you’d be gone by now.”

“Planned it that way did you?” He smirked at his son.

“No.” Mitch dropped his backpack on the stairs and kicked off his shoes at the door. “We had football practice after school. I thought you were still on stakeout duty.”

“Well, we nabbed the guy last night, so the stakeout is done. I get a night off.”

“Oh. Congratulations, then.” Mitch looked around. “Is Mom home?”

“No, she went to a movie with a couple of her friends. And to answer your next question, dinner is on the stove. We saved some for you.”

“Hey, thanks.” 

Mitch went into the kitchen to fill a plate with lasagna and a couple slices of garlic toast. He returned to the living room and sat down on the worn sofa next to his dad. He forgot about everything for a few minutes as he wolfed down the food.

“How did your day go?” 

Mitch finished his bite before he replied. “Okay I guess. Football practice was fun.”

“Yeah, I always enjoyed football more than my classes.”

When he was finished, Mitch set his plate down on the coffee table. “Hey Dad, can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Are you and Mom okay? I mean, it just seems like you spend a lot of time fighting these days.”

Dad sighed and muted the TV. 

“Yeah, we’re fine.” He scratched his chin. “The stakeout last night ended when the suspect and one of the cops on duty were shot. They both ended up in the hospital, but they’ll be fine, and we have the guy we were looking for. Your mom got a little freaked out when I told her about it, that’s all.”

“But that isn’t the first fight you guys have had.”

“I know, but we’ll work it out. In five more years I can retire, and then your mom will have me home all the time.”

He smiled at his son and patted his arm reassuringly.

Mitch noticed, for the first time, the tired lines around his father’s eyes. Streaks of gray striped his sandy hair, and grizzled whiskers outlined his once firm jaw. He was worried, Mitch realized with a start. Worried but still trying to protect his son from his own stress. 

“Do you like being a cop, Dad?”

He nodded immediately. “I really do, but your mom is right. It is a dangerous job. I know she worries about me, and that’s not fair to her.” He turned and faced Mitch squarely. “Go to college, Mitch. Get an education and get a real job, like your sister. Don’t stick around here and don’t be a cop. Your mother couldn’t handle that.”

“Dad, being a cop is a real job. Don’t say it isn’t. Don’t worry, that’s not what I want to do. I don’t plan on sticking around here, you know that. I’m not as smart as Pam, though, and I don’t think I’m cut out for college. I’m sick of school.”

“You are smart, in your own way. You’re good at figuring things out. Good enough to be a detective, I think.” He paused, thinking. “Don’t do that, though. That’s iffy work.”

“Nope, I’m going to travel,” said Mitch, “and see some of the world, while I still can. I’ll figure out what I want to do later. Maybe I’ll try a bit of everything.”

“Well, don’t tell your mom that. She wants you to go to college and become an archaeologist like your sister or something.”

“I thought you wanted me to go to college.”

“Oh sure, that’s always a good idea, but I also know you. You gotta do what you gotta do. I’m proud of you either way, son.”

Mitch felt suddenly ashamed of his earlier anger. Of course, Dad would always know the right thing to say. He opened his mouth to say more, but his father waved him off. “Now put your plate in the dishwasher and get yourself up to your room. Do your homework and hit the sack at a reasonable time.”

Mitch chuckled. “I’m not a little kid, Dad,” but he stood up and carried his plate to the kitchen anyway.

“You’re not eighteen yet, young man. I can still tell you what to do and you still have to do it.”

“Yes sir, Officer.” Mitch gave him a mock salute.

“God, you’re annoying.”

“It’s my job,” Mitch grinned.

Dad chuckled, and then smiled gently. “Go ahead. I’ll wait up for your mom. It’ll be okay, I promise.”

“Goodnight, Dad. And thanks.”

“I love you, boy.”

“Love you too, Dad.”

Mitch climbed the stairs, feeling relieved, at ease for the first time that day. Dad said it would be okay. He only hoped that was true.
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Chapter 2

First Loss
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Mitch saw the break in the line and darted for it, ducking his shoulder to avoid the grasp of the opposing player. Pivoting on his right foot, he broke free of the pack and sprinted for the goalpost, exhilarated. He was free! There wasn’t another player between him and his first touchdown of the season. Even though this was only a practice, triumph coursed through his veins with a burst of adrenaline.

I still got it, he thought to himself, grinning as he pounded down the field. Mitch glanced over his shoulder, checking the position of the other players. He was only two paces ahead of two beefy teens sporting yellow jerseys. With a spurt of adrenaline, he pushed himself to move faster on weightless legs.

Twenty yards. Fifteen. Ten. Almost there.

He smacked the ground hard on the six-yard line, the face guard of his helmet grinding into the stiff, dry turf. The player who hit him from the back immediately released his vice grip on Mitch's waist and leapt to his feet to a chorus of cheers from the other players.

"Great hit," he heard the coach call.

Spitting out dust and dry grass, Mitch pushed himself up to stand and brushed the dirt off the front of his jersey. Turf was much easier to play on when it was green, he thought ruefully. As far as he could remember, the last time this football field was green was last spring.

Cory slapped Mitch on the shoulder pads.

"You're a hard guy to take down," he said, pulling off his helmet.

"Just stubborn I guess." He grinned at his best friend.

"Wrap it up, men," Coach yelled from the sidelines. "That's it for today. Good practice."

A few of the boys glanced at each other, surprised, but gathered up their gear and made their way off the field.

"Is it my imagination or are we finishing early today?" Mitch pulled off his helmet with relief, grateful that there was enough of a breeze to cool his sweat-soaked head.

"Definitely not your imagination," muttered Cory. "Coach seems a little distracted."

Mitch trotted over to where the coach was tossing the footballs into the large mesh bag.

"Hey Coach," he said. "What's up? Everything okay?"

Dan Bryson glanced up at Mitch as he approached. "Hi, Mitch. It's nothing you need to concern yourself with right now. You guys worked hard, and as hot as it is, I figured I'd let you off a bit early." He finished his task and heaved the bag up to his shoulder. "You did really well today. You've gotten stronger over the summer, I think."

Mitch walked alongside his coach as he left the field. "I tried to stay in shape. I want to have a great last year."

"Well, you've always worked hard. You've been a real asset to this team."

"I try."

"You're good enough to play college football, son. You really are. I hope you pursue that."

Mitch looked sideways at Coach Bryson. "Maybe. I think I'm going to take a couple years off and do some travelling, though."

Bryson was quiet for a moment, but nodded his head. "That's too bad, Mitch, but I understand. Maybe you can get back to playing later. Any team would be lucky to have you playing for them.”

"Oh I don’t know. You've got some good talent coming up the ranks here, I think," Mitch said. "You should have a strong team next year."

Bryson nodded but said nothing.

Mitch spotted Cory waiting impatiently by his car as they exited the field.

"Gotta' run, Coach," he called over his shoulder, breaking into a run. "I'll see you tomorrow."

Bryson lifted a hand in farewell as Mitch caught up with Cory. He shifted the heavy bag on his shoulder. Kids are so optimistic, he thought. It never occurs to them that anything can ever change, or that their way of life would ever end.

He rubbed his chest with a broad hand, trying to ignore the clenching ache. It was just stress, he told himself. What else could it be? What else would he be feeling, knowing that his role at this school was almost over? He had been coaching high school football for fifteen years. What else was he supposed to do now?

Moreover, how was he going to tell these wonderful, hard-working kids that they would be the last high school football team this school would ever see?

***
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MITCH CAUGHT UP WITH Cory easily, and unlocked his car. He popped open the rusted trunk with a squeak and heaved his sports back in. Cory did as well. He closed it with a hard slam to make sure the catch connected. It didn't always.

"What was that all about?" Cory climbed into the passenger side as Mitch opened the driver's door.

Mitch shrugged as he started the Ford. "Coach said he let us off a bit early because it was so hot, that's all."

Cory shook his head. "Something's up."

"You think so? What are you thinking?"

"Well, things are changing. You can see it, just look around."

"What do you mean?" Mitch backed out of the parking spot and maneuvered his car past the other vehicles and out onto the road.

"Empty houses, closed down businesses, you know, stuff like that."

"We're just in a bit of a slump. I'm sure things will pick up eventually, especially when that new plant goes in."

"My dad says that's been canceled."

"What? Why?"

"No money. Same old story. My dad says that all the resources are moving to the bigger cities. Smaller cities like us can't afford to ship things all over the place, not without support from the government. But if we're not making money, we're not paying as much in taxes so services are cut. Everyone is struggling to get by with less. Dad and my uncle say that the government is trying to centralize everything so they can maintain control. They can't help those of us out here anymore. At least, that's what they say."

"That doesn't make sense. What changed?"

"Well, we think it’s the environment, mainly. We're a farming community, and the crops are getting smaller and smaller every year. The spring bud barely produced flowers and so the orchards in the valley are almost bare of fruit. Without spring rains, the irrigation ponds are dry, and without water for irrigation, the grain fields didn’t germinating properly. The crops are stunted. They are failing." Cory’s words stumbled to a halt.

"See, I live in the city, so I don't really see that. I figured we were just having a run of hot summers," said Mitch.

"There's more."

At the tone of his voice, Mitch glanced over at Cory. "That doesn't sound good."

"No. Our farm has been hit hard. Dad can't afford to put in the high-tech irrigation system that our buyer wants. They say it's a government requirement, but we aren't even making enough to pay our taxes. We sure as hell can't afford this new system."

He was quiet for a moment, unable to go on.

"So what's that mean for your farm?"

Cory looked over at his best friend, anguish in his lean face. "We're selling it off, Mitch. Everything. No one wants the land, but some of the big, government-controlled set-ups want the equipment. We're hoping someone will buy the house, too."

Mitch turned off the highway onto the dirt road that led out to Cory's home. "So..." he hesitated, "So, are you moving into town?"

"No. Mom and Dad both have taken jobs with one of the government operations.”

“Where?”

“Back East.”

“Nooo,” Mitch groaned. He pulled the car up in front of the house and set the car in park.

The two boys sat in the idling car for a few moments, speechless and staring out the windshield.

Mitch looked at Cory. “If you get a job here, you could stay with us. I’m sure my parents wouldn’t mind.”

“Man, listen,” said Cory softly. “There are no jobs here. There’s nothing here. My mom and dad can get me on with the company they will be working for. If I can get my foot in the door with a government operation, I can get opportunities I won’t ever have here.” He turned to Mitch. “Look, you can come with us. There are jobs there. We aren’t moving until I’m done with high school - at least my mom and I aren’t - so you’ve got time to consider it.”

Mitch sighed. “I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.”

“You’ve got time. I’m serious, dude. It would be great to have my best friend close by.”

The two friends looked at each other for a moment as the car engine rattled quietly.

“Well this sucks,” Mitch grumbled.

“Yeah.” With a sigh, Cory unbuckled his seatbelt and opened the car door. “Thanks for the ride, as usual Mitch. See you tomorrow?”

“Sure thing. Say hi to your mom and dad for me.”

“I will.” He slammed the passenger door and moved to the back of the car to get his bag out of the trunk. With a wave to Mitch, he climbed the broad porch steps as the car pulled back out on the gravel road.

Mitch drove home with a heavy heart.
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Chapter 3

Big Plans
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The chickadee's quick movements caught his eye as the tiny bird flitted through the tree branches, hunting for bugs. Hopping from branch to branch, its distinctive gray and white plumage stood out against the pale bark and yellowing leaves of the old ash tree.

Harvey drove with his windows down. It was hot for early September, he mused. It felt like it had been hot for years. Things would cool down by November, he hoped. Some rain and cooler temperatures would be nice.

He watched the chickadee for a moment before he pulled away from the curb and continued on his beat. Several abandoned houses in this neighborhood required a police presence on a daily basis. No one could afford to buy them, and no one could afford to tear them down, so they sat, slowly deteriorating over the last couple of years. It was a shame, too. The once elegant houses now rested in dilapidated slumber, no longer useful to anyone.

It appeared as if the chickadee was the only resident of this quiet neighborhood. Most of the homes along the street were occupied, though, carefully maintained by invisible owners as they hid behind the new security bars Harvey could see on the lower windows. There was a time when such things weren't needed in this neighborhood.

Everyone was afraid. It was evident in the closed feeling of the homes, the lack of people, the empty streets. Children didn't play outside much anymore. The first ones to abandon hope and move to the bigger cities were the families with children. They had the most to fear, the most to fight for, it seemed. There were jobs in the big cities, schools with resources, opportunities that just didn't exist here in this small town any more.

Even the birds were leaving, it seemed, or dying out. Harvey could remember the lilac bushes around his house when he was a kid. They were filled with sparrows year round, chattering noisily and taking turns at his mother's bird feeder. There were always chickadees, wrens, and finches in the trees, hunting bugs and interacting in smaller groups. They would come and go in organized, high-energy flocks and talk amongst themselves, as the sun would set on cooling summer evenings.

Harvey couldn't remember the last time he saw a finch. Even the numbers of the pigeons on the courthouse were dwindling. There were still crows, though, and magpies. The carrion birds always did well in lean times. But then, they thrived on the demise of other creatures.

Harvey turned the corner to start down the next street, taking time to look down the alleys and between houses. Squatters in the abandoned buildings were less concerning than looters who might be stripping the homes of valuable resources. Times were tough, and Harvey tended to look the other way if someone was seeking shelter in an empty house for the short term. There were rumors that some investor was working on turning some of the bigger, abandoned homes into cheap studio apartments for low-income people. There was already a waiting list of hundreds of names at City Hall, on the off chance that the rumor was true. People were desperate, and cheap housing was better than no housing.

The next street over was more populated. Rows of duplexes and low apartment blocks lined the street. Most people were at work or school this time of day, but he could see a few people sitting out on their balconies or front steps, trying to take advantage of the slight breeze. Seniors, mainly. Harvey raised his hand in greeting to three elderly women who were sitting on a shaded front porch.

"How are you doing, Ladies?"

They waved back.

"Just fine, Officer," called out the woman in the blue housedress.  "Lovely day, isn't it?"

"It certainly is," he replied. With a second wave, he carried on.

Harvey didn't know why his wife was so worried. He may be a cop, but not much happened in this city. She really had no reason to fear for his safety. He always got the quiet beats, too. After twenty years, he had seniority, so for the sake of his wife, he took the safe jobs. Maybe after they retired, they could move somewhere more interesting. Until then, he was needed here.

He turned the next corner and headed back to the station. Aside from the occasional car, he heard the distant call of a single crow and a warning bark from a dog somewhere.

Otherwise, all was silent.

***
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MITCH TOOK HOLD OF Kendra's hand as they left the movie theatre. He dropped the empty popcorn bag into the garbage and held the door open for his girlfriend as they stepped out into the warm night.

"That was great," he said. "I've been waiting to see that one for months. We always get the new releases two weeks after everyone else and it sucks to have to wait."

"Yeah, it was good." She hitched her purse up on her shoulder and looked around at the parked cars.

"Good? Don't you mean fantastic?"

She glanced at him. "Sure, whatever."

He shook his head, chuckling. "Fine, I won't take you to any more action movies."

She didn't say anything as he opened the passenger side door and she got in. He climbed into the driver's seat and started his car, backing out carefully and pulling out of the parking lot.

"So, you want to get something to eat?"

Kendra shrugged and pushed a strand of dark blonde hair away from her face, not looking at him. "No, I'm good. I told my mom I wouldn't be too late."

"Okay, could we just talk for a bit?"

"Sure."

Mitch drove three blocks to a small playground and pulled his car over, next to the curb. Turning off the key, he turned to smile at her. "Come on, when was the last time you played on the swings after dark?"

She smiled back at him and they both got out of the car, running over the dry, dusty grass to the tall swings at the back of the park. Laughing, the two young people jumped on the swings and pushed back to start the worn swings swooping back and forth in the empty, dark playground. Gripping the cool chains, Mitch used his body weight to push his swing higher, yelling in childish glee.

The night air felt almost cool as it rushed past his face and he grinned with sheer, uninhibited joy. The dark, cloudless sky glittered with millions of sparkling stars that wavered in the rising heat, making them twinkle. Mitch watched the stars as he reached the top of his swing on a backward swoop and felt a sudden longing to launch himself skyward to soar in the crystalline heavens.

Kendra's giggles spurred him on, and when he reached a decent height on a forward swing, he released the chains with a whoop, and let his momentum carry him through the air, to land on his feet in the sand. He hit the ground hard and used his football training to bend his knees and roll forward. Once he regained his feet, he thrust his fists in the air in triumph.

"I'm an astronaut," he laughed.

"What are you, six?" Kendra chuckled and dragged her feet in the sand to slow herself down.

"Maybe. Remember how much easier life was, when we were six?" Mitch dropped down to sit on the sand, stretching out his legs and leaning back on his arms.

"For you, maybe. We didn't have much when I was little. Mom barely made enough to keep us fed. I just want to get done with high school and get a job and move into my own place." She hopped off the swing and came over to sit next to him.

"Okay, so here's what I'm thinking," he said. "I can't wait to be done with high school either." He leaned forward and took both her hands in his. "As soon as we graduate, let's get out of here. Let's pack a couple backpacks and just start travelling. We can work odd jobs on the way to make a bit of cash, hitchhike, stay in hostels or whatever. When we make enough money, we'll fly across the ocean and backpack across another continent. Let's go see the world while we can. What do you think of that?"

Kendra pulled her hands out of his and sat back, studying him closely.

"What? Just like that? Just up and walk out of here right after grad?"

Mitch grinned, nodding. "Yeah, why not?"

She was silent for a moment, looking around the dark playground.

"Please say yes," he prodded. "It wouldn't be any fun without you. I can't think of anyone I'd rather travel with."

She smiled then, and leaned forward to hug him. "Sure, Mitch. If you promise it will be fun."

"It will, I promise." He grinned, and then kissed her, with the passion of youth. 

A single cricket chirped an unanswered serenade from the parched underbrush.
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Chapter 4

Questionable Opportunity
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Kendra stuffed her modern literature book into her backpack and pushed her locker closed, spinning the combination lock a few times. Giving it a final tug, she walked away to head to her next class. A flash of pink caught her attention as Serena hurried up beside her, bouncing with excitement, as usual.

"Is there ever a time you're not cheerful," she asked her dark-haired friend.

"Not really, but I have lots to be cheerful about." Grinning, she flashed her hand in front of Kendra's face. "Take a look."

"Oh my god." Kendra grabbed Serena's hand and pulled it closer, studying the emerald-studded ring on her friends' finger. "Is it real?"

Serena yanked her hand away, pouting. "Of course it's real." She held her hand out in front of her, gazing fondly at the ring.

"Where did you get it?"

"Where do you think? From HIM, of course."

"Him? Meaning, the invisible, mysterious boyfriend, who your parents know nothing about?"

"Exactly."

"So how do you intend to explain the ring?"

The girls turned the corner and trotted down the wide staircase, pushing past the steady stream of kids ascending the stairwell.

"Well, I take it off when I'm at home, silly. I can't let them see this."

"Then what's the point?"

Serena hugged her notebook to her chest. "After graduation, we'll announce our engagement, and he'll meet my parents then."

"Oh, so you're engaged now?"

"Not yet. Not exactly."

"What does that mean?"

"This is just a promise ring. He'll give me a real diamond ring when we get actually engaged."

"He's that rich? What does he do?"

Serena glanced sideways at Kendra. "He's kind of self-employed."

Now Kendra returned the look. "Doing what?"

"Oh, all sorts of things." Serena avoided her probing gaze. "But the fact of the matter is that I'll always have what I want, and I'll never be poor again."

"And what does he want in return?"

Serena turned and grinned at her friend. "My undying love and loyalty."

"I'm sure that's all."

"Well, maybe my help with his business sometimes."

"What kind of help?"

"Long story. I'll explain later." She stopped, turning to stand in front of Kendra. "Listen, you could have a piece of this, too. You'll lack for nothing, and here's the best part," she forged ahead when Kendra started to shake her head. "You'll be helping the people in the town. People who really need help."

Kendra frowned at Serena. "What's this about?"

"Look, you're going to need a job once you graduate, and there aren't a lot of jobs out there right now. This will give you the security that you need."

Kendra thought of Mitch's plans to travel the world. It sounded romantic, but what were they going to do with no money and no home? Doubt swirled in her chest and she bit her lip. She had never had security in her life. And helping people? How could that be a bad thing?

"Okay, I'm listening."

***
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THE NEWS HIT THE TOWN like an imploding building. The cereals manufacturing plant had been on the planning committee's drawing board for two years, promising jobs and an influx of badly needed cash into the floundering city. The investment backers released a statement that morning, announcing their intention to move their proposed build location to a larger center, citing production and staffing shortages and costs. Just like that, four hundred jobs vanished like steam on a hot afternoon, and the residents of Melina were devastated.

"This is not good," Mom said as the story was announced on the evening news. "A lot of people were counting on that plant. Cereal grains and beef cattle are what are keeping this city on the map. If we lose that, how are people going to stay afloat?"

"We still have a lot of cattle ranches around," offered Mitch hopefully. "There are two big packing plants just outside of town, and they have jobs."

"Without the grain, you can't keep the cattle fed, son," said Dad softly, not taking his eyes from the television. "It's all connected."

Mitch thought of the conversation he had with Cory, and told his parents what Cory had said.

“Wow,” Dad shook his head. “I’m sorry to hear that. With the Jameson cooperative folding up, that’s the third major operation in this area to go. No wonder the plans for the plant were scrapped. It’s just not viable.”

“Is it really as bad as everyone is saying?” He looked from his dad to his mom, seeing worry etched in every line of their face.

“Could be,” said Mom. “But it’s more than just a run of bad weather. Legislation is squeezing the profits of the smaller farms, making it harder for them and small businesses like local stores to compete, to stay ahead of things. We’re being taxed out of our livelihoods, and wages aren’t going up.”

“But Cory says something else is going on. The wheat, corn and other grains aren’t growing because it’s so dry all the time, but the trees aren’t growing fruit any more, or not much. He said the other plants in his mom’s garden barely produce anything, either. She only got a small crop of tomatoes this year, hardly enough to can for the winter. What is stopping everything from growing fruits and vegetables?”

Dad shrugged. “I don’t know much about gardening, but it seems to me that you need fertile soil to grow good crops. Maybe the soil is so depleted that it’s no good for crops anymore.”

“Don’t forget pollinators,” Mom interjected.

“What do you mean by pollinators?” asked Mitch.

“The insects that pollinate food crops; butterflies, bees, wasps and such. Even some flies and other flying bugs contribute to pollinating. Think about it. How many insects did we hear at night this summer? Hmm? I remember when I was kid, the summer nights virtually vibrated with the songs of cicadas, crickets, and other bugs. We would even hear frogs and who knows what else, out singing their songs. How about lightning bugs? Remember the lightning bugs you used to catch when you and Pam were kids? It’s been a couple of years since we saw any lightning bugs. They’re just...gone.” She lifted her hands helplessly, and dropped them in her lap.

The three people sat in contemplative silence for a few moments. 

“Toxins?” asked Mitch. “Pollutants in the atmosphere? You’re right, though. Where are all the bugs?”

“And the birds, too,” said Harvey. 

“Birds?”

“Yeah. I was driving around on my beat today and I saw one little chickadee and remembered all the birds that hung around when I was a kids. You hardly see or hear a bird anymore.”

“Something has changed, but I don’t know what it is,” said Mom. “I’m not the only one who is asking questions. Rumors fly around about government conspiracies, but those kinds of rumors have been around for as long as government has existed. Whatever is happening, the small towns are going to be the hardest hit. Just look at where we live. People are already packing up and leaving. I mean, I hate to panic and run at the first sign of trouble, but maybe they have a point.”

“And what point would that be,” asked Harvey. 

She shrugged. “Maybe we need to go where the jobs are. I love it here, but we have to think ahead. If the farms are folding up, and the big cereal plant isn’t happening, how long do you think the store is going to last? Not to mention; how long do you think they are going to need three managers? At some point, my job is going to be redundant and I’ll be out of a job. Soon after that, there won’t be anything left of this town.”

“Oh Jessica, these people are more resilient than that. I’m sure the government as a whole is working on making sure people don’t lose everything. Even locally, City Hall has plans in the works to take care of people in need and make sure the Federal government doesn’t forget whom they are working for: us. We’re a long way from the catastrophic destruction of civilization as we know it. We’ll be okay.”

“You’re such an idealist. But I prefer to keep my eye on reality.”

“An optimist, my dear. There is a difference.”

“Well,” she huffed as she stood and picked up her coffee cup. “I still say we cut our losses while we can and go where we have a chance to survive.” She took her cup to the kitchen without a backward glance. 

“This is our home, Jessica,” Harvey called after her. “I’ve got a decent job and I like the people I work with. Maybe after I retire, we can consider moving but not right now. They need me down at the precinct, and we have a lot on our plate right now. I can’t just walk away from the station right now. That wouldn’t be right.”

She reappeared in the kitchen doorway, hands on hips. “What about the fact that we need you here - Mitch and me? Your family. You’ve done your time with the station. So what if you quit a few years early?”

“And forfeit my retirement package?”

Mitch stood up and headed for the stairs. “Well, goodnight folks. That’s it for me.”

They were at it again.
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Chapter 5

Bargain with The Raven
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Kendra's heart was pounding so hard, she was afraid the others could hear it. She followed Serena along the dark alley, her fists clenched tightly at her sides. 

Breathe, you idiot, she told herself. They're going to think you are nervous. She forcefully unrolled her fingers and stretched her hands, wiping her sweaty palms on her jeans.

A squeak to her right startled her and she glanced over at a collection of scattered litter that had blown up against a dumpster. A flash of movement, grey fur and a long, naked tail was all she saw as the rat vanished beneath a newspaper. She shuddered visibly and swallowed.

Breathe, you idiot.

"Kind of a funny place to do business isn't it," she asked Serena, who was three paces ahead of her.

"Try to keep up, won't you," Serena whispered, glancing at her quickly. "We don't want to keep them waiting." 

The two boys they were following turned left at a T-intersection and hurried along between the tall buildings. Serena followed them, turning to gesture at Kendra.

"This way, hurry," she hissed.

Kendra stepped over a paper bag and flinched as she walked into a gust of steam that was seeping from a pipe that jutted a short way out of a wall. The odor of fried food and garbage assaulted her senses and she resisted the urge to put her hand over her nose and mouth. She swallowed convulsively and hurried on.

“Oh, one more thing,” Serena said, glancing back at Kendra. “Don’t use my name.”

“Your name? Why not?”

“Just don’t. They know me as Gemma. You got that?”

“Gemma. Okay.”

They came around another corner and Kendra saw a small group of about five people, standing under an overhang that led to an underground parking lot. They all looked up when Serena and Kendra arrived with the two young men.

Serena immediately walked over to one of the taller men of the group, smiling up at him as he slipped his arm around her waist.  

"Corbin, this is the girl I was telling you about." She smiled at Kendra.

Corbin moved away from Serena and approached Kendra, the barest hint of a crooked smile on his face. Wavy brown hair hung down to his collar and as he stepped forward, the nearby streetlight revealed that his eyes were a pale blue. His square jaw and a straight nose belonged to a man in his early twenties, in a face devoid of wrinkles or gray hairs. Even though he wasn't much older than Kendra was, he appeared to be the oldest one of the group. The rest of the small band waited silently, watching her closely. A quick glance showed that there was another girl in the group, as well as the four other men.

Kendra licked her lips and took a calming breath, resisting the urge turn and run.

Corbin lifted his chin slightly in greeting. "So why have you come to see us? What do you hope to gain from this?"

Kendra looked around at the rest of the faces, then back at their leader. "I don't hope to gain anything. I was brought here to meet you."

"Why?"

Kendra looked at Serena, alarmed. What was he asking?

Serena gave her a small smile, nodding encouragingly.

She looked back at Corbin and shrugged. "I heard you help people. This town needs more people like that. Besides," she licked her lips again and looked at the other people. "There won't be a lot of jobs when we graduate from high school, and I want to be able to help my mom out. I don't want to be wondering where my next meal is coming from. Uh, Gemma said you guys could provide some...security." She lifted her chin and tried to project far more confidence than she felt.

He nodded and took a step back, glancing back at his pack.

"What do you know about us?" he asked. 

"Not much. Just that you find things for people when they can't get them anywhere else, and you get supplies to people who need them."

"That's right."

"Can I ask you a question?"

"Go right ahead."

"Are you running a Black Market type thing?" She forced herself to meet his eyes unwaveringly.

He thought about that for a moment and lifted a hand dismissively. "Something of the sort. But our services go beyond getting insulin to low income diabetics."

"You do that?"

"Of course, but we also get luxury items and do favors for people who can afford to pay for them."

"What kind of favors?"

Again, he waved the question away. "Not important right now. However," he moved a step closer to her. "There is a reason you were brought to me."

"And that is?" Kendra's heart felt like it was going to rise up in her throat and choke her.

"I'm always on the lookout for useful people. You know, people who have skills or connections that we can use to our advantage."

She narrowed her eyes at that. "How do I fit in to that?"

He glanced back at Serena, who grinned broadly. "I hear you are good with numbers. That's always a useful skill in an organization such as ours. As well, I have been made aware that your connections may be useful at some level."

"My connections?"

He smiled. "I understand you boyfriend's dad is a cop."

The color drained from her face as the repercussions of this meeting hit her. "I don't know anything about what goes on at the police station."

"Maybe you do, maybe you don't. Maybe you just happen to hear something here and there. We're giving you the opportunity to trade that information and your talent with numbers, for some benefits." He bared his teeth in a humorless grin. "The 'security' you're looking for."

"Why do you need information about the police?"

He shrugged again. "In our line of work, it helps to know what the police are up to, what they know, where they are, that sort of thing. They wouldn't take any notice of you. You're not the kid of a policeman."

"And if I don't agree to help you?"

He waved his hand. "You're free to go and you'll never hear from us again. But," he smiled, "You won't have our protection or our 'security', you won't find a job that will pay you better, and you're completely on your own. And you won't be helping anyone else in this city. Your choice." 

Kendra looked over at Serena, who took a few steps towards her.

"You want to make a difference in this town?" Serena indicated the people standing around her. "These people have the resources and the power to make a difference. You just can't question how they do it."

Kendra took a step back and turned around to look down the empty alley. She crossed her arms across her chest and took a deep breath. This was a lot to think about, but she did want to help the people of this city. She wanted to help her mom. She felt a stab of guilt when she thought of Mitch's plans for them. What did he have, though? Big plans and high ideals? Grand adventures and no money? What kind of life was that? Who does that help? No one but Mitch. How could he take care of her if neither of them had money? Being broke for the rest of her life terrified her, but how could she better her situation if she couldn't pay for any training or education? If she had money, she could make something of herself. She could save up for college, and she would be helping the people of this town in the meantime.

She turned around and smiled at the group of people watching her. "Okay, what do I have to do?"

Corbin smiled and stepped forward, taking her hand to shake it. "Easy. You become one of us. You take a name that fits in the group, and you start your training."

"Name?"

He pushed up his sleeve to reveal a tattoo of the silhouette of a flying raven. "All of us have code names that relate to ravens. I'm Corbin. My deputy there," he indicated a tall, dark-haired young man who stood back in the shadows, "is Rook. You friend from school here," Serena stepped to his side, "is know to us as Gemma. Most of us don't know each other's real names, and if you do know someone's name, you are to never reveal it. This is why your friend did not introduce you by name. Understood?"

Kendra nodded. "Does the tattoo have to be on my wrist?"

"No. You can put it anywhere you want."

"Why ravens?"

"Ravens are the smartest of all the birds. They are resourceful and they can survive anywhere by taking advantage of opportunities around them. They network with other ravens and crows, as well as other birds and animals. That's what we do." 

"Okay. When does this happen?"

"Two days from now. We have to decide on a name for you, and set up a time for your tattoo and your initiation. Your friend Gemma will let you know."

Kendra nodded and glanced at Serena, who nodded back.

Corbin held out his hand again. Kendra took it and they shook hands firmly.

"I'm glad to have met you. I'm sure you will make a useful addition to our little band."

"Thank you for the opportunity."

"Go. We'll talk again soon."

Kendra turned and followed Serena out of the maze of alleyways.
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Chapter 6

Bumbling Thief
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Aside from the distant wail of an ambulance siren, things were quiet for a Saturday night downtown. Mitch and Cory were wasting some time wandering the partially lit streets. It was the first free evening they had managed to get for a few weeks, and they decided to wander around downtown, get a bite to eat and maybe catch a movie later on. There wasn't much else to do.

The heavy winter clothing in the store windows seemed out of place, considering how mild the weather was for the fall, and they laughed at some of the outrageously padded coats that no one would even consider buying. It didn't get that cold any more.

They were peering through the security bars of the display window of a shabby electronics store, then Mitch felt something jab him in the back.

"Hey, what the...?" He turned around to see a shorter man standing behind him and aiming a handgun at him. "Shit."

Cory turned to see what Mitch was talking about and froze. The person with the scarf tied across the lower half of his face looked young, no more than a teen, really. His wide, gray eyes were all that could be seen of his face, and they darted nervously from Mitch to Cory and back. Straggly dark blond hair stuck out from under a well-worn ball cap that was pulled down low on his face.

"Hand over any money you have," said a voice, the words muffled by their passage through a faded brown scarf.

Cory took a step forward, reached out a hand and yanked the scarf from the kid's face.

"Kenny?"

The boy's eyes got wider when they focused on Cory's face. "Oh, hey Cory." He took a step back and dropped his arm to his side, still holding the gun.

"What the hell are you doing, Kenny?"

"Oh, well," Kenny gestured vaguely with the pistol. "I um..."

"Put that thing away before you shoot your foot off, you fool," Cory snarled. He turned to Mitch, who was watching the whole exchange, completely bewildered. "You remember my younger cousin, Kenny. He's an idiot, obviously."

"Yeah, I know Kenny." Mitch addressed the younger boy. "You used to hang out at our house with Cory when we were kids, didn't you? Got yourself in over your head, did you, Kenny?"

"Hey, I know what I'm doing," Kenny griped.

"No, you don't," said Cory. "Your mom would kill you if she could see you. What are you up to?"

Kenny pocketed the gun, avoiding looking at either of them. "Trying to get some cash."

"Like this?"

Kenny shrugged. "Why not?"

"Because it's stupid, that's why. You want a criminal record or something?"

"Of course not, and I'm not stupid. The only stupid thing I did was pick the two of you to rob. Of all the people I could have picked, why'd it have to be you?" He kicked at a pebble on the ground in disgust.

"Yeah, THAT was the mistake." Cory sighed. "Look, why don't you get out of here before someone sees you. Get rid of that gun and go home. Smarten up and I won't tell your mom."

Kenny glanced at Cory apologetically. "Sorry. It's just..." he turned away, hunching his shoulders as he shoved his hands into his jacket pockets, concealing the gun. "It's just something I gotta do." With a last backward glance, he hurried away.

The two young men watched him go, and then glanced at each other.

"What was that all about?" asked Mitch.

Cory shook his head and they continued down the street. "I have no idea. The kid is the laziest thing I've ever known. I doubt he'll finish high school. But turning into a street thug? That's just crazy."

They turned and continued down the street.

"Dad says that street gangs seem to gaining numbers downtown," said Mitch. "The police have gotten more calls to break up fights or chase down vandals this year than they ever have in the past."

"I wonder why?"

"Same old story. Dad says it's because there's nothing to do here. No jobs, no opportunities. Kids want to belong to something. They want to feel important."

Cory turned and looked down the road where Kenny had run off. "I wonder if that's what that little turd is up to."

"If he is, he's in for a world of trouble."

"Shit. My Aunt Estelle is going to lose it if she finds out. What a rotten thing to do to her. What an idiot." He sighed and turned back to follow Mitch.

"That's why Kendra and I are getting out of here after graduation. There's nothing here for us, so we'll hit the road and see the world while we can."

"Look, man, I'm serious about you coming with me when we move east. My dad's already there, and has already lined up jobs for my mom and me. It's entry-level, but they'll train, and the pay is decent. There are lots of chances to move up in the company."

Mitch tilted his head back to look up at the tall buildings that reached up to the darkened sky. "It feels like selling out to corporate government control to me. I don't like that idea too much."

"But that's where the money is."

Mitch glanced at his friend. "What will you do be doing?"

Cory shrugged. "Warehouse at first. I know how to run any type of big farm equipment, so I can work my way up to equipment operator or even management. If they will train, I could even get into the corporate end of things. Then I'll be making big money."

The boys were silent for a few paces, each lost in their own thoughts.

"I wish you weren't going," said Mitch, finally.

"Come with me."

Mitch shook his head slowly. "I've got other plans, man. Plans that don't require me to be tied to a corporate government job."

"But listen, the government is working on plans to take care of everyone. That's why big corporations are working with the government. They are working on projects to control food production and distribution of goods, so that everyone has the same access to the things they need. That's why we have to go where the jobs are. If those government people hadn't made my family an offer, we wouldn't have lasted another year. They gave us the out we needed. In exchange, we can use our skills and experience to help them build a better system for everyone. This is the future, Mitch. Think about it! When all the resources are centralized, then they can be distributed fairly and everyone will be taken care of. It's the only way to handle this ongoing drought and the changes that are happening to all the crops. The government has huge plans, and everyone is going to benefit from it."

Mitch felt a nauseating clench in the pit of his stomach. He didn't like the sound of that at all.
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Chapter 7

Ride Along
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The digital clock over the city train station read 12:25 a.m. when Mitch and Cory exited the movie theatre with the handful of other moviegoers. The action movie was entertaining, but for all the hype, it wasn’t that great. The boys were walking down the block to where their cars were parked when Mitch noticed a police squad car drive through the intersection in front of them. The driver looked familiar. 

“Hey, I think that’s my dad.” Mitch watched as the squad car slowed and pulled over to the curb half a block down. He glanced at his friend. “I’m going to go say hi. You want to come along?”

“Naw, I gotta get home. I promised my parents I’d help them out tomorrow.”

“Okay, but I’ll see you at school on Monday, right?”

“You betcha.” Cory gave him a thumbs-up and continued on to his car.

Mitch glanced both ways and hurried across the street, jogging to catch up with the police car. As he got closer, he saw that it was his father, sitting in the driver’s seat and writing something in a notebook. Mitch leaned down to the passenger window and tapped on the glass. 

Harvey tapped the button to lower the window, and his face lit up when he saw his son.

“Taking a break officer?” Mitch grinned at him.

“Hey Mitch, what are you doing down here this time of night?” He unlocked the car doors and Mitch pulled open the passenger door to get in. 

“Cory and I went to that big theatre a couple blocks down to see a movie. We caught the late showing.”

“Was it any good?” Harvey flipped his notebook closed. 

Mitch climbed into the passenger seat. “I’ve seen better. So what’s on the agenda for tonight?”

Harvey put the car into gear and pulled away from the curb. “Not much, but you know the drill. Not a word to anyone that you were in this car, and if I’m on the radio, you’re quiet.”

Mitch drew his forefinger and thumb across his lips, mimicking pulling a zipper closed. Dad never let him ride along before he turned sixteen, but when he finally reached that age and was allowed to ride along on his dad’s route, neither of them mentioned this fact to Mitch’s mom. It was easier that way. Besides, the risk of danger was minimal.

Harvey pulled down the street and turned left, heading for the edge of town. 

“You gotta see this,” he said. 

He turned right into a largely abandoned industrial park, and then left into a dark back alley. Shutting off the squad car’s lights, he rolled the car along slowly until they could see light at the end of the alley where the buildings ended. He drove just far enough until they could see what was going on beyond the warehouses and office buildings. Harvey shut off the car. Before them was a massive construction site, lit up at all angles by large floodlights. Work was going on, even in the middle of the night, as they could see bulldozers and backhoes breaking up the dirt and loading it into over-sized dump trucks. One massive demolition machine was tearing up the remains of an old warehouse, picking up the debris and dropping it into another huge dump truck. No signs or company logos could be seen anywhere, nothing that would indicate the outcome of the project.

“What are they doing here?” Mitch whispered, even though there was no way anyone in the construction site could hear them. 

“We don’t know. We only get close enough to get an idea of what they are doing. They just showed up a couple weeks ago and started tearing down buildings.” Harvey paused then pointed off to the right. “Look over there. Can you see them?”

Mitch narrowed his eyes, squinting in the direction his father indicated, before he saw them. Even with the floodlights, it was hard to pick them out in the shadows. “Armed guards? For a demolition site? That doesn’t make sense.”

“No, it doesn’t. The police have been told nothing about this project. They haven’t asked us to keep an eye on things, and as far as we know, no one has filed any permits for the work. All we know is that six months ago, a private buyer bought up all these buildings for three times what they were worth. They paid cash, so we don’t know who they are.  This is completely outside of the city’s control.”

Father and son watched in silence for a few moments, and Mitch shuddered with a sudden chill that raced down his spine. “Why are there no jobs in this town, if this huge construction project is happening?”

“Yeah, that’s the question. Also, why are farms being sold off or abandoned? If a big company is moving something into this town, then we shouldn’t be in such dire straits.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Mitch saw a pickup truck pull up to a group of men wearing hard hats. That wasn’t what caught his eye, though. It was the logo on the door of the truck. 

“These people are from the federal government,” he murmured under his breath. “This isn’t a company. This is a government operation.”

Harvey looked where Mitch indicated, then picked up a small pair of binoculars on the dashboard to study the truck closer. “You’re right.”

“Maybe that explains the armed guards.”

“But why guard the demolition? You can see them all around the perimeter. See over on that side? And over here, just past that end building. They are stationed to watch anyone entering or exiting the site, but not visible enough to see them at first glance.”

“So it’s a highly sensitive government operation?”

Harvey tossed the binoculars back on the dashboard. “Could be. The odd piece of this puzzle is the involvement of the private buyer. Why is the federal government involved, if this is a private contract? ” 

“Maybe to cover up what they are doing. If the government doesn’t technically own the property, then they can work around regulations or manipulate the records. I’d guess it gives them another layer of protection.”

Harvey turned and smiled briefly at his son. “You’re good at this. You’ve noticed things I didn’t. Too bad you don’t want to be a cop.”

“Yeah, could you imagine mom’s reaction if I did? I wouldn’t want to be around to witness that.”

Harvey chuckled and started the car. Shifting into reverse, he inched the car backwards, staying in the shadows. When they were clear of the alley, he turned on his headlights and drove the squad car back to town. They didn’t speak again until they were under the streetlights of the main drag through town. 

“Wow, that’s crazy,” Mitch finally spoke, breaking the silence. “Who else knows?”

“The Captain, some of the other guys I work with. We’ve spoken to the mayor in private and he agrees we need to keep this under wraps for the time being. Just until we know a bit more about what’s going on. Maybe the government will come forward and fill us all in on their plans when they get a little further along. At any rate, you’re not to say a word to anyone, do you understand? Not to Mom, not even to Cory or Kendra. We don’t know what’s up so we need to just sit on this for a bit. Got it?”

“Got it.”

At that moment, Harvey’s radio crackled to life. 

“Unit One-Nine, we have a possible robbery or break-in at Pelman’s Pharmacy at fourteenth and sixth east. Can you do a drive by and assess the situation?”

Harvey picked up the radio receiver and clicked it on. “I’m not too far. I’m on my way over.”

“Acknowledged. Call for back up if you need it.”

“Will do. I’ll radio in as soon as I’m on the scene.” He switched off his receiver and glanced over at Mitch. “Where’s your car, son?”

Mitch pointed. “A couple blocks that way. Not too far from the theatre.”

“Okay, I’ll drop you on my way. Can’t have you on a call, you understand.”

“That I do. Not a problem.”

Harvey stopped the cruiser at the curb close to Mitch’s car, and he opened the door to get out. 

“Just be careful, okay,” he told his dad. “You know I worry about you, too.”

“I know. Probably the same way I worry about you, your mom and your sister. Now get going. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“You promise?” 

“I promise.”

Mitch grinned and got out of the car.

“Just remember,” Harvey called out. “Not a word about anything to anyone, right?”

“Right. Have a good night, Dad.” 

Harvey raised his hand and sped away as soon as Mitch slammed the door shut. 

Mitch watched his father pull away and turn right at the next intersection. Shaking his head, he pulled out his keys and made his way to his car. When he turned the ignition, the digital clock on the dashboard blinked on. The time was 1:15 a.m. It had been less than an hour since he hopped in his father’s squad car. The surreal quality of the realization left an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach. Why did it feel as if many hours had passed? Perhaps the sudden knowledge that there was something going on in the city. An unknown. Mitch couldn’t help but feel that this unknown was going to shift the balance of things somehow. 

The government had plans for their small city. Plans that were going to change everything.
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Chapter 8

Graduation
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Mitch saw Cory at his locker and hurried to catch up to him. 

“Hey Cory, you heading over to the gym?”

“Yeah. My guess is that you are too.”

“We all are. The whole team.” Mitch hoisted his backpack onto his shoulder as they hurried down the hallway towards the gymnasium. 

“What do you suppose Coach called this meeting for?”

Mitch shrugged. “Wish those of us who are graduating good luck, post his team lineups for next year. The usual, I would guess.”

Most of the football team was in the gym already, gathered on the bleachers at the far corner. Cory and Mitch joined the group. The last few team members arrived, and the football coach stood in front of the group, hands on his hips and scanning the faces before him anxiously. Mitch felt a twinge of alarm as the man who had been their football coach for many years, cleared his throat a couple times before he could speak. Coach Bryson was never at a loss for words. 

“Gentlemen, I want you know what a privilege it has been for me to be your coach this year, and every year for the last twenty. It has been an honor to work with you boys, and watch you grow in to outstanding young men. For those of you who are graduating this year, I wish you all the best. You’ve made me very proud over the years.”

He paused and looked at his sneakers and the gathered boys glanced sideways at each other, sharing uneasy glances. This wasn’t the usual end of year speech.

Coach Bryson raised his head, eyes moving between the boys again and sighed. “I, uh, I have an announcement to make. One I never thought I would ever hear myself make.” He paused again and cleared his throat once more, the sound loud in the absolute silence of the large gym. “You boys gathered here are the finest football team I have ever had the joy of working with. Every one of you is a credit to your uniform and I, um...I’m going to miss you all.” His voice cracked on the last word and the boys tensed in fearful silence, listening hard.

“I am...heartbroken...to inform you that you are the last football team this high school will ever see.” 

A clamour of voices filled the gym, bouncing off the walls, a sudden outburst of chatter and moans. Coach Bryson held up his hand. “Just give me a few more moments, men. The school board has informed us that all extra-curricular activities, including sports and musical programs are being cut indefinitely. Funding has been pulled from the school - from all the schools in this city - as a cost-saving measure. The, uh, the city just can’t afford us anymore. I’m...um...I’m sorry boys. There won’t be a football team next year. There won’t be any sports. No band, no choir, no art club. There’s nothing we can do about it.”

“What are you going to do, Coach?”

Mitch wasn’t sure who called out the question, but his mind was preoccupied with what he had witnessed with his dad several weeks ago. There was going to be money in this town, but it was all related to the government, somehow. Not enough money to save the football team, though, he thought bitterly. 

“Well, I’m going to have to look for work in one of the bigger cities back east. I have some family there, so I’m leaving right after graduation.”

There was silence in the gym for a moment as everyone processed the news.

It was Mitch who spoke up first. “It’s not fair, Coach.”

At everyone’s nods and vocal agreement, the coach held up his hand again. “I know boys, but sometimes life hands you obstacles, and you just have to tuck, protect the ball and weave around them. Do you understand that?” At their nods, he continued. “I want you all to remember that, okay? Remember what you learned on this team, how you worked together, how you trained so hard to move past your weaknesses. Can you do that for me? Can you remember? There is always a way around that linebacker in front of you. Keep pushing, keep working, and keep making me proud of you. You are outstanding young men, and I have been so proud of you. I will always be proud of you. Remember that.”

The team rose to their feet as one, cheering, then gathered around their coach in a show of support and gratitude. 

Mitch joined them, but the painful disappointment burning in his chest made it feel more like a funeral than a celebration. 

It was so unfair.

***
[image: image]


THE DAY OF MITCH’S high school graduation dawned hot and clear, and he and his family were at the hall early. Lacking funding and on the verge of shut down themselves, the oldest performance theatre in the city had offered their space to the area high school graduations at a severely reduced price. The faded wallpaper and shabby upholstery held echoes of grander times, but the elegant theatre was still spacious and comfortable for the gathered students, friends and family. 

Mitch waited in his seat at the front of the theatre with his classmates, feeling a curious mix of pride, joy, grief and anger. He drummed the fingers of his right hand on his knee, as he bounced the heel of his carefully polished shoe nervously on the worn flooring. He glanced over at Cory, where he was seated half a row away. Cory flashed him a grin and a thumbs-up sign. Mitch returned the smile and the gesture, though he didn’t feel as optimistic as he once had. It was the end of an era and his future was still uncertain. His mind kept wandering back to the scene of the warehouse demolition, playing the images over and over in his mind. It wasn’t just his future that was uncertain. It was the city’s future as well. The government had a lot of money to invest, but they weren’t investing in the city. None of it made sense. 

More than ever, he determined that he and Kendra needed to get out of town as soon as possible and find their fortunes somewhere else. There was nothing for them here. He could see the back of Kendra’s head and the smooth line of her cheek where she sat, two rows ahead of him and down a bit. He wished she would turn around and look at him; offer him a smile or a wink, or anything. He hadn’t seen much of her lately. When he did see her, she was always busy with something else. He got that. This was a busy time of year for everyone. But still. He just wanted to know that she was okay. They hadn’t talked much about their immediate plans after graduation, and he wanted to get some concrete details in place. There was a lot to think about, and he wanted her input. 

He sighed. I’ll find her right after the ceremony, he thought. She was coming to his house for the graduation party later today. He felt a happy, warm rush of feeling at the thought. Maybe he’d ask her to marry him, just for kicks. Maybe not, though. Not yet. The party was going to be fun, and if nothing else, he was looking forward to that. They would have lots of time together after they hit the road. Maybe they would go north, first. The people up north were friendly, he had heard, and the drought wasn’t as bad there. It would be nice to see some forests. His musings lifted him out of his ambivalent feelings for a moment. There was so much to look forward. No sense brooding over the gloomy outlook for this city.

Mitch rose with the other students when prompted, and waited to hear his name, shifting his weight from foot to foot. He caught a glimpse of Coach Bryson, sitting with some of the other teachers, and felt a stab of renewed grief. How many more losses did this city have to endure? 

When he heard his name, he crossed the stage, smiling at the principal as he accepted his diploma. Twelve years of school and he was finally done. 

But now what?

Harvey had booked time off work to be at Mitch’s graduation, and fatherly pride shone in his eyes as his son walked across the stage to accept his diploma. He took his wife’s hand in his and turned to smile at her briefly. She returned his smile and gave his hand a warm squeeze. Just a few more years on the Force and he would be able to finally retire and be at home with her. Safely, the way she wanted. Maybe they would do some travelling. It was all going to work out well. She had waited for a lot of years for him, and had been so patient. She deserved any vacation she wanted. Harvey dropped her hand and applauded as the last graduate crossed the stage. 

This was a good day.
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Chapter 9

Wrong Place
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Harvey shined his heavy flashlight through the front window of the pharmacy, but didn’t see any signs of movement. He moved to another window and shined the light in another direction. Still nothing. If he could go inside, he could take a closer look, but dispatch had just asked him to drive by and assess the situation, as usual. He figured it was nothing, but at least he could say he went by and had a look.

He lowered his flashlight and clicked it off, looking around the empty street for anything unusual. The cool night air brushed gently past his cheek but didn’t carry with it the sound of anything out of the ordinary. The city was asleep this time of night and this was generally a quiet part of town. 

This was the part he liked about his job. These quiet nights when he patrolled alone, keeping watch over this city and its citizens, standing guard so they could rest easily. So many people were talking about moving away, but he loved this town. This had been his home his entire life, and he was proud of the part he played in keeping it safe. He smiled with satisfaction that all was calm. Melina was a good town, really.

This was the second time this week that he had been called to check on this particular pharmacy. The owner of the shop had reported several incidents of shoplifting, but the culprit had not been caught. They weren’t even sure it was the same person. Things went missing in stores all the time. Then the security alarm had been tripped two days ago, indicating a break in. Since Harvey was on the downtown beat, he was the one who drove by. A bathroom window in the back of the store was open, and further investigation showed that the lock on the window had been broken from the inside. Someone knew his or her way around the store, so this wasn’t a random incident. It was likely that someone had been in the store earlier in the day, and had broken the lock on the bathroom window, planning to come back. It wouldn’t be the first time this had happened.

Harvey walked around behind the store to check on the window that had been the culprit of the previous investigation. The storeowner told them that the lock had been replaced, but he checked anyway. The window was shut tight, so he tested the remaining windows, working his way around to the front of the store. Nothing was amiss. He returned to his patrol car, and once inside, he picked up the receiver and clicked the transmit button.

“This in One-Nine. No movement at the store, no sign of entry. I’d say it was a false alarm.”

“Thanks for checking in One-Nine. I’ll note it on the log.”

“Acknowledged.” He released the button and returned the receiver to its cradle. Starting his car again, he shook his head. People were getting jumpy. Even with a security system, shop owners lived in fear of break-ins. He understood their caution, though. This kind of thing seemed to be happening more and more. As resources dwindled, crime increased. If things continued on the way they were, the police would have to hire a lot more officers. He felt a pang of regret that Mitch didn’t want to be a cop. He understood why, and if he was honest with himself, he agreed with Mitch’s decision. Even so, it would have been nice to have his son follow in his footsteps. What more could a man hope for in a son?

He had barely driven three blocks when his radio crackled to life again. 

“One-Nine, come in. Come in One-Nine.”

He picked up the receiver and clicked it on. “One-Nine here. Go ahead.”

“Sorry One-Nine, you need to turn around. We got a call about a skirmish in an alley near where you just were.”

“What kind of skirmish? Gang related?”

“Possibly. Phone call from a young woman, saying someone is threatening her boyfriend with a gun. She said there are several people in an alley off fourteenth east. She didn’t say how many. She was afraid someone is going to get hurt.”

“Got it. I’m on my way.”

Harvey turned at the next intersection and circled back in the direction he came from. Gang violence was on the rise, too, for some reason. His instinct told him it was related to the break-ins at various stores. Stolen goods were valuable on the street. He pulled past the alley that dispatch had indicated and saw several people at the far end, partially hidden by a dumpster. The alley was narrow, and he didn’t want to get trapped, so he parked his cruiser on the street and walked up the alley, staying close to the wall and out of view, behind the dumpster, for as long as possible. The thought crossed his mind that he should have called for backup before he entered the alley. If it was just a heated argument, though, he could manage it. He carefully slid his handgun out of the holster and thumbed the safety off. As he approached the altercation, he could hear raised voices, both male, as far as he could tell. 

“I’ve told you before,” said one man calmly, “This is our territory, and you don’t have our permission to steal our business.”

“I’m not stealing anything,” the second voice said. His shrill tone betrayed not only his fear, but also his age.

It was just a kid, Harvey realized.

“Look,” the kid continued, “I can’t get this stuff anywhere else. I wasn’t going to sell it here. I have...I have a buyer somewhere else, I swear!”

“I don’t care if you want to sell it a hundred miles away. You can’t steal from our sources, ‘cause that’s called doing business in our territory. Are you really that stupid?”

“Yes...I mean no,” the kid shrieked. “I swear - here, take this, you can have it. I’ll go away and you’ll never see me again, I swear you’ll never see me again.”

“I guarantee I’ll never see you again. Neither will anyone else.”

At the boy’s next hysterical screech, Harvey stepped out from behind the dumpster, his gun aimed at the group of people. A quick assessment told him there were four young men and two young women on one side of the standoff, and one skinny boy on the other side, both hands in the air. In one hand was a pistol. Most of the people in the larger group held handguns as well, and the tallest youth held his pistol out in front of him, aimed at the younger boy. 

“All right, everyone just calm down now. Let me see your hands, and I want your weapons on the ground.” He took a step toward the younger boy, who looked at him in shock.

No one moved for a moment, and then the lead man slowly raised both hands, still holding his gun. 

Harvey took a closer look at the younger boy. “Aren’t you Estelle’s boy?” When the boy nodded quickly, Harvey stepped closer to him and held out a hand. “Give me the gun, son, and get behind me. I’ll get you out of here and we’ll sort this out.” 

The boy took one step towards the cop he recognized, and Harvey smiled encouragingly, holding his free hand out to the boy. 

“Come on, son. It’s going to be okay.”

Kenny glanced at the other group of people and his eyes widened. He reached for Harvey, just as the grizzled cop also glanced at the tall young man holding the gun. In the instant that Kenny had started to hand over his gun, the older boy lowered his weapon and leveled it at Kenny. 

“NO!” Harvey grabbed a handful of Kenny’s jacket and dragged him behind him as he raised his service revolver, but it was too late. He heard the explosion of a gun, but wasn’t sure if it was the other man’s weapon or his own. The white hot, searing pain that blossomed in his chest answered his question all too well. Still gripping his revolver, his arm suddenly became too heavy to hold up, and he dropped his arm, not noticing when he let go of his gun. He dimly heard shouts over the roar in his ears. Someone was yelling at the others to get out of there. He could feel Kenny’s skinny arms wrapped around him and lowering him to the ground, and he was grateful that the boy was there. Kenny was screaming something, but he couldn’t understand what he was saying. All he could see was shadows, but he could see the shadows scattering and running away. At least the boy was safe. 

“I’m sorry, Mitch,” The whispered words seeped out of his cold lips. “I’m sorry I couldn’t keep my promise. I’m sorry...” 

The last thing he heard was Kenny, sobbing. 

But at least the pain was gone. 
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Chapter 10

Moving On
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Mitch wasn’t sure if it was the doorbell that woke him up or the sound of his mother’s voice when she opened the door. As soon as he was awake enough to realize that someone was at the door, he knew. A sick rush of adrenaline washed over him at his mother’s cry and he threw back the cover and stumbled to the top of the stairs. Two uniformed police officers stood awkwardly in the doorway of their home and Mother stood rigidly with one hand braced on the door, and the other resting on her throat. Even from where he stood, Mitch could tell she was shaking. 

“What happened?” she choked out.

“It appears that he got shot, trying to protect a kid that was in a standoff with a gang.”

Mother was silent, shaking her head every so often, swallowing compulsively and looking wildly from one police officer to the other.

“Is the kid okay?” she finally managed to say.

“Yes, he was the one who called us. He said your husband pulled him to safety before the gang opened fire, so he stayed with him until we arrived.”

Mother shook her head again. “How like Harvey. Where is the boy now?”

“He gave a brief statement then took off before the ambulance arrived. He left before we could get his name.”

Mitch made his way down the stairs on rubber legs, hanging on to the railing for support. When he reached his mother, he touched her shoulder and she turned to look at him with frantic eyes. 

“Your father...”

“I heard.” There was nothing else to say.

“What do we do now?” she whispered. “What do I do now?” She looked up at her son again. “Mitch, he promised, didn’t he? He promised us he would be safe. What the hell was he thinking? He promised me everything would be okay.”

“I know Mom.” Mitch wrapped his arms around his mother and could feel her trembling. He looked at the police officers. “What’s next?”

“We’ll be in touch,” said the older officer. Mitch recognized him but couldn’t remember his name. “We can get you any help you need,” he said. “If you need anything at all, you just need to call us. We’ll have a support person contact you and help you with, um, arrangements.”

“Jessica,” the younger officer reached out to touch her arm. “Your husband was a good man, and an exceptional cop. Everyone loved and respected him. We know this is a terrible loss, but understand that he gave his life in the line of duty, protecting this town. He will be sorely missed.” 

She looked at the two cops and Mitch was startled to see cold rage darken her face.

“Get out,” she said quietly, her voice shaking breaking with anger. “Don’t tell me what kind of man my husband was. Don’t tell me how much he’ll be missed, and don’t patronize me with useless platitudes. Just get out. I don’t want to see you or any other cop right now.”

They nodded and backed out of the door. 

“We understand,” said the older one. “Someone will contact you shortly.”

“I don’t want to talk to anyone right now,” she replied, and slammed the door shut.

Mitch crossed his arms and shivered. “Mom, they were just doing their jobs.”

She rounded on him and he took a step back, shocked at the fury in her eyes. “Shut up,” she said. “Don’t tell me...don’t tell me anything. Just shut up.”

The two were silent for a moment, staring at each other.

“Mom,” Mitch’s voice broke. “You’re not the only one...grieving, here. I just lost...my dad.” The shock and grief washed over him and spilled from his eyes in hot tears.

“Oh Honey,” she moved suddenly to wrap her arms around her son. “Baby, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry. Oh god, I’m so sorry.”

They clung to each other, sobbing hysterically.

***
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BY THE TIME DAWN BROKE, Mitch had managed to doze on the sofa for a few minutes. When he opened his eyes to the sunlight streaming in the living room window, he could see that his mother was still pacing in the kitchen, putting dishes away and wiping down the counters. He doubted she had rested at all. 

He closed his eyes again. The ache in his chest blossomed anew as he remembered.

Dad. Dad was gone. 

He got up and made his way to the kitchen.

“Mom.”

She turned at the sound of his voice and he could see that her eyes were red and swollen, her face pale and blotchy. She had been crying for hours. He gave her a hug.

“Sweetie, I’m sorry, did I wake you?”

“No.” He got a glass out of the cupboard and opened the fridge to get the bottle of orange juice. He poured himself a glass of juice and sat down at the kitchen table, running a hand through his tousled hair. “Do you have any idea what our next steps are?”

She picked the kettle up from the stove and took it to the sink to fill it with fresh water. “I’ve been thinking about that. I mean, I’ve got my job here, and with your father’s...well, the house will be paid for, so we’ll be okay from that standpoint.” She set the kettle on the stove and turned it on, then came to sit down at the table. “I don’t want to stay here, though. I hate this. I hate this place, I hate that everything here reminds me of your father, of everything he promised, of the plans we made for after he retired. I just can’t stand it. Right now, I’m so angry, I can’t think straight. I just want to get out of here.”

“Do you want to sell the house?”

“I don’t know how easy that will be. People are leaving this town, not buying up real estate. I don’t know what to do.”

Mitch took another sip of juice, trying to pull together his scattered thoughts. 

“I know we can’t make any major decisions right now, though,” she continued. “There is a lot to do in the next few weeks, and I need to come up with a plan. I do know that I want to go be closer to your sister.” 

Pam, Mitch thought, how is Pam going to take this? “Does she know?”

“Yes, I called her a couple hours ago, when you were sleeping. She’s pretty upset. She’s going to be flying back here in time...in time for the funeral. I don’t know when that is, yet.”

For a moment, the gentle simmering of the kettle was the only sound in the silent kitchen. The early morning light sketched long shadows across the table and Mitch watched a floating dust mote drift aimlessly through the light, free of any connection. I can’t leave yet, he thought. I can’t leave Mom like this, not until she knows what she wants to do.

“Mom, I’ll get a job here, just something temporary, to help you out for a bit. Let’s just wait until everything is sorted out, then we’ll know what our next steps are. We don’t have to make any decisions right now.”

She looked at him and a small smile turned up the corner of her mouth. “Yeah, you’re right. We can talk things over with Pam when she gets here. Everything will work out.”

He finished his juice and stood up. “It will. For now, I’m going to have a shower and maybe get out of the house for a while, if you’ll be okay here for a bit.”

She waved him off. “I’ll be fine, Honey. I have a lot to think about, and I’ve got some calls to make. You go on.”

The teakettle started whistling as Mitch climbed the stairs to his room.

***
[image: image]


MITCH DIDN’T DRIVE far before he pulled over to the side of the road and called Cory. His best friend had left town right after graduation, as promised, but thankfully, they could still talk by cell phone. Glad that he could talk without breaking down, he told Cory briefly what happened. After expressing his own shock and condolences, Cory reiterated his invitation to join him in the larger town. 

“I can’t right now, man,” Mitch said. “I need to be here for my mom, at least for the next few weeks. I’m going to get a job here through the summer, and then I’ll decide what to do after that.”

“All right, but the offer is always open, just remember that.”

Cory’s familiar voice over the phone was a soothing comfort, and Mitch felt fresh tears welling up in his eyes. Talking to his best friend was softening the dam. “I will. And Cory...thanks. I miss you, you goofball.”

“Miss you too, you doofus. It’s just not the same, not having you around.”

“Yeah, same here.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “Look, I gotta go. I’m supposed to be out looking for a job.”

“Got it. Say, my mom’s cousin runs that big gas station and convenience store out on the end of Main Street there. He’s always looking for someone to take the night shift. You should go talk to him. Tell him I sent you.”

“I will, thanks. And Cory?”

“Yeah Bud?”

“Take care of yourself, okay? Keep me posted about what you’re up to.”

“Always. Hang in there, Mitch.”

“You too.”

Mitch watched the cell connection drop, then lowered his head onto his arms and cried like a four-year-old until the ache in his chest eased somewhat.
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Chapter 11

One Good Turn
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The night shift wasn’t so bad, actually, once Mitch got used to it. It gave him time to think, and he didn’t have to deal with too many people. Right now, he couldn’t handle a lot of people. He appreciated the show of support, but the expressions of sympathy got to be a bit much after a time. He grieved in his own way, by throwing himself into work. He didn’t need to be constantly reminded that his dad had been killed in the line of duty. 

The funeral was a blur. Mom barely cried her face a stony facade of fortitude. Mitch let the flow of condolences wash over him, all the stories of how Harvey had helped this person or that one, of what a difference he made in this or that person’s life. It all felt like rainfall on a windowpane. He could see it, and hear it, but couldn’t feel it. He could recall replying to people’s comments, but couldn’t remember what he said. He just wanted it to be over. At one point, his eyes met his mother’s, and he could see the tiniest crack in her carefully controlled demeanor. She wanted it to be over, too. Pam was more withdrawn, if that was possible. It was good to see her, but the three of them were immersed in their own separate versions of hell. Grief made for strained conversation, their reunion a mockery.

However, at work on the night shift, Mitch could relax a bit, and allow himself to feel his pain, a little at a time. ‘I miss you, Dad,’ he wrote on a piece of scrap paper in front of him. Angry at the sudden rush of tears, he wadded up the paper and threw it in the garbage. A jolt of guilt caused him to dig the paper out of the trash, smooth it carefully, fold it and put it in his pocket. 

It didn’t make sense, but the counsellor said that was par for the course. Grief rarely made sense. 

He was grateful that Cory had put him on to this job. Carmine was happy to see Mitch and even happier that he agreed to take the night shift. It was hard to keep staff that would work the night shift. A job was a job, as far as Mitch was concerned. It allowed him to pay for his car and save up some money. Mitch shifted to a more comfortable position on the stool behind the counter. He hoped Kendra was saving up some money, too. She said she was working, and didn’t have a lot of time to hang out. He brushed away his uneasy feelings about her, not wanting to think too much about her lack of communication. She never said much about their plans to travel. She was busy, that was all. She came to the funeral, but she stayed out of the way. Afterward, she had come to see him, giving him a quick kiss before the left. ‘I’m sorry,’ was all she said, her eyes bright with tears. 

Well, they all were. It was a bad time for everyone. 

The tinkle of the bell over the door jolted Mitch out of his gloomy thoughts. Customers would be a welcome distraction at this point. He glanced up as a young man was making his way to the back of the store. He was wearing a hooded sweatshirt with the hood pulled up around his face, so Mitch couldn’t see who it was. The skinny youth pulled a paper cup from the cup holder and started pouring himself a coffee from the large carafe. Mitch ran a quick mental checklist. When was the last time he had refilled the carafe with fresh coffee? He hoped it was still hot. 

A second tinkle drew his gaze back to the front door. Two more men came into the store and started looking over the rack of chips and other snacks. Both of them wore baseball caps pulled down low over their eyes, but Mitch could see them glancing furtively at him and at the other kid in the store. A spike of adrenaline put Mitch on full alert. Something was up. He glanced at the back of the store. The first man was looking over the case of day-old donuts, picking out two of them to put into a paper bag. He seemed unaware of the other two men in the store. 

Sudden movement snapped Mitch’s attention back to the other men. He noticed that they had pulled scarves up over the lower half of their faces. They walked briskly to the till and one of them had a handgun in his hand, pointed at Mitch’s head. 

“Open the till and hand over all the money. Hurry, and you won’t be hurt.”

Mitch froze for a moment, and lifted his hands where they could see them. “I can’t just open it without a purchase,” he said.

“Well, let’s just say I want to buy this bag of chips,” said the second man sarcastically, setting a bag of potato chips on the counter. 

Mitch reached for the chips, his mind racing. What was it that Carmine had said about robberies? Did he say anything about robberies? Go along with it, or was there an alarm button he needed to push? He was drawing a complete blank.

In a heartbeat, the other young man was at the front of the store, a handgun trained on the two intruders. 

“Turn around and walk out of here right now and you won’t be reported,” he said evenly, advancing slowly on the would-be thieves.

They began to back away a step at a time, until the one with the gun turned his weapon on the younger man. 

The hooded vigilante took another step forward, putting himself between the two thugs and Mitch. He lifted his gun until it was aimed squarely at the face of the armed intruder. “I mean it,” he said. “Walk out of here right now and you won’t get shot. You won’t end up with a police record, either. I’m giving you one chance to make a better decision.” 

Mitch could see the hesitation in the face of the gunman, and his partner grabbed his arm. 

“Come on, this isn’t worth it. This guy could have pushed the alarm button already.” He tilted his head to indicate Mitch. “Let’s get out of here before the cops arrive. Come on man.”

The gunman glanced between Mitch and his protector and dropped his arm. Both of them turned and ran from the store, disappearing into the night. 

Mitch released the breath he was holding and sat down hard on the stool. “Shit, that was close.” He looked at the hooded man in front of him. “I can’t thank you enough for helping me out.”

The young man turned around and Mitch realized with a shock that he recognized his rescuer. 

“Kenny?”

“Hey Mitch. You all right?”

“Yeah. Holy crap, man, how did you know?”

“I heard a rumor that someone might try for this store tonight. The hard part was making sure I was here before they got here.”

“I don’t get it.”

Kenny shrugged. “I owe you one.”

“In what way?”

Kenny looked at Mitch carefully, choosing his words. “Mitch, your dad gave his life to save mine. I’m the kid he was protecting the night he got shot. I’m the one that called for help.” 

Mitch stared at Kenny blankly, the blood draining from his face as he wrestled with renewed grief, anger and a strange mix of gratitude. 

“Look Mitch, I never wanted him to interfere. I wanted to die when he was shot. Your dad was such a great guy, and a good cop. You can’t know how sorry I am. That shouldn’t have happened.”

“No, it shouldn’t have.” Mitch struggled with his thoughts. “But that was my dad. He cared about everyone. I know he did what he felt he needed to do. I know it wasn’t your fault, Kenny.”

Kenny looked at his shoes and pushed a small pebble across the floor. “Um, there’s something else. I heard your dad’s last words.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah.” Kenny looked up at Mitch, anguish in his eyes. “He said he was sorry. Sorry he couldn’t keep his promise to you, Mitch.”

Mitch swallowed and nodded. “Thanks for telling me.”

“For what it’s worth, your dad not only saved my life, but he changed it as well. I was making some bad decisions, and what he did changed everything for me. I smartened up, because of him. I don’t want to die on the streets. I want to work to help kids not get sucked into that life. I still have my connections, but I try to help kids make better decisions.”

Mitch just stared at him. “I...I don’t know what to say, Kenny. I’m glad for you, though. Good for you. I’m really glad you were here tonight. Thanks.”

“Like I said, I owe your dad a huge debt. Your dad saved me, so I’ll be around to keep an eye on you. As long as you’re in town, I’ve got your back. Okay?”

Mitch smiled. “Okay, Kenny. And thanks again.”

Kenny moved back to the coffee machine. “All right then, now I can get my coffee and a couple donuts, if that’s all right with you.”

Mitch gestured expansively towards the coffee and donuts. “Take what you want. It’s on the house. The donuts will get tossed out in the morning when the fresh ones come in anyway. Take them all.”

Kenny laughed and filled a bag with the last of the donuts. “Thanks, man.” He picked up his coffee, tucked the bag of donuts under his arm, and moved towards the door. He paused, one hand on the door. “There’s just one more thing, though you might not want to hear it.”

“What’s that?”

“Um, the person who called the cops to stop the fight in the first place?”

“Yeah?”

“That was Kendra. I’m sorry man. She has, um, connections with that gang. She was afraid, uh, a certain person in the gang was going to get hurt and called the cops to stop the fight. I know that sucks, but you need to know that. Kendra’s the reason your dad was there that night.”
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Chapter 12

Breakup
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Mitch was seething with rage as he paced back and forth in front of Kendra’s house. She wasn’t home when he got there, and her mom said she would be home in about forty minutes. He told her that he would wait outside. Mitch paced the sidewalk for ten minutes, waiting for her to return. He had no idea what he was going to say, but launching into her when he was this angry was probably not a wise choice, or healthy. Giving up on waiting outside, he got into his car and pulled away from the curb, driving a block away to park in front of a school playground. He got out and stared at the still swing set, and then shook his head. Exasperated, Mitch flopped down on the dry grass and laid back, draping his arm over his tired eyes. It had been a while since he had been awake during the day and the sunlight seemed harsh. He rolled over on his stomach and buried his face in his crossed arms, closing his eyes. 

Mitch wrestled with his thoughts. He still didn’t know what to say to his girlfriend. Was she responsible for his dad’s death? Was it intentional? On top of everything else, did she have a part in destroying his world, too? 

Dad, I miss you, he thought for the millionth time. When did everything start to change? Was it when you died, or was it long before that? When the farmers started selling off their farms? When the city stopped funding the schools? When stores started closing up and people started leaving town? Was it when the government moved in with their own secret plans that didn’t help the city at all? 

At least they had finally let everyone know what they were up to on that one. But a top-secret, government-run greenhouse? That was just weird. They said that this was the first of its kind, a way to deal with the drought. Soon all the cities would have their own facility to provide the town with food. Their claim was that they could grow more food in a controlled environment, and would be able to produce enough to supply each town. The problem was that they brought in government workers to finish the facility. None of the jobs went to the people of the city who desperately needed jobs. They said it was because of security concerns. Security? How much security did a greenhouse need? They had allowed people to see the partially constructed facility from a distance, from behind tall chain-linked fencing that was topped with barbed wire. From what they could tell, it was going to be huge, but how much of the structure was going to be administrative buildings, and how much was going to be the greenhouse itself, it was hard to tell. 

Whatever. Mitch had more pressing concerns right now. He pulled out his cell phone and glanced at the time. He still had thirty minutes to wait. Crap. Where was she at this time of the morning? He should be at home, asleep right now. He closed his eyes again and fought against the wave of fatigue. If he weren’t careful, he’d end up taking a nap on the dry grass. 

A brief hum past his ear made him open his eyes. Two feet from his face was a small, green dandelion, topped with a bright yellow flower. In a playground full of dry grass, there were a few stunted, green weeds, and the stubborn dandelion was the most prevalent of all. A few of them even ventured bravely to put out a flower here and there. 

The hum came from a small bee, and Mitch didn’t move, watching the fuzzy insect carefully. When was the last time he had seen a bee? Surely, there were still bees around, but it seemed like they were rare. He remembered, as a small kid, hearing bugs all summer, moving around the grasses, flying amongst flowers, grasshoppers chirping as they launched themselves into the air to avoid being trampled by small boy feet. Mitch tried to remember if he had seen any bees at all this summer, but as far as he could recall, this was the first one. 

He studied the busy insect, smiling at how it worked its way over the flower, collecting pollen and parting the flower petals with its efficient feet. The furred abdomen wiggled as it moved back and forth, getting the most out of this rare food source. 

A small detail of information clicked into place with a larger puzzle. Bugs. That was what was missing this summer. It wasn’t just the lack of rain; it was the lack of bugs. Why were there very few bugs? This seemed connected to everything somehow. The environment was changing and the bees were disappearing. The vanishing bees were a symptom of a larger problem. 

Did the government know about this? Of course they did. They were here building a giant greenhouse weren’t they? They know something they aren’t telling us, he thought. This is so much bigger than a few bees or farms being abandoned. 

The bee finished its task and launched itself into the air to find another flower. Mitch rolled over onto his side, propping his head with one hand. The bee didn’t care about government conspiracies, massive greenhouses, or the slow decay of one city. Its only job was to collect pollen to make honey, so that is what it did. In the face of ecological decimation, one bee kept making honey, because that was what it was programmed to do. Despite widespread problems, it did what it could to make a difference where it was, and it did what it could, using the only skill it had. 

Mitch quelled the rising unrest in his chest. Make a difference where you are. He thought of Cory, and of Pam, who left town to go to college. He thought of his mom, determined to follow her to greener pastures, as it were. He thought of the bee, as it hummed its way to the next flower and the next. 

Where’s your hive, little bee, he thought. Who are you making honey for? Are you really making a difference with your efforts? 

The bee didn’t care. It had a job to do.
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KENDRA WAS HOME BY the time Mitch returned to her house. She seemed uncomfortable to see him, but came out onto the front porch, closing the door behind her. 

“You look tired,” said Mitch. 

“So do you.”

They stared at each other in silence for a moment. Mitch glanced out at the quiet neighborhood for a moment and then back at her.

“What’s this job you have, Kendra?”

She shrugged. “I help some friends out with some special-order deliveries.” 

“Friends?”

“You can’t tell me who I can be friends with,” she said, holding her head up defiantly.

“No, that’s not what I’m trying to do.” He sighed, clenching his jaw reflexively. “Where were you the night my dad died, Kendra?”

The look on her face was all the answer he needed.

“Why would you ask that?”

“Because I want to know.”

“It’s none of your business.”

“Look, Kendra, I know you called the cops that night and my dad got shot. I want to know your involvement in it.” He shoved his hands deep into his pockets and hunched his shoulders defensively. 

She crossed her arms and took a step away from him. She wouldn’t look him in the eye. “I...I was just trying to stop a fight.”

“Why were you there at all?”

She shrugged and looked at him. “Again, that’s none of your business.”

He took a step towards her, his fists clenched by his sides. “My dad died in that alley that night, Kendra, and I want you to tell me your part in it. Is my dad dead because of you, Kendra? Is he? Dammit, I want to know.” He was shouting as he advanced on her.

She backed away, holding her hands up in front of her. “Don’t you dare lay a hand on me Mitch. So help me, you will pay if you hurt me.”

He stopped and exhaled heavily, shaking his head. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to know. Why did you call the cops that night?”

“I already told you, I was trying to stop a fight. I didn’t know it was your dad who would show up, and I didn’t know he was going to get shot. It’s not my fault.”

“But why were you there? You haven’t told me why you were involved at all.”

She shrugged again, a tiny smile on her lips. “I’ve found a new opportunity. One that is going to allow me to help the people of this town, and make some money.”

He looked at her blankly. “You’re in a black market gang.” It was a statement, not a question.

“You don’t understand. They are helping people.”

“No they are not. They steal goods and sell them to people at jacked up prices. They are using the desperation of people to line their pockets. That’s wrong.”

“Not if it helps people.”

“It doesn’t,” he shouted. “What about our plans, Kendra? We were going to see the world.”

“Your plans, Mitch, not mine. You’re a nice guy and all, but you lack ambition.”

“Ambition?”

“I don’t want to be poor, Mitch. I can’t. I can’t live off the land and not know where my next meal comes from. I don’t want to be without money. You understand don’t you?”

He took a step back, incredulous. “Kendra...”

“I’ve got someone who is going to look after me. I’ll have everything I need. You go on your little trip, and if you make your fortune in the world, you come see me when you get back.” She smiled sweetly.

Mitch’s stomach churned. “You can’t be serious. That’s what this is all about? Money?”

“It’s over Mitch. I’m sorry. I’ve got to look after myself. Please don’t bother me again.” With that, she blew him a kiss, turned and went back into the house, slamming the door behind her. 

Mitch didn’t think it was possible for his heart to shatter into pieces that were any smaller. He was wrong.
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Chapter 13

Major Decision
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Mitch clocked out when the morning shift arrived at 7:00 a.m. and lifted a hand to them in greeting as he left. If he hurried, he could be at home in bed, before Mom was up, and wanted to talk. He pulled out of his parking spot just as the sun broke above the horizon. He squinted and pulled down the visor. It was already hot and was likely to get hotter. He was glad he was going to be at home, asleep in a dark, air-conditioned room during the worst of the heat. He couldn’t remember the last time he had a proper meal but wasn’t hungry. The fact that his jeans were hanging loosely on him had nothing to do with his eating habits, he was certain. 

It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.

He was half-asleep when he turned the last corner towards home. He wasn’t really watching when he veered into the driveway, as he just wanted to get inside and go to bed. His head was pounding, and he tried to ignore the constant, nagging nausea in his stomach.

The rending crash jolted him fully awake. The pressure of his seatbelt prevented him from impacting the steering wheel, but it still knocked the wind out of his lungs. He didn’t have time to wonder why the airbag didn’t deploy, but the car was so old, they probably didn’t work anyway. 

“What the hell?”

When his vision cleared, he looked up and realized that he had clipped the fence running along the length of the driveway, knocking a couple boards out of the fence.

“DAMMIT! Mom is going to kill me,” he yelled at no one in particular.

He unhitched his seatbelt and got out of the car to assess the damage. The bumper folded in a bit on the driver’s side, but the fence took the most damage. The car was probably still drivable, and while he could probably ignore the misshapen bumper, he couldn’t hide the broken fence from his mom. 

“Shit. Shit, shit, shit, shit,” he told the clear morning sky, rubbing fingers over his tired eyes. In a sudden burst of rage, he picked up one of the broken fence boards and began beating the hood of his old car, smashing the splintered wood down on the faded paint job repeatedly until small dents began to appear. He continued with the front corner of his car, pounding the bent fender and raining blows on the headlight until he heard a satisfying shattering of glass. He didn’t realize he was sobbing and venting his anger in vicious snarls and shouts of unhinged rage. He didn’t even realize his mother had come out of the house until she wrapped her arms around him and dragged him away from his car, pulling the shattered fence board from his shaking hands. 

“Come inside Mitch. Come on. Just leave it. Let’s go inside. Come on.” She led her sobbing son up the porch stairs and through the front door, ignoring the curious looks from neighbors who had come out of their houses to see what was going on. 

She lowered Mitch onto the sofa and sat down next to him, wrapping her arms around him as he curled into a ball against her, crying like a baby. 

“What’s going on baby? Talk to me. What’s going on?”

“I broke the fence,” he said, he cries muffled by her arms.

She chuckled. “No Sweetie. I mean, what’s going on with you?”

He pulled away and sniffled, wiping his eyes against his sleeve. “It’s not fair, Mom. None of it. Nothing’s fair.”

“I know, Sweetie. You’ve probably lost more than any of us. I know you’re hurting.”

“I’m just...mad, that’s all. It’s just one damn thing after another.”

“I know.” She was silent for a moment, rubbing his back soothingly. “When was the last time you talked to the counsellor?”

He sniffed again and dropped his head in his hands. “It’s been a while. It’s hard to make an appointment when I work nights.”

“I think you need to go talk to her.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right.” 

She patted his arm. “Are you all right?”

He looked up at her and forced a small smile. “I will be.”

“Okay. Why don’t you get some sleep and we’ll talk later when you wake up.”

He glanced out the front window. “What about my car?”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll move it. We’ll deal with that later. Right now you need to get some rest.”

“What about the fence?”

She chuckled again. “Well, it’s easier to fix than the car, but it doesn’t matter right now. Okay? Go to bed. We’ll talk later.”

***
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MOM WAS HOME WHEN MITCH woke up several hours later. 

“There’s some spaghetti on the stove. Get some food and we’ll have our chat.”

Mitch filled his plate and carried it to the table while Mom poured him a glass of iced tea. 

“This is good,” he said, stuffing his mouth. “I can’t remember the last time I ate a solid meal.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” she said. “Listen, Mitch, I’ve been talking to Pam, and she’s gotten me an interview at the university. I’m going to fly out there tomorrow and check out apartments and such in the vicinity of the university.”

He looked up at her, but didn’t say anything as he worked his way through the pasta.

“Honey, I want you to come with me - not tomorrow, mind you, but if I move out there. There are good opportunities around a university, and maybe you can take some classes and work towards something.”

He finished his bite and took a sip of the iced tea before he answered. “I’d have to think about it, Mom. All my plans have been changed and I need to figure out what I want to do. I don’t know if I’m ready for college yet.”

“You don’t have to decide right now, you understand. Just give it some thought.”

He nodded. “I will.”

***
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MITCH WASN’T THINKING about anything in particular as he strolled down the dark city street. It was his first night off in two weeks and he didn’t want to go home. Mom was pressuring him to move to the university with her, and he didn’t want to discuss it. Yes, he wanted to leave this town. No, he didn’t want to go with his mother and sister to a university town. He couldn’t explain it to himself, much less explain it to his mom. He needed some time to think.

A familiar voice called his name softly as he passed a dark alley, and Mitch smiled. 

“Hey Kenny, what are you up to?”

The younger boy stepped out of the shadows, grinning in the dim streetlights. “I just talked a kid out of handing some drugs off to a gang leader. He figured he would get full price for them, but I showed him what his cut would actually be, and the people he would be hurting. He decided to go home instead.”

“You did a good thing.”

The two boys continued down the street while Kenny filled him in on some of the rumors circulating on the streets.

“There are some who think the new construction is for a research facility, and that the government is going to start rounding up street people to use for bizarre experiments,” Kenny was saying. 

“That’s ridiculous. It’s a controlled greenhouse to help bring fresh food to the town. Every city is getting them.”

“That’s what they are telling us, but you know the government. They only tell us what we want to hear.”

“Don’t believe it Kenny. The government has to find a way to take care of everyone. My dad...” he choked on the word. “My dad said they are doing everything they can to help as many people as possible.”

“Well, I don’t know about that, but I do know that there are people here that need help. I don’t have much, but I’m helping where I can.”

Mitch thought of the bee on the dandelion. “No one can ask any more of you, my friend.”

They heard the quick whoop of a police siren behind them, and a squad car pulled up to the curb. They turned to look as a uniformed police officer got out of the car and walked towards them. 

“Good evening, Officer,” said Mitch with a friendly tone. “What can we do for you?”

The cop leaned forward and took a good look at Mitch. “Hey, you’re Harvey’s kid aren’t you?”

“Yes sir.”

He looked at the younger man. “Kenneth, staying out of trouble are you?”

Kenny put his hand on his chest and gave a small bow. “Always.”

“What are you boys doing out here in the middle of the night?”

“I had the night off,” said Mitch. “Just felt like taking a walk downtown and seeing what was up.”

“I get that.”

“Hey, I’d love to stay and chat,” Kenny interjected, “But I need to check on someone. Catch you later Mitch?”

“Yeah, keep in touch.” He lifted a hand in farewell as Kenny pulled his hood up and hurried away. 

“He’s a good kid,” said the cop. “He’s gotten pretty useful to us downtown. We get our best tips from him.”

“Yeah, he’s...he’s been a good friend to me too.” Mitch watched Kenny’s retreating back disappear around the next corner.

“Look, Mitch, I know you’ve heard it a lot, but your dad was an excellent cop. We could use more like him. Now that you’re done with high school, we could use you on the Force.” He looked at Mitch expectantly.

Mitch looked at the cop for a moment, and then turned his gaze down the street. The streetlights created dim yellow islands on the empty sidewalks. The street appeared deserted, but Mitch knew better than anyone that there was a lot more going on than he could see. A lot more than anyone could see. There are people here that need help. Kenny’s words rang in his head. Running away didn’t help anyone, and the thought of travelling alone left a sour feeling in Mitch’s stomach. He would be just another working stiff in a university town, and worth nothing to anyone as a backpacking drifter. 

Dad cared about this town. Kenny cares about this town. 

There are people here that need help.

“I know, officer,” he finally said. “My dad always wanted me to be a cop. I think I could be of use to the police force. I know it would make my dad proud.”
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Chapter 14

Police Training
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Mitch drove by the hospital before he started his night shift. Kendra’s mother called him an hour before, telling him the news. Someone had found Kendra behind a dumpster in lower downtown, badly beaten. She was alive, but badly hurt. Her mom felt that Mitch deserved to know. 

“If you didn’t break up with her,” she sobbed over the phone, “She wouldn’t have been running with such a rough crowd.”

I didn’t break up with her, Mitch wanted to say, but it didn’t matter. Kendra’s mother was going to believe what she wanted to believe. “I am so sorry. I tried to work it out with her,” he told her. “I’ll go by and see her today before I go to work.”

“Yes, and tell her I’ll be by as soon as I can.”

When Mitch ended the call, his heart was pounding. What had Kendra gotten herself into? Despite what she did to him, she didn’t deserve this. 

He arrived at the hospital and the nurse at the desk directed him to the ICU. They would let him see her for two minutes only, the nurse said. She wasn’t conscious, but maybe the voice of a friend would help her. 

Mitch was horrified when he saw her. Tubes stuck out of her mouth and nose, and long intravenous needles were stuck into both her arms, dripping fluid into her battered body. Her beautiful dark blonde hair was matted back and deep purple smudges ringed both of her eyes. The abrasions on her face made him wince and the bloodied splint on her right forearm make him feel ill. Who had done this to her? 

A nurse came into the room at this point and he touched her arm as she moved past her. 

“Do they know what happened?” he asked her. 

She shook her head. “They found her, badly beaten up. Judging by where she was found, they suspect it is gang-related.” She turned her attention to Kendra, checking her vitals and adjusting her bedding. She turned back to Mitch. “Are you a friend or family?”

“Uh, friend,” he replied.

“Well, she certainly has a lot of friends.”

Mitch didn’t know how to respond. He just looked on helplessly as the nurse adjusted something on the I.V. drip that ran into Kendra’s arm.

“You need to go now,” she told him. “She needs to rest.”

He nodded. “Kendra, it’s Mitch.” He touched her hand lightly. “Please get better. A lot of people...love you.” He turned and left the room. 

In the corridor, he almost bumped into a tall, dark-haired young man. The two locked eyes and Mitch suddenly understood. 

“You’re here to see Kendra,” he said abruptly.

“So?”

He grabbed the boy’s arm. “What happened to her? Tell me.”

The youth yanked his arm out of Mitch’s hand. “It’s none of your business.”

“I’m her ex-boyfriend,” Mitch replied. “My dad was the cop that was killed one night in a gang fight. She was there.”

The taller boy eyed him carefully. “She should never have called the cops in the first place. That was her first mistake.” He turned and slipped into Kendra’s room.

Mitch stood in shocked silence for a moment, and then hurried to the nurses’ station. “You need to post security on Kendra’s room, and don’t let anyone in there but her family.”

The nurse looked up. “Why is that?”

He pointed to her room. “The guy in there with her right now is a gang member, and likely responsible for her injuries. He shouldn’t be in there with her.”

The nurse looked at him blankly for a moment, and then she picked up the phone. “Security to the third floor ICU station please.”

Mitch slipped out of the hospital before they arrived.

***
[image: image]


MOM WAS WAITING FOR him when he came downstairs before his shift. That was fine. He wanted to talk to her, too.

“Mitch, I got the job,” she blurted out without preamble. “The one at the university. I start at the beginning of August, in two weeks. That’s enough time for you to give notice at your job and pack up your stuff. We’ll get someone to rent the house or something. Maybe one of those government workers who are building the new facility. It’s going to be great, you’ll see. I found a nice, two bedroom apartment and...”

Mitch held up his hand. “Mom, I’m glad you got the job you wanted, but I’m not going.”

“Oh come on, Mitch. You can go backpacking any time. You need an education, and you’re not going to get that hiking around the world.”

“Well, I wouldn’t agree with that. I could learn a lot by travelling, but that’s not why I’m cancelling my trip.”

She frowned briefly. “What else could you possibly be doing?”

“Mom,” he sat down at the table, taking her hands and lowering her into a seat next to him. “I’m staying here. I...um...I want to be a cop.” Like Dad. He almost said it but clamped his lips shut in time. That wouldn’t help his argument any. 

Her face went white with shock, then red with rage. “WHAT? No. No, honey, you can’t do this to me.”

“To you? I’m not doing this to you. I’m doing this because it’s the right thing. This city needs good cops, and I know it’s something I would be good at. Dad would agree with me.”

She stood suddenly and flung her hand at him. “Yeah, and look where it got him. DEAD, that’s where. You want to die? Is that it? I’ve already lost my husband and now my son wants to follow him?”

“Mom, no, please listen...”

“You want to guarantee me you won’t die in the line of duty? Can you do that?”

“Well, I’ll do the best I can, but...”

“No, you can’t guarantee that.” She collapsed in a chair and dropped her face in her hands, elbows on the table. “Oh god, Mitch, I can’t stand to lose you too. I just couldn’t stand it.”

He moved to drop an arm around her shoulders. “You won’t Mom. I’ll do everything I can to stay safe, I promise.”

“Yeah, your dad promised,” she cried into her hands. 

“Mom. Mom, please understand. I can stay here at the house, and I’ll get paid while I’m going through training, so I’ll have enough cover the expenses. You said the house is paid off. I’ll be fine.”

“I won’t.”

“Yes, you will. You’ll have Pam. She’ll look after you and you can look after her. I’ll check in with you every week, and I’ll come see you when I can.”

She looked at him with tear-streaked eyes. “Oh Mitch, I love you so much.”

“I know, Mom, and I love you, but I have to do this. Please understand that. For Dad, for this town, for the people who are going to need all the help they can get. Rather than everyone running off at the first sign of trouble, someone needs to stay here and keep everyone safe. This is my purpose, Mom. This is why I am here. You know what happened to Kendra. I need to make sure that never happens to anyone else. The gangs are becoming a real problem, and I want to be a part of the solution. The police force needs all the help they can get, and I could be really good at this.” He gripped her cold fingers in his warm hands, willing her to understand. 

She reached up to touch his face. “Sweetie, I do understand. I see so much of your father in you, your dedication, your gentleness, your kind soul. Your stubbornness, too. I never saw two people who were so gentle and pig-headed stubborn at the same time, but it’s because I see your father in you, that I fear for you. Promise you won’t take stupid chances. I need you. Pam needs you. We’re family, and we need to stick together.”

Mitch grinned and leaned over to kiss her forehead. “It’s going to be okay, Mom.”

“But what if you have a family? A wife? Kids? What happens when you get shot in the line of duty and leave them to fend for themselves?”

He stood up and looked out the window where the sun was beginning its descent. “If I learned anything, Mom, is that I never want to do that to anyone.” 

“You say that now.”

He looked down at her. “Nope. I won’t ever leave someone widowed.” What he didn’t add was that he wouldn’t raise kids to listen to their parents bicker constantly about his job, either. As much as he loved his dad, he would never do to some woman, what his dad did to his mother. Or allow someone to do to him, what his mother did to his dad. Families were for people who were free to love. Not cops.

“I need to get to work,” he said. “I’ll see you when I get home.” He paused at the door. “I’m going to be a cop, Mom, because there are people who need my help. It’s going to be okay. I promise.”

The evening was cooling as he stepped out on the front porch. The dry smell of summer-scorched grass mingled with the odour of drying leaves and dust. He saw movement out of the corner of his eye and looked down to see a small bee, lifting off a cluster of blue lobelia in a pot on the front porch. The bee rose high enough to buzz past Mitch’s ear, then turned and headed home, towards the setting sun.

** THE END **

If you have loved reading these first four books of The Silent Lands Chronicles, please consider leaving a review on Amazon! Your reviews are precious to us and help us continue to find a cure for this dying land ☺. Join our mailing list! and never miss a new release!

This series is ongoing. Check back soon for further installments in this epic eco-dystopian adventure series!
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